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T
he U.S. federal government shutdown has
entered its 39th day, making it the longest
such closure in American history, with a

sharp impact on nearly 1.4 million federal em-
ployees who have been furloughed without pay,
not to mention countless more a�ected by the
suspension of a range of public services. The lat-
est blow to the American public came on the
heels of an announcement that major U.S. air-
lines would be reducing �ights at more than 40
airports this week owing to a shortfall in air tra�c
controllers, leading to a heightened threat to air
safety. The shutdown has also crippled normal
functions in food and nutrition bene�ts including
food stamps for the poor, early learning pro-
grammes for low-income families, services relat-
ed to the Internal Revenue Service, national
parks and social services. At the heart of the de-
bate that led to the congressional stalemate was
the expiration of subsidies for health insurance
premiums purchased via the A�ordable Care Act
marketplace. At this point there would appear to
be a glimmer of hope for resolution of the parti-
san logjam as the Senate is expected to vote on an
amended budget bill following Republicans pre-
senting a fresh proposal, which includes a short-
term stopgap funding measure. Also bundled is a
potential one year of �scal support for food assis-
tance, veterans a�airs and military construction.

However, the deeper malaise of bitter polarisa-
tion in the political discourse persists, even if
painful shutdowns come and go. Mr. Trump cer-
tainly bettered his �rst term election victory
when he galloped into the White House in 2024.
Despite the “red shift” that handed him a win in
every swing State last year, liberals and progres-
sives have certainly not thrown in the towel; rath-
er, they have regrouped to make a strong show-
ing in the recent mayoral, gubernatorial and
other State-level elections. At stake are the most
poignant of policy issues impacting ordinary
Americans, including jobs, tari�s and in�ation,
but also pressing questions on immigration,
health care and education. While it is only to be
expected that American society, known for �er-
cely guarding the rights guaranteed in the Consti-
tution’s First Amendment, will regularly and vo-
ciferously express divergent views on these
critical subjects, the substantive core of good go-
vernance will be lost to many unless the spirit of
bipartisanship �ickers once again amidst the
shambles of congressional dysfunction. In this
context the debilitation wreaked by the ongoing
shutdown only shows that there is a need for a
new normal in U.S. politics, a humane, pragmatic
middle path between unbridled Trumpism and
the old world of progressive America.

Shutdown showdown
Unbridled Trumpism has reduced any

space for bipartisan cooperation 

T
he �rst phase of Bihar’s Assembly elec-
tions on Thursday witnessed a hearten-
ing democratic statistic — an impressive

voter turnout across 121 constituencies. Provi-
sional estimates have placed the �gure at 64.69%,
which may rise further as complete data emerge
from all polling booths. These same constituen-
cies have consistently recorded turnouts bet-
ween 55.4% and 55.85% across the last four polls
— Assembly and general elections. The nearly
nine percentage point jump signals a reinvigorat-
ed engagement with the electoral process. The
numbers reveal a more compelling story. Despite
the Special Intensive Revision (SIR) process re-
ducing registered electors from 3.88 crore in the
2024 general election to 3.73 crore now, the ac-
tual voter count surged from 2.15 crore to a provi-
sional 2.42 crore. Predictably, the ruling coalition
has rushed to attribute the surge to popular wel-
fare schemes, framing it as pro-incumbency sen-
timent, while the Opposition has interpreted it as
anti-incumbency fervour and a hunger for
change. However, drawing de�nitive conclusions
from turnout �gures alone would be premature. 

Academic studies have shown that there has
been little correlation between increased voter
participation and anti- or pro-incumbency in As-
sembly elections. But disaggregated data could
o�er insights. A spike in women’s participation
might validate the impact of cash transfer
schemes implemented on the eve of the elections
by the Nitish Kumar-led government. Conversely,
increased youth voting could re�ect a yearning
for change in a State where unemployment and
large-scale migration remain persistent con-
cerns. But the Election Commission of India (ECI)
has not yet released gender-based turnout data,
leaving such analysis in the realm of speculation.
What seems indisputable is that the heightened
discourse around the SIR process played a role.
The Opposition’s Voter Adhikar Yatra and sus-
tained focus on voter roll issues appear to have
sensitised citizens about the sanctity of their fran-
chise. A day before polling, the Leader of the Op-
position in the Lok Sabha, Rahul Gandhi, raised
concerns about electoral roll discrepancies in Ha-
ryana, alleging inadequate action by the ECI. Bi-
har’s �rst-phase turnout o�ers an instructive les-
son: concerns about electoral processes are most
e�ectively addressed not merely through criti-
cism but by mobilising organisational machinery
to educate and energise voters about registration
and participation. The Congress and other Oppo-
sition parties would do well to channel their ap-
prehensions about electoral integrity into syste-
matic grassroots work that empowers citizens to
claim their democratic rights — a strategy that
could possibly yield tangible results at the ballot
box while strengthening democratic institutions.

Turnout bump
Voter awareness clearly surged
following the SIR controversy

T
he year 2025 began with a new POTUS
(President of the United States) and is
ending with Zohran Mamdani as the
incoming new Mayor of New York City

(NYC). It is a curious twist of fortunes, but all this
while welfarism keeps returning centre stage.
Politicians of the left and the right reach for it
when inequality widens or when growth feels
exclusive. Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva in Brazil, the
Keir Starmer government in the United Kingdom,
and in India, various Chief Ministers have built on
welfare-led politics. Now, the Big Apple will have
its “Mamdani moment”.

Mr. Mamdani will begin governing only from
January 1, 2026, with an all-women Transition
Team, but the headline promises — free buses,
rent freezes, universal childcare — pose a basic
question. What does sustainable welfarism look
like in economies that still rely on markets to
allocate most goods and services?

The two sides to welfare
The appeal is obvious. Welfare acts fast. It
bypasses the slow grind of productivity reforms
and delivers visible outcomes: children in school,
workers in transit, families housed. Yet, there is a
boundary condition that voters sense and
economists formalise — quality often erodes,
deadweight losses creep in with welfarism, and
black markets �ourish when prices are pushed
below cost. Free buses without cost discipline can
mean fewer buses or poorly maintained �eets.
Rent freezes can protect tenants yet deter new
construction, with “key money” resurfacing. Free
childcare can expand access but strain quality if
sta�ng and training are not funded.

Does this mean conventional economics is
merely pinched lipped about compassion? Not
quite. Incentives are not a moral preference; they
describe behaviour. Set a price to zero, demand
rises; if supply cannot scale, queues and
side-payments follow. But economics also
recognises distribution: policies aiding the
worst-o� can increase social welfare even with
some ine�ciency. Here, John Rawls matters —
judge society by its least advantaged. If markets
leave many out because they cannot pay (or sell)
at the moment of need, the state can subsidise
buyers and sellers to re-admit them on fair terms.
It may well be what NYC voters are signalling.

So, should Rawls replace Pareto, or must a
healthy polity oscillate? Economic and social
history suggest the latter. Polanyi called it the
“double movement”: overreach by markets
sparks social protection; ossi�ed protections
trigger liberalisation. Bismarckian social
insurance yielded to later liberalisations; post-war

welfare states met Thatcher-Reagan
retrenchment; Latin America shifted from price
controls to stabilisation and targeted transfers;
India has toggled between public provisioning
(Public Distribution System, the National Rural
Employment Guarantee Act) and
market-complementing reforms (Direct Bene�t
Transfer, Goods and Services Tax). Each swing
overcorrected somewhere and taught lessons.

The dangers lie at the extremes. A “Pareto
trap” prizes e�ciency while tolerating exclusion:
clinics that are “e�ciently” empty of the poor,
and buses that are on time but not where workers
live. A “Rawls trap” suppresses prices across the
board, undermining supply incentives; quality
falls, the middle class exits, and coalitions fray.

What could work as a model
The more useful question for a Mamdani model is
not Rawls or Pareto, but how to build a
thermostat between them — automatic stabilisers
that lean Rawlsian under stress and lean Pareto as
capacity grows. In short: make welfarism �scally
honest and micro-economically careful.

How can one do this? Some simple steps could
be helpful. First, one may want to subsidise
outcomes, not inputs, and cap fares selectively,
contracting for on-time kilometres and peak seat
availability, publish open data audits, and keep a
modest price signal with transparent provider
compensation. Examples to borrow from are the
2016 Bus Contracting Model in Singapore and
France’s Solidarité Transport discounts which
protects access while preserving a non-zero fare.
Second, one may want to replace blunt price
controls with contingent bu�ers by using
means-tested, automatic vouchers that scale in
shocks, and pair them with zoning fast-tracks and
tax incentives to expand supply and add
sunset/trigger rules.

Finally, one may want to default to
cash/e-vouchers that are backed by credible
public options and hard quality budgets — fund
sta�ng, accreditation and inspections. This way,
services will not residualise, and public providers
can set a quality �oor that disciplines private
prices. Other examples may be from Brazil’s
Bolsa Família (conditional cash transfers) and
Kenya’s Inua Jamii programme.

Where do mission-driven �rms and socially
minded entrepreneurs �t in this conversation?
They are the connective tissue. If the state is
Rawlsian and markets are Pareto, we need
institutions that straddle both. A
stakeholder-oriented bus operator can accept
capped fares given long-term contracts,
reciprocal data-sharing, and reputational gains. A

childcare chain investing in sta� development
can align with public training subsidies. Indian
health systems (Aravind Eye Care and L.V. Prasad
Eye Institute) show how cross-subsidy models
complemented with a “focused factories”
orientation (in the McDonald’s sense) can deliver
scale and quality, with the paying rich
underwriting the poor. These are not acts of
charity but of business model design.

Fiscal honesty is the other pillar. Welfarism
fails not just by mispricing, but by underfunding.
If Mamdani-style promises are to endure — in NYC
or anywhere, wrestling with inequality amid
Arti�cial Intelligence-led churn — they must be
transparently costed and paired with growth
measures: productivity compacts with industry,
regulatory simpli�cation to lower supply costs,
and public investment that expands capacity
(depots, �eets, childcare centres, housing stock).
Welfare that crowds in supply lasts longer than
welfare that waits for supply to appear or crowds
it out.

There is also a social and geopolitics of dignity.
A Rawls-Pareto thermostat is not merely
technical; it signals respect. Users should be
treated as customers with recourse — working
grievance redress, real-time service information,
and independent audits in plain language.
Suppliers should be partners with obligations —
service standards, open books for subsidised
lines, and penalties for gaming.

Programmed oscillation
Economic history does not force a choice
between kindness and competence; it teaches
sequencing. In shocks and downturns, lean
Rawlsian: insure households against ruin,
subsidise access, keep systems intact. As capacity
catches up, lean Pareto: restore prices that ration
sensibly, move to cash and vouchers, foster
provider competition, and invest in productivity
so that tomorrow’s welfare is cheaper to deliver.
The oscillation need not lurch; it can be
programmed.

If the Mamdani model is to mean anything
durable in 2026 and beyond, it should stand for
welfarism disciplined by design: promise access,
protect quality, pay for it honestly, and build
bridges for mission-driven �rms to co-produce
public value. That is not an abandonment of
markets or justice. It recognises that a society
secure enough to take risks — and productive
enough to �nance fairness — needs both. May his
team and others inspired by these ideas looking
at the Big Apple, focus less on the romance of
“free” and more on the architecture that makes
inclusion work at scale.

Economics and a Mamdani model, Big Apple style

Chirantan
Chatterjee
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An ideal
Mamdani
model is one
that focuses on
the architecture
of inclusion, by
making
welfarism
�scally honest
and micro-
economically
careful

T
he Special Intensive Revision (SIR) of
electoral rolls has now rolled into another
batch of States and Union Territories after

creating a new electoral roll in Bihar, a State
which is now in the midst of its elections. The
Election Commission of India (ECI)-ordered SIR
in nine States and three Union Territories, as part
of a staggered pan-India exercise, began on
November 4, 2025. Being held in Tamil Nadu,
West Bengal, Kerala, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya
Pradesh, Rajasthan, Chhattisgarh, Goa, Gujarat
and the Union Territories of the Andaman and
Nicobar Islands, Lakshadweep and Puducherry,
this phase includes some States which go to the
polls next year, but excludes Assam (also
poll-going), where issues of citizenship are on a
di�erent legal track.

The post-enumeration draft roll will be
released on December 9, while the �nal roll will
be released on February 7, 2026. This is only the
ninth SIR in India’s 75-year-old electoral history
and the �rst one after 21 years. In June 2025, the
ECI had decided to commence intensive revision
‘in the entire country’, also con�rming that the
schedule for all States ‘shall be issued separately’
after dealing with the immediate demands of
Bihar. The ECI has ordered the respective
governments to provide the workforce for SIR
operations and not shift any o�cials connected
with SIR work.

No one size �ts all
Under this SIR, 51 crore electors will be brought
under intensive review — more than half the
country’s total electorate, spreading over 321
districts and 1,843 Assembly constituencies. It
will involve 5.33 lakh polling stations and an
equal number of Booth Level O�cers (BLOs) and
over 7.64 lakh booth level agents of political
parties — a number which should see an upsurge
as parties would be keen to safeguard their
interests.

No two elections in India’s long history of 18
national and over 400 Assembly elections were
the same. This applies equally to the SIR in terms
of upcoming challenges. The current ruling
dispensations in Tamil Nadu and Kerala have
taken a dim view of the SIR. The responses from
West Bengal, with 7.7 crore electors, have been
more combative; it is also a State with a large

number of constituencies bordering Bangladesh,
where the issues of in�ltration and citizenship are
in focus. Uttar Pradesh, with 15.44 crore electors,
and social complexities will not be a cakewalk
either. The burden of migrations that electoral
roll managers faced in Bihar does not hold true in
other States. The e�ciency of past summary
revisions could di�er from State to State,
determining the quantum of the task. A statutory
process such as a SIR has a certain
uncompromising standardisation, but procedures
may still require local customisation.

A friendlier template
Bihar was a tough assignment being the �rst SIR
exercise after two decades, and which saw
protests and doubts. The foundational lines have
been drawn now. Article 326 of the Constitution
that de�nes an elector is getting highlighted as an
equal truth as Article 324 in running elections. A
SIR is legitimate but genuine electors need to be
facilitated using a time frame that is adequate.

Transparency levels should satisfy citizen and
political party. The clear order from the ECI, that
“No document is to be collected from electors
during the Enumeration Phase”, should be a
respite for millions of ordinary voters who are
apprehensive the moment the word ‘document’
is mentioned. The draft roll will include all those
whose signed enumeration forms, further
rationalised and partly pre-�lled, are received.

Only those electors whose names could not be
matched/linked with previous SIR will be noti�ed
and heard before the registration o�cial who
decides on either inclusion or exclusion. Three
visits to the house of each elector by the BLO is
reassuring. The familiar Form 6 for new
enrolment, Form 7 for deletion and Form 8 for
correction will remain in place. Critics of the SIR
have reasons to be satis�ed with the
modi�cations they could orchestrate; they should
walk the next steps without grudge or imaginary
fear.

Electoral roll management, largely a technical
exercise, becomes cluttered when it becomes an
echo chamber for issues such as in�ltration or
disenfranchisement that are hyped. The SIR is
essentially a clean up exercise. The pan-India
picture will hopefully not cause any shock this
time. The bulk of exclusion will always come from

death, absence, shifting or duplication. The SIR
method is di�erent but complementary to the
ECI’s innovative e�orts in a mobilisation of voters
for registration and turnout in recent years. Voter
turnout in the �rst phase of the Bihar election has
proved this. The Supreme Court of India and
other stakeholders have been concerned that the
right of any voter should not be denied while
trimming the �ab. Under the SIR, BLOs have been
specially directed to have at least 30 blank forms
to facilitate the enrolment of new voters.

An issue past debate
The SIR is a fait accompli and is past debate. An
electoral roll that has been intensely revised is
now a reality right up to polling day and the
polling compartment. Political parties have
changed their tune. From the ‘Stop SIR’ call,
political parties are moving to make the best out
of the exercise, even if they maintain their
ideological opposition to it and still explore legal
remedies. If parties in Tamil Nadu, Kerala and
West Bengal have genuine fears about the
exclusion of eligible people even as they go ahead
with poll preparation, they need to act. They
need to participate in the implementation of the
SIR and make use of the decentralised structure
of checks and balances and grievance mitigation.

More than the Supreme Court’s sanction of the
legitimacy of the SIR process, it is the ‘zero
appeals’ in the Bihar process and �eld-level
collaboration seen by party functionaries
(notwithstanding political statements at the top)
which will make election managers feel more
con�dent in taking the SIR forward. When asked
about possible resistance from States such as
West Bengal, the Chief Election Commissioner,
Gyanesh Kumar, pointed to the architecture of
constitutional roles and duties and hoped for its
seamless working.

While the fundamentals of the SIR have been
validated, there will be hurdles in the execution
in scale. It is here that the ECI will need to show
skill and empathy. The ECI’s legacy of
competence demands that it should work
continuously to uphold the trust of voters. It won
the trial in Bihar and the new pan-India SIR will
be another test case.

The views expressed are personal

A wider SIR has momentum but it is still a test case

Akshay Rout 

is former Director
General, Election
Commission of India

An electoral roll
that has been
intensely revised
must be
accepted, and
political parties
and the Election
Commission
should focus on
upholding the
trust of the
Indian voter

The lesson from NYC

When nearly everyone
dismissed him as a dark
horse, New York’s
Mayor(-elect), Zohran
Mamdani, mounted a
campaign that blended
imagination with integrity —
and won (Front page,
November 6). His victory,
grounded in empathy and

world has lost an actor who
mesmerised millions with
her mellifluous voice. It is
unfortunate that the leading
lady, of her time, faced
hardships.

C.K. Prem Kumar,
Kalvakulam, Palakkad, Kerala

must craft its Mamdani
moment — a politics of
conviction and competence
that reclaims the moral
ground of democracy.
M. Jameel Ahmed,

Mysuru

Sulakshana Pandit

In the passing of
Sulakshana Pandit, the film

turning fatigue into faith. Of
course, New York is not
India. Yet, the essentials
travel well — authenticity,
political imagination and
the courage to build
momentum rather than
wait for it. Right-wing
populism feeds on despair;
it falters before hope that
feels real. India’s Opposition

organisational depth can
overcome the machinery of
fear. For India’s Opposition,
his message is
unmistakable. Protest alone
cannot dislodge populism.
Only a credible and hopeful
story about the future can.
Mr. Mamdani re-framed
polarising debates into
collective aspirations,

pragmatic idealism, spoke
directly to a world weary of
right-wing populism. His
politics was built around
belonging, not bitterness.
He talked of housing,
wages, dignity — everyday
concerns that unite rather
than divide. His calm
defiance showed that moral
confidence and
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A
fter a day of training at the Sai Sports
Academy in Madhya Pradesh’s Chha-
tarpur town, Pinky Ahirwar, 18, starts
walking her bicycle back with a group

of girls and boys, all teens. The cycle belonged to
her older brother who got it from the State go-
vernment �ve years ago, after he �nished Class
10. “I used to come for practice by a shared auto-
rickshaw, which cost ₹40 daily. So, I got the bicy-
cle �xed and saved that money to spend on my
diet instead. That helps me in training,” she says.

She has been training at the academy for
about one and a half years. Her diet involves cha-
na (chickpea) and banana — staple sources of
protein and energy for young athletes training in
rural northern India.

As Ahirwar’s village, Dhidhonia, is about 35 ki-
lometres from Chhatarpur, she stays in a rented
room with her brother and sister, who are in col-
lege. Ahirwar, however, quit studies after school
to focus on cricket training.

The academy in Chhatarpur, a small town in
the poverty-ridden Bundelkhand region, is run
by Rajeev Bilthare, who started it in 2013. He be-
gan training girls from 2016. It produced the pac-
er, Kranti Goud, who was part of the team that
won the ICC Women’s World Cup, 2025, on No-
vember 2. Goud, a 22-year-old tribal girl from a
rural town about 85 km from Chhatarpur, was
among the �rst batch of women cricketers at the
academy when she joined in 2017. “Now at least
60 young players train at the academy, including
about 20 girls,” Bilthare says.

It is not just in Madhya Pradesh; girls and wo-
men across India are playing cricket professional-
ly, inspired by the tremendous growth of the
game. Before the World Cup, BCCI secretary De-
vajit Saikia had said, “This event will give more
encouragement to our women and our girls to
take up cricket in a more serious, competitive
manner. And they will see a proper and secure
future in their career.”

In Haryana’s Shri Ram Narain Cricket Club,
coach Ashish Parmal says he got more than 30
calls from parents the day after the World Cup �-
nal, asking whether they could enrol their
daughters. This was where national cricketer and
India’s highest scorer in the �nal match in the
world cup, Shafali Verma, �rst trained.

In Chennai, Prithi Ashwin, who spearheads
the Gen-Next Cricket Institute along with her hus-
band, cricketer Ravichandran Ashwin, says the
academy received 10 calls from parents asking
about coaching during the World Cup.

Irfan Sait, Head Coach and Managing Director
of the Karnataka Institute of Cricket (KIOC) in
Bengaluru, who has been part of the State’s crick-
eting ecosystem for over four decades, says there
has been a “sea change” in women’s cricket. Sait
has trained many women players including Ma-
matha Maben, Nooshin Al Khadeer, Karuna Jain,
who were all part of the national team.

Despite this, many coaches still measure a
girl’s ability against a boy’s. At an academy in
Bengaluru, one of them says, “When I coach a 19-
year-old woman, I often evaluate her against the
standard of a 16-year-old boy.” Girls are also still a
fraction of the players at academies. As Ashish
Parmal, a BCCI Level A coach at an academy in
Haryana, says, “We train 31 girls in Rohtak and 62
in the Gurgaon centre, both of which boast a col-
lective strength of over 500 boys across Under-15,
Under-19, Under-23 and Senior categories.”

Fields of promise

Around 4 p.m., eight girls and at least 15 boys,

from ages 8 to 22, gather at the academy in Chha-
tarpur. It is run out of a rented ground, convert-
ed from a �eld, with uneven grass in parts and
trees along the sides.

There are four nets in a corner, one of them
occupied by three girls. Other players are scat-
tered across the ground, stretching or working
on their batting stance or bowling action. A
group of players, including three girls, is practis-
ing at the pitch.

Bharti Verma, 17, a medium pacer who attend-
ed a national-level under-17 camp, charges in to
deliver a ball. Her shoes, with screw-on spikes,
are worn out. Her father, a farmer, who sustains
a family of six, bought them for her about two
years ago for ₹1,500. Now, a basic pair would cost
at least ₹2,000, she says.

Verma says her father has promised her a new
pair. “I have been training here for �ve years and
my parents have been supportive. Whenever I
have asked them for cricketing gear, they have al-
ways managed to arrange it for me, even if it
takes some time,” she says, adding that she re-
cently injured her ankle while playing in her reg-
ular shoes.

Sukhdeep Singh, 24, an assistant coach and a
player, says it is tough to run an academy. He lists
several infrastructural problems, like there being
no covers to protect the pitches from the rain or
dew. In the long list of don’t-haves are wash-
rooms and a dressing room. “Until a year ago, we
were running the academy next to a private
school so players could use the toilets there,” he
says. Now, players go to a house next to the
ground.

Bilthare, who is also a sports o�cer at a local
government college, says that there has been
“absolutely no help” from the authorities. “I
started a girls unit in 2016 with �ve girls, and ran
camps across colleges and schools in the area to
attract more girls for a year. I managed to put to-
gether a squad of about 20. I bought them two kit
bags and began training them. It was the only
one for a few years in the entire Sagar division,”
he says. He is hoping for a ground lease from the
government.

Bilthare says, “Many players train here for

free. Kranti was also enrolled for free when she
�rst came. It is not possible to buy expensive
equipment and invest in infrastructure with just
fee income.”

“Some girls from here are playing at various le-
vels — from the division to the State level. A girl is
also playing a T20 tournament organised by the
BCCI. Our players have talent to go further if they
get the right support and resources,” he adds.

Irrespective of the lack of resources or of being
outnumbered by boys, girls continue to follow
their passion. Vaishnavi Pal, 18, joined the acade-
my on November 5. “I started playing with my
brother and cousins in our colony, but the neigh-
bours objected. So, we moved to a ground near-
by. A local coach saw me and encouraged me to
join his academy. I trained there for �ve years be-
fore coming here,” says Pal.

A resident of Shivpuri district, Pal has come to
stay at her aunt’s place for better access to the
club. Her mother recently won a three-year battle
against cancer. “My parents asked me to focus on
the game,” she says.

Self-consciousness to self-con�dence

At the Cricket Mantras Academy in Nahur, a
Mumbai suburb, a group of girls pad up under
the watchful eyes of coach Swapnil Pradhan. The
crack of the ball meeting bat and the chatter of
girls and boys �lls the air.

Among the trainees is Diksha Pawar, 19, an o�-
spinner who has represented Mumbai in the Un-
der-19 team. Pawar says her journey began by
chance. “When I was a child, I liked sports, most-
ly basketball,” she says. “But my dad had enrolled
my brother in a cricket academy. When I saw the
boys play, I told him, ‘I want to play too.’ Soon, I
joined the same academy. There were almost 100
boys; I was the only girl. At �rst, it felt strange.
But over time, I got used to it. It became normal.”

The early self-consciousness soon gave way to
con�dence. “I remember one match where I
scored 20 runs and took two wickets against
boys. That is when I felt I could belong; that I
could play this game not as a girl, but as a cricke-
ter,” she says.

Pawar’s idols include Deepti Sharma and Jemi-
mah Rodrigues, who were both part of the win-
ning World Cup team. Rodrigues is the daughter
of Pawar’s �rst coach. “Jemi used to practise in
Bhandup [another suburb] back then. I was also
practising there,” she recalls. “She always pushed
herself, no matter how things were going. She be-
lieved in herself. Her belief and optimism came
through in her semi�nal knock. That is what I
want to learn from her.”

For Arya Davane, 15, who has represented
West Zone Under-17 and was selected for the
BCCI o�-season camp at the Centre of Excellence
in Bengaluru, the journey began with de�ance. 

“In 2022, during a practice match against the
boys, one of them said, ‘She is a girl; she will get
out soon,’” Davane recounts. “That hurt. I scored
just 10 and got out early. But I told myself, ‘I will
show them that I’m just as capable’.” Davane’s
role model is Australia’s leg-spinner Alana King.
“I saw her bowl during the World Cup. I hope to
bowl like her someday,” she says.

The coach, Pradhan, believes this new genera-
tion of girls is at a turning point. “When India
won the Men’s T20 World Cup in 2007 and the In-
dian Premier League began, Indian cricket ex-
ploded. Something similar is happening now —
the Women’s Premier League [that began in
2023] and the World Cup win are catalysts. There
are plenty of opportunities and that is drawing
more girls and parents towards the game. Soon,
competition will rise, more teams will form, and
the ecosystem will grow stronger.”

Cricket Mantras runs a Gulf Oil-sponsored
batch of 12 girls, including Pawar and Davane.
“The structure is improving,” Pradhan says. “But
we need to make sure coaching, scouting, and ex-
posure grow in tandem.”

In Thane, north-east of Mumbai, coach Kiran
Salgaonkar echoes that sentiment. Having men-
tored female cricketers for over 25 years at the
Salgaonkar Cricket Academy, he says, “If match
fees for women are still far below that of men, it is
unjust. The girls put in the same amount of work
and are just as dedicated. The rewards should be
equal too.” 

While match fees are equal for both men and
women at the international level, the annual re-
tainers for women remain a tenth of what male
players earn. At the domestic level, the disparity
is sharper — a male cricketer can earn between
₹40,000 and ₹60,000 per match day, while a wo-
man’s earnings rarely cross ₹20,000. Over a full
season, a man could earn ₹15 lakh; a woman, at
best, ₹4 lakh.

Sources of motivation

In Kolkata, the Pal and Chatterjee Cricket Acade-
my (PCCA), situated at Vivekananda Park in Sarat
Bose Road area, is a prominent hub for women
cricketers. Founded by cricketers Pankaj Pal and
Utpal Chatterjee (not the former India player) in
2009 with just two boys, PCCA, which relies on
tuition fees, corporate funding, and donations,
began enrolling girls in 2014.

According to Pal, the number of girls stands at
close to 100 now and around 30 of them have
made it to di�erent Bengal teams. Sukanya Pari-
da, who trained here, has donned the India co-
lours. The PCCA conducts matches involving
mixed gender teams. “We give equal attention to
both boys and girls, but for the girls, coaching is
free,” says Pal.

Adrija Sarkar, 14, an all-rounder, idolises form-
er cricketer Jhulan Goswami. “My aspiration is to
represent my country. Watching our women’s
team becoming the world champions has in-
spired me,” she says.

Sarkar’s mother Mousumi Deb Sarkar feels the
in�ow of money has made women’s cricket a lu-
crative career option. “Being �nancially secure is
important. Hearing that Richa Ghosh [a World
Cup winner] is getting so many crores of rupees
is a big motivation,” she says.

Upasana Ghoshal doesn’t have apprehensions
about her �ve-year-old daughter Adrika’s safety
during practice sessions. She says she prepares
her child to stay safe, telling her how to react to
certain situations.

PCCA has several young and experienced
coaches who focus on their trainees’ basics. Pal
remembers, “When we began girls’ coaching in
2014, we found only a few players. Now, clubs
conduct trials to select girls for admission.”

Playing despite taunts

On Jhajjar Road in Rohtak district stands the 30-
year-old Shri Ram Narain Cricket Club. Between
3 p.m. and 5 p.m., its indoor net practice arena
gets �lled with trainees wearing the academy’
blue uniforms. 

Among them is Sneha Jhakar, 18, a right-arm
pace bowler. She says her brother was once an as-
piring cricketer but because they didn’t have mo-
ney for both of them to play, he took a job and
fought within their joint family to get her enrolled
in this academy.

Across the ground, is Sonia Mendhiya, 21. Hail-
ing from Bahmanwas village in Haryana, Mendhi-
ya was the only girl who played gully cricket with
boys from the age of 10, despite her mother’s ob-
jections and neighbors’ taunts.

“One of the boys told me about this academy,
and I joined without thinking twice,” she says.
Two years ago, she played for the winning Indian
U-19 Women’s T20 World Cup team under Shafa-
li’s captaincy.

Though her village is only about 12 km from
the academy, Mendhiya endured a long journey
to train from the age of 14. After her father died
early, her mother, an Anganwadi worker, raised
four children alone. When Mendhiya joined the
academy in 2018, the annual fee was ₹31,000;
now it is ₹92,000. The academy waived her fee
for the initial years and with training, Mendhiya
soon started playing tournaments. 

About �ve years ago, she spent her �rst match
fees buying better quality bats for herself. Over
the years, she has managed to pay her own aca-
demy fees, buy a scooter, and renovate her
home. “The same people who taunted my moth-
er for ‘wasting money on a boy’s sport’ later said I
was an idol for their children,” she recalls. 

But even after her success, the comments ha-
ven’t stopped. “Now they don’t taunt my game,”
she says. “They question why I wear shorts to the
gym.”

With no hostel at the academy and parents un-
willing to let their daughters stay alone in rented
accommodation, a few travel at least three hours
every day to train here. Suman Sandhu, 21,
comes from Karnal; Sneha Jakhar, 18, from Fateh-
pur; and Aishika Gautam, 16, from Hisar.

Sandhu earlier played cricket with her broth-
er, who quit for higher studies. She had to wait
for two years before getting her own cricket kit
and moving to this academy for better facilities.
“Parental support comes only after good perfor-
mance,” she says.

Despite Haryana’s strides in women’s educa-
tion and sports, stereotypes hang heavy. Chahat
Grewal, 13, admires T20 captain Harmanpreet
Kaur. “People ask why we’re learning boys’
sport,” she says. “Even on social media, one bad
match and they tell you to go back to the kitchen.
We don’t get the same support unless we win me-
dals or score runs.”

However, women in Haryana have built resi-
lience because of their successes in sport. Coach-
es say nearly every Haryana district now has 40–
50 girls playing cricket. “District-level competi-
tions by Haryana Cricket Association are for boys
only,” says coach Bijender Sharma. Girls need
these matches too.”

Sandhu remembers beginning training in Kar-
nal at 19. She threatened to quit school if her pa-
rents didn’t register her. “It worked,” she says,
laughing.

With inputs from Rishita Khanna in Bengaluru and 

Sanjana Ganesh in Chennai

Women cricketers practising at the Karnataka Institute of Cricket in Bengaluru. J. ALLEN EGENUSE 

Breaking
boundaries

Over the last few years, more girls and women across India are playing cricket professionally, inspired by the

tremendous growth of the game. India’s victory in the ICC Women’s World Cup in early November has inspired

many more budding players. Mehul Malpani, Amol Karhadkar, Y.B. Sarangi, and

Suruchi Kumari report on the changing reality of Indian women’s cricket

The same
people who
taunted my
mother for
‘wasting
money on a
boy’s sport’
later said I
was an idol
for their
children

SONIA
MENDHIYA
Cricketer from
Haryana

Girls practising at the Sai Sports Academy in Madhya Pradesh’s Chhatarpur

town. A.M. FARUQUI 
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D
omestic institutions have lately attracted a
lot of criticism for jostling with retail
investors to bid in over-priced Initial

Public O�ers (IPOs), in India’s super-heated
primary market. Therefore, it is surprising that
mutual funds should want to dabble in an even
riskier segment — shares in unlisted firms.

Securities and Exchange Board of India
(SEBI) has recently asked mutual funds to
desist from investing in private share
placements from unlisted companies. SEBI
has drawn attention to Clause 11 of the
Seventh Schedule of the SEBI (Mutual
Funds) Regulations, 1996, which mandates
that all investments by MFs in equity shares
must be made only in listed securities or ‘to
be listed’ securities. Some mutual funds
seem to have interpreted the “to be listed”
part liberally, to buy up shares in private
firms with no IPO plans in the near future.
SEBI’s move to put a decisive stop to this
practice was much needed, given the
fiduciary responsibilities of mutual funds. 

In the last five years, India’s private
markets have come of age with scores of
venture capital-funded firms scaling up. A
large pipeline of companies waiting to go
public has given rise to a thriving, but
wholly unregulated market for shares in
private companies. Employees, angel
investors and venture capital funds o�oad
their shares to HNIs and family o�ces
looking to stockpile them ahead of a future
IPO. But if investing in unlisted firms is a
risky strategy for these entities, it is doubly
so for mutual funds. One, as all transactions
in unlisted shares happen outside exchange
platforms, there is no transparent order
book or valuation to verify the price. Often
given the scarcity factor, buyers pay hefty
commissions and accept steep prices
quoted by a market intermediary. Unlike
listed shares, investing in private firms is a
shot in the dark with once-a-year filings
with the Ministry of Corporate A�airs
being the only source of financial
information. Two, unlisted shares can
experience large swings in their valuation
based on business performance, market
fancy for it and new rounds of
fund-raising. Such shares can therefore
expose mutual fund schemes to large
losses. Sometimes IPO plans get deferred
indefinitely, closing the exit window for
pre-IPO investors. Mutual funds which
o�er anytime exit to investors, cannot
a�ord to take on such illiquid instruments. 

Finally, there is no guarantee that stock
prices discovered in the IPO will be higher
than those in private markets. In recent
months, there have been cases like HDB
Financial and NSDL where IPO prices had
to be set at a 15-40 per cent discount to the
pre-IPO price. Such instances could lead to
large write-o�s for mutual funds.
Therefore, it is best that mutual funds stay
in their lane and invest only in listed
instruments with good liquidity and
transparent valuation. They already have
the opportunity to bag firm allotments in
IPOs as anchor investors and should be
content with this. 

Risky bets
SEBI right in stopping MFs investing in pre-IPO shares
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AI policy: Pragmatic
approach
Apropos your Edit “Sensible policy”
(November 7). India’s new AI
Governance Framework reflects a
mature and pragmatic approach to
regulating emerging technologies. 
By choosing to adapt existing laws
rather than rushing into rigid new
legislation, the government
acknowledges that flexibility is
crucial in a field advancing faster
than legal systems can respond. 
Yet, the framework also exposes
unresolved gaps around liability, data
protection and competition.

Traditional principles like purpose
limitation and data minimisation
clash with AI’s dependence on vast,
evolving datasets, creating
uncertainty for developers. 
Equally concerning is the growing
market concentration among global
tech giants that could stifle domestic
innovation. 
To ensure responsible and inclusive
growth, India must move swiftly from
policy intent to implementation,
aligning innovation with
accountability and fairness.
K Chidanand Kumar
Bengaluru

This refers to the Editorial ‘Sensible
Policy’ (November 7). India’s
middle-path approach to
governance contrasts with the EU’s
rule-driven model and the US’s
market-based system. 
Though the Digital Personal Data
Protection Act (2023) is a step
forward, enforcement remains weak
and data breaches continue, showing
that privacy safeguards need real
strengthening. 
In the AI era, where historical data
drive models, strict limits are needed
to prevent misuse of client-specific
information. AI systems should rely

only on anonymised or generic data,
and sensitive data should be stored
on secure local servers with clear
audit trails.
Srinivasan Velamur
Chennai

Improve service
This refers to “Personal-touch
banking is needed, FM tells CS
Shetty” (November 7). 
The clarion call given by the Finance
Minister for improving the customer
service in banks is both timely and
welcome.
The steady decline in service quality,

particularly in public sector banks, is
evident. According to RBI data, the
number of cases handled under the
Banking Ombudsman Scheme rose
by a staggering 85 per cent in
2023-24. It would be simplistic to
attribute this merely to the surge in
the digital transactions.
The cold attitude and inadequate
working knowledge of
employees-especially at the counters
call for an urgent and well-structured
remedial drive from the HR
management of banks. 
R Mohan
Kumbakonam

LETTERS TO EDITOR Send your letters by email to bleditor@thehindu.co.in or by post to ‘Letters to the Editor’, The Hindu Business Line, Kasturi Buildings, 859-860, Anna Salai, Chennai 600002.

T
he newly introduced Shram
Shakti Niti 2025 highlights
MSMEs’ place at the centre of

India’s employment and production
system. These enterprises keep supply
chains moving, nurture local skills, and
employ more than 70 per cent of the
country’s workforce. Their strength lies
in their ability to stay lean, make quick
decisions, and build teams that work
closely together.

The consolidation of nearly 50 laws
into four labour codes; on Wages, Social
Security, Industrial Relations, and
Occupational Safety and Health (OSH)
is an important reform. But the next
stage must recognise that MSMEs’
character, rhythm, and constraints are
di�erent from those of large enterprises.
MSMEs rely on trust-based
relationships and operate with limited
administrative bandwidth. Their needs
are not about exemption but about
proportionality — rules that protect
workers while allowing flexibility for
businesses to survive and grow.

MSMEs function in an ecosystem
defined by personal engagement, short
production cycles, and intense
competition. For many, the owner is also
the HR head, the accountant, and the

compliance o�cer. Applying identical
compliance procedures to a 10-person
and a thousand-person enterprise
creates a structural mismatch.

A di�erentiated approach would help
formalise employment without stifling
enterprise. It would also help secure the
rights of workers in the very segment
where informality is highest.
Strengthening MSMEs is, in e�ect, a way
of strengthening labour protection.

The next logical step in India’s labour
reforms could be an Employment
Relations (ER) Code—a dedicated
framework for enterprises employing up
to say 50 workers. It would not replace
existing laws but work within them,
adapting procedures to the size and
capacity of small firms.

The ER Code would focus on
partnership at the enterprise level. It
would encourage employers and
employees to decide on wages, safety,
and social security together, within a
framework of accountability.

HOW IT COULD WORK

Under the ER Code, small
establishments would register to come
within the formal system. Each would
form a Work Council, made up of
representatives of employers and
employees. These councils would
deliberate and record mutual
agreements on working hours, safety

norms, and benefits. The Labour
Department’s role would be advisory
rather than punitive, focused on
guidance, feedback, and mentoring
support.

Digital integration would make this
process transparent and e�cient. Each
enterprise and its Work Council could
be linked to EPFO, ESIC, and DGFASLI
databases. With every worker already
holding a Universal Account Number
(UAN), employment records and
benefits could travel with workers as
they change jobs. Institutions would
then evolve from inspectors to mentors,
helping enterprises comply, mediate
disputes, and build trust-based
workplaces.

In this model, enforcement would
rely on self-regulation supported by
technology. Verified digital records of
Work Council agreements could serve
both as proof of compliance and as a

basis for incentives such as easier credit
or tax benefits for enterprises that
maintain strong employment practices.
Linking incentives with compliance
would reward good behaviour and
encourage gradual formalisation.

While designed for smaller units, the
ER approach could eventually influence
larger enterprises as well. Over time,
labour governance could shift from
compulsion to collaboration, from
uniform rules to flexible frameworks
that achieve the same goals with greater
participation.

A reform spirit worth deepening
The Shram Shakti Niti 2025 already

reflects this evolution in thinking. It
positions the Ministry of Labour as an
employment facilitator, not merely a
regulator, and promotes digital
integration and risk-based inspection. 

The next leap for India’s MSME story
lies in policy that scales. Building
institutions that treat small enterprises
with the dignity of trust is the real test of
reform. The proposed Employment
Relations Code can be that bridge,
turning the promise of self-reliance into
a living framework where enterprise and
equity grow together.

Prakash is Regional Provident Fund Commissioner
serving in Kochi; Tiwari is Regional Labour
Commissioner (C), Thiruvananthapuram. Views are
personal

Reimagining labour laws for MSMEs

Uttam Prakash 
Rohit Mani Tiwari

MSMES. Di�erent labour codes

A tailored Employment Relations Code can bring small firms into the fold of protection without drowning them in compliance
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Gaza’s future: the ceasefire brought relief
What future is there for Palestinians in Gaza? The announcement of the
ceasefire brought profound relief, shaded by an equally deep sense of
trepidation. Almost a month later, the picture looks bleaker. The Israeli
o�ensive abated, Hamas has returned the surviving hostages and the remains
of some of those who have died, and Israel has released some Palestinian
detainees and the remains of others. But more than 200 Palestinians, including
children, have reportedly died in strikes that Israel says are in response to
Hamas attacks. Thousands of bodies are still believed to be trapped beneath
the ruins – debris which, it is estimated, would take a fleet of more than a
hundred lorries seven years to shift. Aid is flowing again, but remains wholly
inadequate, with NGOs warning that Israel’s new registration system is
obstructing delivery. Israeli demolitions continue in the half of Gaza that its
forces still hold. Unicef warned this week that the education system – in so far
as it survives after two years of war and the destruction of more than 90% of
school and university buildings – is on the brink of collapse. LONDON, NOVEMBER 6

OTHER VOICES. 

Democrats Don’t Mind Your Flight Delays
Most folks on Capitol Hill were optimistic this week about a deal to end the
month-long government shutdown, which has accomplished nothing. But
behold the cynicism of Democrats, who now want to exploit their Tuesday
election victories to prolong the dysfunction at the public’s expense. “I think it
would be very strange,” Democratic Sen. Chris Murphy of Connecticut mused
to Axios, “if on the heels of the American people having rewarded Democrats
for standing up and fighting, we surrendered without getting anything for the
people we’ve been fighting for.” Mr. Murphy elaborated to another outlet that
a compromise now could damage the “Democratic brand.” NEW YORK, NOVEMBER 6

F
lash floods and landslides all
over the Himalayas, cyclone
Montha in Andhra Pradesh
and Odisha, flood in
usually-parched

Marathwada, early and long heatwaves
throughout the country, rising seas
wiping out homes and livelihoods all
along the coast.

It is in this backdrop that India will
take part in the annual UN climate
summit (COP30) with a draft estimate
that it needs $21 trillion over the next 10
ten years to reduce greenhouse gas
(GHG) emissions, adapt to climate
change impacts, and deal with disasters.

There was no sign of anything near
that amount being available from rich
countries, banks, or investors, as leaders
of nearly 200 nations gathered in Belem,
Brazil on Thursday in advance of the
November 10-21 summit. 

In its latest report on climate finance,
the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC) once again asked rich
nations when and how they would pay to
help poorer countries deal with climate
change. Environment Minister
Bhupender Yadav said on climate
finance that the time for continuous
reviews without action had passed.
“Dialogue is important, but action is
imperative.”

Around 80 per cent of all GHGs added
to the atmosphere since the start of the
Industrial Age are from rich nations, the
reason developing countries seek
finance and technology to deal with
climate change being caused by the
emissions. 

However, India is now the third
largest emitter — behind China and the
US — though its per capita emissions
are far lower than the global average.

The UN Environment Programme
(UNEP) reported the highest absolute
increase in total GHG emissions —
excluding land use, land-use change and
forestry (LULUCF) — in India and
China in 2024, while Indonesia recorded
the fastest relative growth in emissions. 

LANDMARK PARIS PACT

COP30 is taking place 10 years after the
landmark Paris Agreement, under which
all countries agreed to hold global
warming since the start of the Industrial
Age within two degrees Celsius, with an
aspirational goal of 1.5 degrees. 

With that aspirational goal breached
already, this year’s summit is supposed
to take stock of progress in the last 10
years and plan ahead. But that has been
hit by the withdrawal of the US from the
Paris Agreement under President
Donald Trump — apart from reversing
domestic action, the move has also
frozen billions of dollars in climate
finance that the US had earlier promised
to developing countries.

The US withdrawal has also had
knock-on e�ects on companies’ plans to
control GHG emissions and on clean
energy investments. Many governments
have also deprioritised climate action —
only 64 countries had updated their
national climate plans by September 30.
Going by the updated plans from
countries responsible for about 30 per
cent of global emissions, the world will
be 2.3-2.5 degrees warmer by 2100 from
the start of the Industrial Age. Seven of
the 64 countries were from the G20, a
group whose emissions (excluding the
African Union) account for 77 per cent

of global emissions. This implies many
more floods, droughts, landslides in the
years to come, alongside faster glacier
retreat, sea level rise and drop in food
production. Global reinsurance major
Swiss Re estimated that natural
catastrophes cost India over $12 billion
in 2025. 

Between 2000 and 2025, India's
cumulative disaster bill had crossed
$180 billion, it said, and added that
global insurance losses from natural
catastrophes continue to follow the 5-7
per cent annual growth rate (in real
terms) that has been seen in recent
years. 

In its 2025 emissions gap report,
UNEP said, “Ten years of the Paris
Agreement has spurred climate action,
but ambition and implementation still
fall short of what is needed.” GHG
emissions are still increasing in all major
sectors. 

“However, despite the key role of
fossil fuels in driving total emissions,
deforestation and land-use change was
decisive for the rapid increase in 2024
emissions. Global net land use, land-use
change and forestry carbon dioxide
emissions increased by 21 per cent in
2024, and were responsible for 53 per
cent of the overall increase in global
GHG emissions... Fossil carbon dioxide
increased by 1.1 per cent and was
responsible for 36 per cent of the
increase in global GHG emissions.”
Carbon dioxide is the main GHG causing
climate change.

“Every fraction of a degree of global
warming matters,” said UNEP. “Each
additional 0.1 degree of global warming
is associated with an escalation of the
damages, losses and adverse health
impacts that are already being
experienced at current levels of global
warming, and which hit the poorest and
most vulnerable the hardest.”

The report also pointed out,
“Accelerated mitigation action provides
benefits and opportunities... The
required technologies are available, and
wind and solar energy development

continue to exceed expectations,
lowering deployment costs and driving
market expansion. Yet deployment
remains insu�cient, and accelerated
emission reductions require overcoming
policy, governance, institutional and
technical barriers; unparalleled increase
in support to developing countries; and
redesigning the international financial
architecture.”

While mitigation of emissions
remains inadequate, the situation is far
worse when it comes to adaptation to
climate impacts. In its 2025 adaptation
gap report, UNEP says adaptation
finance needs of developing countries by
2035 are at least 12 times as much as
current international public adaptation
finance flows. 

The goal was to have $40 billion
available to developing countries by
2025, but this goal will be missed.

The adaptation finance gap is now
$284-339 billion per year until 2035,
with needs that are 12-14 times as much
as current finance flows, says UNEP.
There is little chance of this being
available from rich country
governments, and private investors are
far more likely to finance mitigation
rather than adaptation.

UNEP estimates adaptation costs in
developing countries is now over $500
billion per year. This does not account
for the loss and damage being caused by
climate impacts as adaptation is proving
inadequate. The UN Fund for
Responding to Loss and Damage plans
to spend $250 million by the end of 2026,
though it has far less in its account right
now, as many developed countries have
not met their pledges yet.

FOREST FUND LAUNCHED

The Tropical Forest Fund was launched
at the COP30 with investment from
Norway, Portugal, Indonesia, Brazil and
Colombia, with more expected as the
meet progresses. 

The writer is India Programme Lead, Earth Journalism
Network

COP30 — Time to
stump up the cash
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Going by the updated plans
from countries responsible
for about 30 per cent of
global emissions, the
world will be 2.3-2.5 degrees
warmer by 2100 from the
start of the Industrial Age

CLIMATE MOVES. This upcoming summit in Brazil is being dubbed as
an ‘implementation COP’ and no big decisions are expected

JOYDEEP GUPTA



What makes Mamdani’s story remarkable is that it seemed right out of a Bollywood 
melodrama. With his signature smile, he didn’t just campaign; he performed. GETTY IMAGES VIA AFP

{ EDITOR’S PICK }  

T
he Bihar elections have been pitched by the
ruling dispensation, the NDA, as a battle
between its “susashan” (good governance) and
“jungle raj” (lawlessness), the phrase used by

political opponents to refer to the RJD’s 15-year rule in
the state. 

However, American anthropologist Jeffrey Witsoe,
in his 2013 book Democracy Against Development,
problematises this dismissal of the RJD rule as merely
a period of governance failure. He offers a nuanced
reading of how democratisation occurred with the ris-
ing to power of “bottom up” backward-caste politics,
against a milieu of a governance envisioned and
implemented by a largely upper caste bureaucracy.
Lalu Prasad disrupted State functioning as an exten-
sion of his politics to end upper caste hegemony. This
led to a chaotic phase where the State was captured by
a new (backward) caste elite that was more focussed
on accumulation of assets, rather than any radical
redistribution.

Democracy against 
Development
Jeffrey Witsoe
2013

HT’s editors offer a book recommendation every Saturday, which provides history, 
context, and helps understand recent news events

UNDERSTANDING BIHAR’S ‘JUNGLE RAJ’

put at major ports is at an all-time high, and the
number of operational inland waterways has
grown to almost thirty. India’s human capital in
shipping is also expanding rapidly, with Indian
seafarers making up almost 12% of the world’s
seafaring workforce, placing the country among
the top three suppliers globally. Together, these
advances point to the emergence of a nascent
shipping and commercial ecosystem.

Even so, India’s maritime managers confront
a troubling paradox. Despite visible
gains, the country’s maritime govern-
ance is beset by structural weaknesses
that inhibit real progress. Notwith-
standing massive public investment in
port infrastructure, growth in the sec-
tor is largely owed to a handful of high-
performing ports — notably JNPT,
Mundra, and Vizhinjam — while many
smaller facilities continue to struggle to
attract private investment or generate
meaningful throughput. The bulk of India’s
coastal cargo still moves through large gateway
ports, with smaller, privately owned ports cater-
ing primarily to export-import trade rather than
domestic movement. That points to a troubling
anomaly. The government’s push for coastal
shipping and port-led industrialisation has not
translated into a balanced growth story. A few
ports are thriving, but the broader network —
especially State-controlled and non-major ports
— remains underutilised.

India’s inland waterways tell a similar story.
The sector has registered impressive percentage
growth in recent years, yet it carries only a small
fraction of the country’s total freight traffic.

Most movement is confined to a few commodi-
ty-specific corridors, leaving vast stretches of the
national waterways network largely idle, raising
questions about whether investments in the sec-
tor have meaningfully served the logistics needs
of the hinterland economy.

Not that the government’s efforts are in any
way misdirected. The focus has broadly been
well placed — especially on green hydrogen and
sustainable shipping. The pilot hydrogen facility
at Kandla is especially laudable, marking an
important first step toward decarbonising the
maritime sector. Even so, India still lacks a com-
prehensive regulatory framework for green
bunkering and fuel certification (notwithstand-
ing recent guidelines by the DG Shipping). With
an aging, mostly oil-fired merchant fleet, green
fuels require a long-term plan for retrofitting

and propulsion system replacement.
But that, in turn, hinges on shipyard
modernisation and technology part-
nerships, requiring levels of invest-
ment that appear impractical in the
near term.

Part of the problem for the govern-
ment is that the risk appetite among
foreign investors remains modest.
Maritime infrastructure is a long-ges-
tation, capital-intensive business,

marked by a degree of investment circumspec-
tion. Over the years, public and private enter-
prises have signed numerous MoUs and issued
intent declarations, but conversion rates have
remained historically modest. The case of the
Sagarmala Programme is instructive: Only a
quarter of the over 800 projects envisaged have
come to fruition. While IMW-25 has secured
investment pledges worth ₹12 lakh crore and
over 600 MoUs, it remains to be seen how many
will translate into actual investment.

Notably, India’s recent maritime reforms —
the Merchant Shipping Act 2025, the Indian
Ports Act 2025, and the Coastal Shipping Bill
2025 — remain largely untested frameworks for

investors. Uncertainty persists over their imple-
mentation, particularly amid weak inter-agency
coordination. Investor confidence is also damp-
ened by the government’s reluctance to adopt
internationally recognised dispute resolution
mechanisms, having instead empowered Dis-
pute Resolution Committees under the new
Ports Act. In the absence of regulatory transpar-
ency, procedural friction remains a persistent
concern, further eroding investment appetite.

That is not to suggest that the investment cli-
mate has turned adverse — far from it. The
recent Singapore-backed expansion at JNPT
shows that many investors continue to believe in
India’s growth story and the opportunities it
offers. But these are still outliers, not indicators
of a broad-based trend. With cargo shipping
growth worldwide shrinking rapidly (now at
0.5%, down from 2.1% in 2023-24), investor senti-
ment remains largely conservative.

India’s maritime transformation, then,
remains a work in progress. The trillion-dollar
roadmap, while bold in ambition and visionary
in scope, rests on fragile institutional underpin-
nings. For all the talk of MoUs and investment
pledges, green corridors and digital infrastruc-
ture, what investors seek is clarity — in law, in
process, in dispute resolution. What they need is
policy predictability and consistency in execu-
tion. 

The government’s emphasis on building a
financial ecosystem — with avenues for ship
leasing, maritime insurance, and infrastructure
credit — does little to offset the absence of a reg-
ulatory framework that could ease procedural
friction and address persistent grey areas. That
reality should give Indian planners pause: Policy
coherence, not capital or incentives, will ulti-
mately bridge the gap between promise and per-
formance.

Abhijit Singh is the former head of the Maritime

Policy Initiative at ORF, New Delhi.

The views expressed are personal

contribute nearly six per cent of all federal
income taxes. Our median household income
is almost double the national average. CEOs of
Indian heritage now lead 16 Fortune 500 com-
panies that together generate over a trillion
dollars in annual revenue. 

From small-business owners who sustain
local economies to scientists, engineers, and
physicians who hold up hospitals and univer-
sities, no immigrant group has done more to
strengthen America. We believed that hard
work and contribution would secure equality.
To be told to “go home” after decades of effort
feels like betrayal.

In Edison, New Jersey, the heart of the
Indian diaspora, voters answered that insult.
In 2024, one precinct there backed Donald
Trump by 30 points. This month, Democrat
Mikie Sherrill won it by 76, a swing of 106
points. The vote had nothing to do with policy;
it came from pride.

Indian Americans are, however, returning
to the Democrats for reasons that have little to
do with party loyalty. The shift is driven by a
need for respect and belonging, not blind faith
in progressive politics. 

The Democratic Party talks about inclusion
but has lost touch with the middle class it once
championed. It has also drifted from the fam-
ily values that hold immigrant communities
together. It has become captive to its loudest
extremes, chasing culture wars while ignoring

the daily struggles of working families. 
Many parents, including immigrants like

me, are bewildered by school debates over
boys in girls’ locker rooms while basic educa-
tion standards decline.

Mamdani’s win captures both sides of this
new reality. It reflects a community that has
found confidence and voice, yet it also exposes
the risks of ideology untethered from pragma-
tism. His promise to open government-run
stores may sound compassionate, but anyone
who remembers India’s old socialist model
and ration shops knows how that story ends.

Bureaucracy and populism may win
applause in the short term, but they are the
enemies of progress. They hollow out innova-
tion, crush aspiration, and turn the dream of
equality into the mediocrity of dependence.

Republicans, for their part, still have an
opening if they can put aside outrage and
rediscover the ideas that once defined them:
enterprise, merit, and optimism. But until they
do, the voters they alienated will keep their
distance.

Mamdani’s rise is a moment of pride for
Indian Americans, yet it highlights a paradox.
The same ideals that inspire hope can also
repeat the mistakes of the socialist India that
some of its best and brightest left behind.

Vivek Wadhwa is CEO, Vionix Biosciences.

The views expressed are personal

I
ndia’s maritime sector has seldom received
the kind of attention it did recently in Mum-
bai. At the India Maritime Week 2025
(IMW-25), ports, shipbuilding, and reform

were firmly at the centre of the national agenda.
An ambitious $1 trillion-plus investment road-
map was unveiled, signalling opportunities
across the blue economy, digital port infrastruc-
ture, and green corridors. As with such set-piece
spectacles, the events were framed as a celebra-
tion of the recent gains in the commercial mari-
time arena — shorter container dwell times,
faster vessel turnaround, record cargo volumes
and port surpluses, and India’s emergence as the
world’s third-largest supplier of seafarers. The
underlying message was clear — India is open to
maritime investment and ready to lead.

The optimism was evident during Prime Min-
ister (PM) Narendra Modi’s address to the Mari-
time Leaders’ Conclave. Citing enhancements in
supply-chain security, streamlined documenta-
tion, and 100% foreign direct investment in ports
and shipping, the PM described how the mari-
time sector had, in his words, positioned India as
a “steady lighthouse in rough global seas”. He
pointed to two infrastructure milestones — a
megawatt-scale green hydrogen facility at
Kandla and the expansion of JNPT’s Bharat
Mumbai Container Terminal, backed by record
foreign investment from Singapore — as
emblematic of India’s maritime aspirations.

The appraisal rests on measurable gains. Con-
tainer dwell time has fallen below three days,
and vessel turnaround now averages under 48
hours — figures comparable to those in
advanced maritime economies. Cargo through-

“I
ndians go home”. That was the
mantra of the Make America
Great Again (MAGA) crowd this
year. Indian Americans listened,
and they did go home, not to
India, but back to the Democratic

Party they have long supported. In doing so,
they have begun to redraw the map of Ameri-
can politics. And they may finally be ready to
shed their meekness and speak up.

They have just shaken the foundation of
New York City. Zohran Mamdani, 34, the son
of filmmaker Mira Nair, won the mayor’s race
by a landslide, defeating former gov-
ernor Andrew Cuomo. He will be the
city’s first Muslim mayor, its first of
Indian descent, and its youngest
leader in more than a century. 

His victory marks the moment a
community that had long stayed
quiet under fire finally found its
voice, living out the stories his
mother once told on screen about
identity, belonging, and courage.

What makes Mamdani’s story remarkable is
that it seemed right out of a Bollywood melo-
drama. With his signature smile, he didn’t just
campaign; he performed. He blared Kishore
Kumar at block parties, quoted Lagaan on per-
severance, and turned policy debates into
dance-offs. His rallies looked less like stump
speeches and more like My Name Is Khan with
campaign signs. Punjabi aunties swayed
beside Puerto Rican students and Black union
workers, all shouting his name, all part of the
same beat. His campaign could have been
directed by Karan Johar, equal parts family
drama, social change, and a big dance number
to dhoom machale dhoom for the finale.

And somewhere between the bhangra and

the ballots, something shifted.
For decades, Indian Americans have carved

out their place in the American dream, show-
ing, in true Shah Rukh Khan fashion, that
charm and resilience can outlast hate. Edu-
cated, family-oriented, and mostly apolitical,
we became the model minority every politi-
cian wanted to claim. Traditionally we leaned
Democratic, but in recent years many began to
look rightward. The language of discipline,
entrepreneurship, and family values felt closer
to our lived experience than the Democrats’
fixation on sickening cultural battles.

I felt that pull myself. Since I came to Amer-
ica in 1980, I have voted Democratic, yet I sat
out the last presidential election. I was uneasy
about President Joe Biden’s age and lack of
direction. At the same time, I found myself
agreeing with parts of the Republican mes-
sage. 

Donald Trump’s talk of family, faith, and his
warnings about socialism struck a chord. For

those of us who grew up in, or visited
India, “socialism” was not an abstract
ideology, it was a ugly reality of ration
lines, shortages, and corrupt bureau-
crats deciding what people could eat
or earn. Many of my friends and rela-
tives lived through those nightmares
and left because of them. 

For a while, I thought the Republi-
can Party might finally open its doors
to immigrants like me and to people

like Nikki Haley, Vivek Ramaswamy, and Usha
Vance, who had built their lives from scratch.

That hope did not last.
Over the past year, the MAGA movement

turned its anger on the very group it once
courted. Influencers like Laura Loomer began
targeting Indian professionals. Members of
Congress such as Marjorie Taylor Greene
called for ending all H-1B visas, claiming that
Indians were “stealing American jobs”. Online
trolls mocked our accents, ridiculed our tem-
ples, and questioned our loyalty. The message
was clear: No matter how much we contrib-
uted, we would never be American enough.

The hypocrisy is staggering. Indian Ameri-
cans, less than two per cent of the population,

You don’t mess 
with Zohran, or 
Indian Americans
New York mayor-elect’s 
campaign saw the community 
return to back the Democratic 
Party, the move driven by a need 
for respect and belonging

Maritime sector needs 
more wind in its sails

Abhijit 
Singh
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C
OP30, beginning Monday in Belém, Brazil, is
being held at a time of great shift in global power
dynamics. The US, the world’s largest historical
emitter, has been in climate denial since COP29

at Baku, and will be missing at the high table in Belém. 
The absence of the US will cast a shadow when nations 
debate questions on mitigation and adaptation towards 
realising climate goals. The conference will provide 
clarity on whether the US’s retreat has left a leadership 
void in the global efforts to tackle the climate crisis, or if 
other nations or coalitions will step up efforts to bridge 
gaps in ambition regarding carbon dioxide emissions, 
climate finance, and technology transfer.

At COP29, the US presented an ambitious nationally 
determined contribution (NDC) with an economy-wide 
target of reducing its net greenhouse gas emissions by 
61-66% below 2005 levels in 2035. It was already on a 
path of transition with the Inflation Reduction Act, a 
major piece of climate, tax, and health care legislation. 
But the Trump administration not only withdrew from 
the Paris Agreement but also dismantled several climate 
policies. The US action has dampened the response 
world over to COP30 and led to general anxiety over 
which direction the world is going and who is going to 
pay up for climate action in the developing world.

Early signs are that China, the world’s largest polluter,
may step in, with Brazil, the COP30 host, and the EU, to 
provide leadership. In September, Chinese President Xi 
Jinping called on countries to adopt a low-carbon 
growth path. He promised to cut economy-wide net 
greenhouse gas emissions by 7-10% from peak levels and 
increase non-fossil fuel energy consumption to over 30%
of the total energy consumption. On Thursday, China, 
Brazil, and the EU made some noteworthy speeches at 
Belém’s Leaders’ Summit. China was represented by 
vice-premier Ding Xuexiang, who insisted that low-
carbon transition is the trend of the times and called for 
the removal of trade barriers, in reference to the ongoing 
tariff wars. Brazil’s president, Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, 
asked China to show stronger leadership commitment 
to address the climate emergency and warned against 
“extremist forces” that “peddle untruths to obtain 
electoral gains and imprison future generations in an 
outdated model that perpetuates social and economic 
disparities and environmental degradation”. The EU has 
confirmed the European Commission’s earlier 
“statement of intent” for the 2035 NDC that promises to 
reduce emissions by 66.25% to 72.5% from 1990 levels. 
Numerous other statements at Belém suggest that the 
world is willing to move on climate action without the 
US. For instance, the Brazilian COP30 and Azerbaijan 
COP29 presidencies have released a report on the “Baku 
To Belém Roadmap To 1.3T”, which plots the path to 
deliver climate finance amounting to $1.3 trillion 
annually to enable developing countries to adopt low 
greenhouse gas emissions by 2035. 

So, is Belém likely to be a Brics moment? Russia and 
the Arab countries are unlikely to back any big move 
against fossil fuels, but Belém may still be a moment of 
South-South solidarity if New Delhi steps up. It must do 
so for at least two reasons. One, India, with its low per 
capita emissions and vulnerable population, is at great 
risk of climate impacts. As per the UN’s 2024 estimates, 
clean energy attracted $2 trillion in investment — $800 
billion more than in fossil fuels. India has a lot to 
showcase on energy transition because it has already 
delivered on one of its 2030 NDCs, five years in advance. 
Considering its leadership role in drafting the Paris 
Agreement, or the launching of the International Solar 
Alliance, it is prudent for New Delhi to be a voice for the 
Global South.

Brics moment 

at Belém COP30
In the absence of the US, the bloc will need to lead 
the conversation on battling the climate crisis
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Vivek 
Wadhwa

P
resident Droupadi Murmu’s visit to
Angola and Botswana will deepen
India’s engagement with Africa. In 2024,
she visited Mauritius, Algeria, Maurita-

nia, and Malawi. Both Angola and Botswana 
are members of the Southern African Develop-
ment Community (SADC) and the African 
Union (AU): Angola is the current chair of the 
AU. The visit comes against the backdrop of 
high-level exchanges: The president of Angola
visited India in May 2024, while Botswana’s 
president last visited India in December 2006. 
In in the interim, Indian vice presidents visited
Botswana in 2010 and 2018.

As preparations gather pace for the fourth
India–Africa Forum Summit (IAFS IV), 
expected next year, Murmu’s trip signals conti-
nuity, high-level attention, and strategic out-
reach to key African partners. Angola is grow-

ing in importance globally due to its natural 
resources, especially oil, gas, and critical miner-
als vital for energy transitions. With a strategic
Atlantic coastline enhancing mari-
time connectivity, Angola has diversi-
fied its partnerships with China, the 
EU, and India. Ongoing reforms, mod-
ernisation, and energy diversification
have further strengthened its global 
economic and diplomatic profile. 
Indian engagement with Angola has
expanded beyond the energy trade to
strategic domains such as defence, 
agriculture, mining, and infrastruc-
ture. India has offered a $200-million defence 
line of credit to Angola. Its investments reflect 
growing confidence in Angola’s reform trajec-
tory and openness to diversified partnerships.

Botswana stands out for its stable democ-

racy, prudent governance, and transparent 
management of natural resources, particularly
diamonds. It has evolved into an upper-middle-
income economy and remains the world’s lead-
ing producer of rough diamonds by value, and
the second-largest by volume. With one of the 
highest per capita incomes in Africa, Botswana,
plays a vital role in promoting regional peace, 
wildlife conservation, and climate resilience. 
Indian investment in Botswana is expanding —

from diamond cutting and polishing
to power generation, health care,
mining, and agriculture. Indian firms
have contributed to skill develop-
ment, jobs, and industrial diversifica-
tion, reinforcing people-to-people ties.

Angola is a major supplier of oil to
India and enjoys a trade surplus in
bilateral trade worth around $5 bil-
lion, with Indian exports at roughly
$500 million. In contrast, trade with

Botswana is modest at about $500 million, with
Indian exports at about $170 million. 

A major development in Angola is the Lobito
Corridor, an ambitious infrastructure initiative
revitalising the railway network that connects

the mineral-rich interiors of the Democratic 
Republic of Congo (DRC) and Zambia to 
Angola’s Atlantic port of Lobito. This project 
aims to provide a faster, more efficient trade 
route for critical minerals such as copper and 
cobalt, reduce dependency on other corridors,
and enhance regional economic integration.

The Indian diaspora in both countries
remains small but influential, with about 8,000
persons of Indian origin in Angola and 10,000 in
Botswana. Both nations have benefited from 
India’s ITEC capacity-building programmes, 
though Angola’s Portuguese language prefer-
ence has sometimes posed a constraint.

For India, Angola and Botswana are key Afri-
can partners for energy security, critical miner-
als, and the diamond trade. Angola offers 
opportunities in oil, gas, and infrastructure, 
while Botswana’s stability and governance 
make it a model partner. Together, they repre-
sent India’s balanced and forward-looking 
engagement with Africa, reinforcing the spirit
of South–South cooperation.

Gurjit Singh is a former ambassador of India to the 

African Union. The views expressed are personal

India & Africa: Working on 
building a common future

Gurjit 
Singh
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With the 250th anniversary of The Wealth of 
Nations approaching next year, the world is 
gearing up to honour Adam Smith. But 
which Smith should be recognised? The 
hard-no sed “founding father” of modern 
econo m ics, or the philosopher who wrote 
The Theory of Moral Sentiments? Scholars 
have wrestled with this question, a riddle 
known as “Das Adam Smith Problem,” for 
centu r ies, because it concerns not just dual-
ities within Smith’s thought, but also our 
own uneasy relationship with morality and 

markets. The “problem” was first formu-
lated in late-19th-century Germany, where 
economists of the historical school, includ-
ing Wilhelm Hasbach and August Oncken, 
saw a glaring contradiction between the 
compa ssionate, sympathy-driven moral 
psychology of Smith’s first book and the se -
lf-interested calculus of his second. To 
them, the sentimental Scot of 1759 was 
irreconcilable with the architect of capital-
ism of 1776. 

This contradiction suited the intellectual 
temper of the time. As industrial capitalism 
took hold, economics was busily reinventing 
itself as a “science” detached from ethics, 
while philosophy and theology were left to 
fret over the moral wreckage. Das Adam 
Smith Problem thus became a projection of 
modernity’s own split personality: One half 
was absorbed by mechanism and eiciency, 
the other by conscience and community. 

Yet the German historicists were wrong, 
or at least incomplete. Later readers — from 

Jacob Viner, a founder of the Chicago school 
of economics, in the 1920s, to the editors of 
the “Glasgow Edition” of Smith’s works in 
the 1970s — showed that the two books 
shared a philosophical spine. Far from 
renouncing his earlier moral philosophy, 
the later Smith had extended it to the econ-
omic sphere. The “invisible hand” was never 
meant as an ode to greed; it was a metaphor 
for the way that social benefits can arise 
from individual human motives (or 
“passions”), provided that institutions 
channel them appropriately. 

As Smith’s contemporary and friend 
David Hume observed, the scaffolding of 
social order rests on a fragile blend of self-
love and sympathy. Smith’s own answer to 
the human predicament was not to abolish 
self-interest but to channel it through habits 
of virtue, civic trust, and the judgement of an 
imagined “impartial spectator.” Markets, in 
this vision, were not moral vacuums but 
extensions of moral life. The misunder-

standing endures because modern econ-
omics, in its quest for predictive precision, 
amputated Smith’s psychology. In the 20th 
century, as models grew more mathemat-
ical, “economic man” was stripped of senti-
ment and context. 

It was the Nobel laureate economist 
Amartya Sen who brought the original 
debate back to the fore. “The so-called 
Adam Smith Problem,” he wrote, “is largely 
of our own making.” For Dr Sen, Smith’s idea 
of self-interest was never naked greed, but a 
sentiment woven into the fabric of social life 
— one disciplined by prudence, justice, and 
benevolence. The contradiction, Dr Sen 
suggests, lies not in Smith, but in our own 
impoverished reading of him. It is we who 
have elevated greed as a virtue. 

Recent scholarship has added to this 
insight. The Boston University philosopher 
Charles Griswold portrays Smith as a philos-
opher of virtue, while the Harvard Univer-
sity economic historian Emma Rothschild 

has restored his Enlightenment humanism. 
Together, they show that the division 
between the moral and the economic is a 
historical artefact — one that we urgently 
need to dispense with. 

With the fissure between morality and 
markets emerging as the central fault line of 
our age, this task has become more pressing 
than ever. From the 2008 financial crisis and 
the rise of populism to the planetary emerg-
ency of climate change and misaligned AI, 
what further evidence do we need that our 
economy is unmoored from ethics? Revisit-
ing Smith through the lens of Das Adam 
Smith Problem reveals a thinker who might 
guide us out of this impasse. Far from 
preaching laissez-faire to the exclusion of all 
else, Smith was preoccupied with moral 
education and institutional design. He 
warned that commerce, if not accompanied 
by civic virtue, would corrupt “moral senti-
ments.” He anticipated the distortions of 
inequality and the dangers of what we 
would now call “regulatory capture.” 

Smith’s answer was neither state 
socialism nor unbridled markets, but 
something subtler: A moral economy 

grounded in sympathy and the pursuit of 
human flourishing. In that sense, he 
stands closer to Aristotle’s virtue ethics, or 
even to modern behavioural and cooper-
ative economics, than to the mechanistic 
utilitarianism often attributed to him. 

The irony is that in our rush to claim 
Smith as the father of modern economics, 
we have exiled the Smith that might redeem 
that discipline. We have failed to recognise 
his two key works as complementary 
elements of a unified, albeit unfinished, 
“science of man.” By solving Das Adam 
Smith Problem, we would also close the rift 
between eiciency and empathy that is 
undermining our entire civilisation. 

The problem lies not in Smith, but in 
our own society. If 18th-century thinkers 
identified it, we must resolve it, not by res-
urrecting markets or morals alone, but by 
reviving the dialogue between them. 
Smith began that exchange, and we have 
yet to finish it. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author is associate professor of 
empirical legal studies at the University of 
Cambridge. ©Project Syndicate, 2025

“Be warned. The faces may have 
changed. But the people are still the 
same,” said Union Home Minister 
Amit Shah at his rally in Darbhanga 
last month. “Jungle raj will try to 
return wearing different clothes. 
The responsibility for keeping them 
out is yours.” 

The clothes have certainly 
changed. Tejashwi Yadav 
addresses public meetings in col-
ourful T-shirts and jeans. White 
khadi is out. And the Union home 
minister’s remarks highlight 
exactly what he wants to show — 
that the Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD) 
is under new management. 

New? Maybe not so much. 
Everyone in Patna is talking about 
Sanjay Yadav, Bihar’s high-value 
import from Haryana. Tejashwi 
says Sanjay Yadav is “his philos-
opher, guide and tuition teacher”. 
But others, including his sister 
Rohini, say he is much more than 
that. Sanjay and Tejashwi met 
through Akhilesh Yadav around 
2011. (There’s something about 
Haryanvi talent that the RJD 
attracts like a magnet. Lalu Prasad’s 
right-hand man and former Union 
minister Prem Chand Gupta was 
originally from Hisar and started 
out as an exporter-importer who 
made his money in Hong Kong and 
later turned Lalu Prasad’s advisor.) 
Sanjay was living a quiet life in 
Mahendragarh, Haryana, with a 
computer science background until 
he was thrown into the hurly burly 
of Bihar politics. If at least some of 
Tejashwi’s six sisters and one 

brother, Tej Pratap, are to be 
believed, Sanjay is responsible for 
driving a stake through the family’s 
heart especially after he was given a 
Rajya Sabha seat in 2024, overriding 
the claim of Abdul Bari Siddiqui, a 
long-time Lalu Prasad loyalist. 

Tejashwi was four months old 
when his father became chief min-
ister of Bihar. He went to school in 
Delhi but dropped out in Class X to 
pursue professional cricket. In 
school, he met his wife, then his 
classmate, Rachel Godinho (now 
Rajshri Yadav), also from Haryana. 
The two married despite family 
opposition. Now in his 30s, he says 
at rallies: “I’m just a young person 
but I understand the ambitions and 
thirst of young people. My chacha 
(uncle), who is chief minister, is ill. 
You tell me: Will you let people from 
Delhi and Gujarat run Bihar? Or will 
a Bihar ka lal (Bihar’s darling) run 
your state?” The crowds are not big 
but the response is enthusiastic. 

The RJD is seeing a subter-
ranean shift — allegedly at the 
behest of Sanjay — though the 
moves are measured and cautious. 
Tejashwi is still projected as the 
true inheritor of Lalu Prasad’s 
legacy. This is most evident at the 
lineup on the dais at his election 
meetings. Election meetings of the 
Janata Dal (United) and Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP) have central 
and state leaders on the stage. The 
RJD has mukhias (village 
headmen), suggesting the organic 
organisational link between the 
party and Bihar’s villages is intact: 
Unlike the Congress.  The other-
wise fragmented Yadav commu-
nity seems to have consolidated 
behind him. The Muslims, lacking 
a statewide alternative to fend off 
the BJP, see Tejashwi as their best 
bet. One of them said: “Field Yogi 
Adityanath or Amit Shah from the 
RJD — you’ll see, they’ll get every 
single Muslim vote.” 

But his inheritance is a double-
edged sword because the National 
Democratic Alliance (NDA) is 
understandably interested only in 

highlighting that part of the RJD’s 
tenure in government that evokes 
kidnapping, extortion, and lawless-
ness. The NDA identifies Lalu 
Prasad’s contribution to the actual-
isation of social justice and 
empowerment with the present 
family-dominated RJD.  That is 
only part of the truth. 

In this year’s Assembly elec-
tions, Tejashwi allocated 36 per 
cent of the RJD’s tickets (51 of 143) 
to Yadavs, who constitute 14.26 per 
cent of the population. The Mus-
lims, 17.70 per cent of the popula-
tion, received only 19 seats, around 
13 per cent of the total, the same as 
in 2020. But it is the inclusion of 
other castes in the RJD list of nomi-
nees that is remarkable. In the past 
Bhumihars could not have thought 
of the RJD as a political possibility. 
This time, six candidates contest-
ing on the RJD ticket are Bhumi-
hars, a “forward” community 
traditionally hostile to Lalu 
Prasad’s party. Surajbhan Singh, a 
strongman of Mokama, actually 
joined the RJD this year and has 
fielded his wife from the seat (he is 
debarred from contesting because 
of a criminal conviction). Sagar Rai, 
with a background in the Indian 
Police Service, is also a Bhumihar 
candidate fielded by the RJD.  

What is more, Tejashwi took 
advice from his colleagues and 
stooped to conquer the mercurial 
and unpredictable Mukesh 
Sahani, the leader of the Nishad 
and Mallah communities, by 
offering him deputy chief minis-
tership. In the Gaura Bauram seat, 
he forced the RJD candidate to 
stand down in favour of Mr 
Sahani’s Vikasheel Insaan Party 
(VIP) at considerable cost. He has 
never publicly criticised Nitish 
Kumar. “He must get one chance 
— people do want to try him out at 
least once,” says Sunil Kumar, who 
runs a small store in Patna’s Baker-
gunj. He doesn’t reveal his caste 
but it is not hard to guess. He tries 
to hide it. But the sense of longing 
is palpable.

Bihar, now voting to elect its 18th state Assembly, 
says with pride that democracy was born here. 
That’s why Prime Minister Narendra Modi says 
that India is the mother of democracy. 

A signboard on the highway as you 
approach Bihar’s Vaishali district reads: “Wel-
come to the First Republic in the World.” This 
is no folklore. There is plenty of recorded his-
tory, rock edicts, and academic writing airm-
ing this. For a refresher, you can swing by 
Patna’s spectacular museum. 

Democracy, the idea of a republic where 
each individual has a voice and a choice, is 
Bihar’s greatest contribution to India, and 
India’s to the world. Which raises the question: 
How good has democracy been for Bihar? 
Where is its people’s democracy dividend? 

The state of its society, people and econ-
omy shows it’s got nothing. Not even what you 
would call a tiny royalty for patent 
over democracy. It has no industry, 
tax revenues, or economic activity 
besides subsistence farming. Its 
per capita income is the country’s 
lowest and one-fifth of our richest 
state. The gap is widening. Its only 
productive activity is labour 
export, mostly for the lowest 
paying jobs in states with better 
economies. 

In exasperation over the state of 
Bihar’s morass and the renewed 
hopes from another caste census, I 
had written in National Interest on 
October 7, 2023: “What Bihar thinks today, 
Bihar used to think the day before yesterday.” 
As the state goes through its current election, 
its third generation in independent India is 
still paying for that old-think-turned-new-
think — content with caste, identity, social 
coalitions, and still at the bottom of the pile. 

We can see why nobody seems bothered. 
Bihar has been left so far behind the rest, even 
its neighbouring states, that the only compari-
son its voters make is with their own past. Am 
I doing better than my parents? The answer is 
mostly yes. Will my children do better than 
me? The realistic hope is yes. That sets the bar 
for aspiration frightfully low. 

Over the generations, Bihar’s voters have 
lived by and fought for minimalistic expecta-
tions: Protection from feudal and upper caste 
oppression, three meals a day, and going ahead 
basic law and order, electricity, and some con-
nectivity. So far, so good.  Tragic that this is all 
you dream of in India of 2025. That’s why Nar-
endra Modi and Nitish Kumar, both of whom 

used to deride giveaways, are now front-load-
ing their political offering with just those. Of 
course, their rivals promise a government job 
to each of its 27.6 million families. It isn’t a 
cruel joke. It’s the serious reality of Bihar even 
after 20 years under Nitish Kumar. 

Where’s the ambition for a leap forward, to 
break out of the trap? And it is no tiny state on 
the peripheries. This is almost 140 million 
people in the nation’s heartland, or one in 10 
Indians living a sub-sub-Saharan Africa 
quality of life. In this election, too, the main 
contenders are offering more of the same and 
sadly, it might just be enough. The third, Pra-
shant Kishor, at least, has some new ideas. He 
won’t admit it, but he also knows that even 
imagining new ideas in Bihar is seen as an act 
of wishful thinking, if not outright nuttiness. 

It is particularly tragic for a state with such 
a deep, vibrant, and audacious 
political culture. See it this way. 
But for Bihar, there would’ve been 
no Gandhi. He returned to India 
from South Africa in 1915 and first 
caught the national — and interna-
tional — imagination with the 
satyagraha against forced indigo 
cultivation by British contractors 
in Champaran. That zone still has 
some of the poorest districts of 
India’s poorest state by far. Go 
there to see how poor, distant and 
deprived its people are even now. 
You can then imagine how 

wretched their existence was in 2017. And yet 
they embraced Gandhi. The poorest of Bihar 
were his first political allies. 

Besides the incidental fact that he was a 
Bihari, would Jayaprakash Narayan (JP) have 
risen to being hailed as Lok Nayak (leader of 
the masses) but for the people of Bihar, their 
political awareness and courage? His Nav 
Nirman Andolan (rejuvenation movement) 
had Bihari human resources and acquired 
pan-India influence so dramatically, it forced 
a rattled Indira Gandhi into imposing the 
Emergency, and ultimately led to her defeat in 
1977. He acquired the most moral and briefly 
political capital since Gandhi in 20thCentury 
India. Bihar triggered the decline of the  
Congress party’s national domination. It 
never recovered. 

If Mahatma Gandhi and Jayaprakash 
Narayan owe their rise to Bihar and its people, 
let’s talk about Karpoori Thakur who rose in 
the mid-sixties. Until then, the state had 
elected upper-caste chief ministers as its 

default choice. Karpoori Thakur, from a 
humble barber (nai) family from Samastipur, 
challenged and changed this, and not just for 
Bihar. He sparked the social justice movement 
for subaltern caste empowerment that lives on 
six decades later. 

He was instrumental in the social coalitions 
that denied  majority to the Congress for the first 
time in many states in 1967. The Samyukta Vid-
hayak Dal state government, which he joined as 
deputy chief minister with the education port-
folio, among others, didn’t last long. But he had 
founded a new politics, which ultimately came 
to be known as Mandalite. It built a secular 
answer to both, the Congress, seen by early 
nineties as retreating to soft Hindutva, and the 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). 

Until then, the Congress had seen itself as a 
big-tent party that could laugh off the Jan 
Sangh, which Indira Gandhi had derided as a 
party of baniyas (never of Hindus). Karpoori 
Thakur and the people of Bihar built India’s first 
anti-Congress, and ultimately anti-BJP, social 
coalition. It’s a different matter that it split ulti-
mately, each faction joining one of the two 
national coalitions. Even today, 37 years after 
Thakur’s death, both the Congress and the BJP 
still have to piggyback on one of his legatees. 
You can see why the Modi government awarded 
him a posthumous Bharat Ratna. 

From  Licchavi-era democracy to Cham-
paran, Karpoori Thakur’s social justice, and 
JP’s Sampoorn Kranti (total revolution), the 
many-armed Left subaltern movements 
(Marxist-Leninist) and their feudal upper-
caste counters (Ranvir Sena), Bihar is blessed 
with a land more fertile for revolutions than 
any in India. Why has it fallen so far behind 
then? What’s the curse chasing it? Why do its 
revolutions keep eating their own children? 

The one thriving pastime in the state is 
political theorising. See, we are avoiding “pun-
ditry” because it carries a caste signal. Political 
awareness, passion and debate among the 
people of Bihar rages on at an industrial scale, 
probably to make up for the utter lack of indus-
try here. I don’t say this lightly. The constant 
obsession with politics is at the root of Bihar’s 
relative decline compared to the rest of the 
country. While identity politics everywhere 
harks back to the past, in Bihar it has become a 
self-destructive obsession. 

Nobody is now promising to turn it into 
Gujarat or Karnataka, forget Shanghai. Every-
body has generational grievances, and already 
has a leader who promises to address these. 
And when everybody promises the same 
thing, the one who throws more money can 
expect to be in front. The state that gave the 
world democracy, and India its Mahatma and 
Lok Nayak, and its social justice revolution, is 
cursed by politics of minimal expectation. It is 
a national tragedy. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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The 1st Republic, the lost Republic
Bihar is blessed with a land more fertile for  
revolutions than any in India. Why has it fallen so  
far behind then? Constant obsession with politics  
is at the root of its destruction

illustration: ajaya kumar mohanty

EYE CULTURE  
atanu biswas 

 
“No one else can shake the people’s 
middle-class mindset, wealth, and 
contentment. You have departed, 
pride has dissipated, and humility 
has surfaced.” This is my translation 
of a few lines from Ritwik, for You, a 
poem written by Bengali poet 
Shakti Chattopadhyay in 1976, 
shortly after the death of filmmaker 
Ritwik Ghatak. 

November 4 marked the centen-
ary of Ghatak, Indian cinema’s rebel 
auteur. Along with Satyajit Ray and 
Mrinal Sen, he is often hailed as one 
of Bengali cinema’s three maestros. 
However, in a 1997 article, Jacob 
Levich referred to Ghatak as the 
“problem child” and Ray as the 
“suitable boy” of Indian art cinema. 
Ghatak’s films are “ragged, provi-
sional, intensely personal, yet epic 
in shape, scope, and aspirations,” 
according to Mr Levich. 

His films continue to be among 
the most potent artistic representa-
tions of the trauma of displacement 
associated with Partition. Drawing 
from his own experience of Parti-
tion as a young immigrant, his Parti-
tion trilogy, Meghe Dhaka Tara 
(1960), Komal Gandhar (1961), and  
Subarnarekha   (1965), illustrates the 
consequences of this colonial geo-
political exercise. Depicting a start-
lingly honest indictment of the 
family as an institution, The Meghe 

Dhaka Tara  may be one of the most 
tragic films ever produced. 

A committed Marxist, a lay Jun-
gian, and occasionally a novelist, 
Ghatak was a key figure in the 
Indian People’s Theatre Associ-
ation, the Communist Party of 
India’s cultural wing. 

 Ghatak confined his filmmak-
ing to Bengal, even though he wrote 
the script for Madhumati (1958), the 
Hindi blockbuster directed by 
Bimal Roy. Despite his talent, finan-
cial diiculties limited him to 
making only eight films. His first 
film, Nagarik (1952), is a blatantly 
Communist picture that criticises 
the Horatio Alger-like aspirations of 
a naive young man in the Calcutta 
slums. It’s arguably the first Bengali 
art film. But it was released in 1977, 
after his passing. 

Long before the Herbie films, his 
first commercial release, the bitter-
sweet comedy Ajantrik (1958), was 
one of the first Indian films to fea-
ture an inanimate object — a run-
down 1920s Chevrolet Jalopy 
taxicab — as a character. Its stun-
ning depiction of the intricate inter-
action between man and machine is 
still relevant today. With a scenario 
akin to François Truffaut’s The 400 
Blows (1959), Ghatak’s Bari Theke 
Paliye ( 1958) appears to be the most 
playful of his films. It tells the story 
of an imaginative village boy who 
flees to the big city. Preceding Robert 
Altman’s Nashville (1975), Titash Ekti 
Nadir Naam (1973) is among the 

early works in a hyperlink structure, 
with several characters in a collec-
tion of connected storylines. But 
under Ghatak’s direction, the nar-
rative transforms into a visionary, 
alluring political movie. 

Jukti Takko Aar Gappo (1977), 
Ghatak’s swan song, is arguably the 
most harsh and purposefully indec-
orous self-portrait ever recorded on 
celluloid. Here, in the role of his 
alter ego, the director alternates 
between being irritable, hectoring, 
resentful, and pitiful. 

“As a creator of powerful images 
in an epic style, he was virtually 
unsurpassed in Indian cinema,” 
Satyajit Ray stated in the “foreword” 
to Cinema and I, a compilation of 
Ghatak’s cinematic essays. 

Ghatak’s brilliance influenced a 
generation of filmmakers, and he 
was often hailed as a filmmakers’ 
filmmaker.  Euripides, a legendary 
Greek tragedian from the 5th cen-
tury BC, is renowned for his theatri-
cal innovations, having a significant 
impact on drama even now. Was the 
non-conformist Ritwik Ghatak the 
Euripides of Indian cinema? In ref-
erence to Euripides, Ghatak 
remarked, “We must orientate our 
entire creative endeavour along... 
the channel of epic mentality.” And 
that may have transformed his film-
making art into a way to convey and 
end people’s misery. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author is professor of statistics, 
Indian Statistical Institute, Kolkata

Founded in New York as Doyle 
Dane Bernbach (DDB) in 1949, the 
ad agency went public in 1964. The 
merger of DDB, BBDO and Need-
ham Harper created the Omnicom 
Group in 1986. The agency itself 
was renamed DDB Worldwide in 
1999. Today, it faces possible 
extinction.  

The news is that Omnicom will 
retire the advertising network 
DDB as part of its merger with the 
Interpublic Group (IPG), most 
likely in November itself. The 
merged company will reportedly 
consolidate creative operations 
into three networks: McCann, 
BBDO, and TBWA. Two other IPG 
agencies — FCB and Mullen-
Lowe/Lintas are on shaky ground 
too, and may also face the scalpel 
in the merger, sooner or later.  

In the past few years, the “right-
sizing” and “consolidation” at WPP 
has resulted in iconic advertising 
brand names like J Walter Thomp-
son, Young & Rubicam , and Wun-

derman being consigned to the dust-
bin. Ad agency Grey too is slowly 
losing its identity as it slithers 
unsung under the larger Ogilvy 
umbrella, most likely into oblivion.  

Once a global network stitched 
together by high-profile acquisi-
tions, Dentsu of Japan now finds 
itself grappling with a multitude of 
problems. The integration of Aegis, 
Merkle, and other international 
assets has proven more complex 
than was expected. This has left the 
Japanese giant, once my joint-ven-
ture partners in India, with a frag-
mented global operation and a 
no-win choice about what to keep 
and what to let go. Dentsu’s global 
operation, which generated over $4.5 
billion in net revenue in 2024, is now 
on sale. Dentsu in recent months has 
cut around 3,400 jobs — about 8 per 
cent of its international workforce. 
Revenues have slipped, with organic 
growth down 8.9 per cent in Asia-
Pacific (excluding Japan) and 3.4 per 
cent in the Americas. There is real 
trouble out there.  

As if all this uncertainty was not 
enough, artificial intelligence (AI) is 
dramatically reshaping the oper-
ational processes in the advertising 
business. With the capacity to 
decipher complex patterns, predict 
outcomes, and automate tasks, AI is 
redefining the landscape for many 
creative agencies, reshaping strat-
egies, and propelling the industry 
into an era of data-driven, personal-
ised, and highly targeted advertising. 

The impact of AI can be felt across the 
broad spectrum of advertising func-
tions, from fostering en hanced cus-
tomer insights to in n o vating media 
buying. For most old-timers in the 
business, it is beco ming increasingly 
diicult to comprehend the breadth 
and depth of AI’s transformative 
influence on the world of media, and 
advertising agencies. 

In the good ole days, finding a 
new job after quitting one in adver-
tising was a no-brainer. Job-hopping 
was an industry pastime. There were 
openings everywhere, at all times, 
and invariably at a better salary 
package. The market was overwhel-
mingly weighed in favour of the 
talent — but in recent months, the 
tide has turned dramatically. 
Redundancies across agencies trig-
gered by mergers, machines talking 
to machines in media buying, AI 
writing copy, visualising campaigns, 
and even creating ad-films have 
resulted in the job market suddenly 
drying up. This is true worldwide; it 
is true in India.  

Given this new reality, manage-
ments at ad agencies should 
actually be delighted by the abun-
dance of talent available. But that’s 
where the catch is. Given the new 
thrust on technology and data-
driven personalisation of brand 
communication, the talent on offer 
is actually unemployable and 
unfortunately obsolete. “Seniority” 
is no longer a virtue. It is no longer 
an indication of maturity and 

deeper understanding of advertis-
ing — instead, it is a signal of talent 
from a generation long past.  

Unfortunately, that understand-
ing of the new reality hasn’t yet 
sunk in for practitioners (and even 
managers) in the industry. It is 
appalling that most leading net-
work ad agencies in India (yes, most 
means almost all) are still zilch in 
AI. They have not even got them-
selves licensed copies of AI soft-
wares, let alone have employees use 
it. Art directors are mostly using 
free versions to create rudimentary 
visuals. Why? The holding com-
panies are still “undecided”. WPP 
Open, the AI platform meant to 
deliver “speed & scale”,  for 
example, is still in beta and 
nowhere near an India rollout.    

In advertising today, those who 
currently have jobs, need to quickly 
get into “job-hugging” mode. Covet 
their jobs. Value them. And no 
longer treat them as a disposable and 
easily replaceable. Everyone needs 
to upskill, and that too quickly. The 
job market is going to become tighter 
and tighter, and more ruthless in the 
days, and months, to come. The day 
is not far when a bright 18-year-old 
with “ideas and attitude” will be 
more welcome at the agency than a 
senior with 18 years of “experience”. 
That is the uncoated truth. Unfortu-
nate, but real. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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The rebel poet-filmmaker 

antara haldar

RJD in different clothes

NATIONAL 
INTEREST  
shekhar gupta   
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PLAIN POLITICS  
aditi phadnis

YES, BUT...  
sandeep goyal

Adam Smith and the moral economy we have lost

Time for job hugging in the ad world
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There’s a peculiar thrill — and pinch of  colonial heartburn —
that grips many RIs (resident Indians) when ‘one of  our own’
ascends to political power in the West. The sight of  an Indian-
origin veep in Washington, PM in London or mayor in NYC
evokes a cocktail of  pride, suspicion and confusion. ‘Look how
far we’ve come!’ we cheer, even as some of  us think, ‘But now,
we’re going to mess things up there.’ Code for nostalgia about
when ‘White men’ had the sole task of  keeping countries, espe-
cially their own, shipshape.

Source of  this schizophrenia is a strong, underlying colonial
hangover, laced with a collective inferiority complex coated
by a patina of  loud (too loud?) supranational pride. For centu-

ries, Indians were told they weren’t fit to
govern themselves, let alone countries
that once governed them. Now, when so-
meone of  (partial or otherwise) Indian
origin sits in a high chair in the US or Bri-
tain, it short-circuits the old imperial wi-
ring. The thrill is real: a symbolic come-
uppance that disproves any ethnic infe-

riority. But, paradoxically, this is marked by a lingering doubt
about whether ‘one of  us’ can be up to the job. Many Indians
still measure success through Western validation. And in ma-
ny an RI eye, a Harris, Sunak or Mamdani could spoil the
‘West’ by recreating it with ‘Indian characteristics’.

Interestingly, this self-undermining is limited to politics. In
business, top global CEOs and leaders of  Indian-origin are se-
en for what they are: fellow drivers of  the new world economy.
Which underlines how the RIs’ ‘doubts’ confined to politics is
a product of  India’s political past still affecting its present
mindset. And the ‘Indian way’ of  doing politics here in India
doesn’t help to dismantle this complicated complex in a hurry.

Our Colonial Mindset
In Western Politics

Elon Musk is back in the news. And, this time, the former
DOGEmeister is there for the right reasons. Right, that
is, for himself. Tesla’s shareholders made history this
week by offering him $1 tn over the next decade to convert
the EV maker into an AI superpower. The offer came
grudgingly, though. The Tesla board was blunt in its mes-
sage to investors: Musk would hold his breath and leave
if  he didn’t get his way. The vote itself  was tight. Minus
Musk’s shareholding, the approval may have come up for
review at other companies. Some shareholders have be-
en vocal about the offer being ‘expensive’ and unnecessa-
ry. The structure of  the pay package allows the world’s ri-
chest person to keep some of  the extra stock even if  he fa-
ils to deliver, which is an unusual offer for investors to
make. Voting for large investments in Musk’s startup
xAI saw big investors stay away over concerns of  lack of

board oversight. Musk may have just
bought himself  a seat at the AI high
table, but his backers are not fully con-
vinced he’s holding the right cards.

Contrast this with Tesla’s competi-
tors, principally Chinese EV makers,
that are pushing the most fancied au-
tomobile company against the ropes.

They are doing it by keeping costs low and innovating fu-
riously. Tesla is losing its edge in battery technology and
is definitely trailing in autonomous ‘Look Ma, no hands!’
vehicles. The Chinese have demonstrated a price advan-
tage in most of  the critical technologies that Tesla is see-
king mastery of. Yet, investors value Chinese EV makers
far more conservatively, which allows them to under-pro-
mise and over-deliver. Theirs is the Henry Ford approach
to management, while Tesla is betting the farm on the
maverick genius of  an ageing Captain America. 

It would be ironic if  the history of  management pay is be-
ing written by fear rather than hope, especially in a country
that hoovers talent from across the globe. There are voices
that the US is nanosecondsbehindChina in AI. Tesla’s giant
leap for a man may turn out to be a small step for mankind.

Giant Leap for Musk,
Small Step for Mankind?
China’s Henry Ford vs Tesla’s Capt America

For years, India’s consumption story
has been anchored around festivals.
Diwali, Eid and Christmas have long
been both cultural and economic mile-
stones, moments when optimism and
spending converge to light up balance
sheets. Yet, beneath these seasonal
surges, a deeper shift has taken root.

PRICE’s ICE 360° Survey shows that
more than 60% of  urban discretionary
spending now takes place over week-
ends. The traditional spikes of  the
festive calendar are being replaced, or
rather reinforced, by a weekly con-
sumption surge that repeats 52 times
ayear. What was once a concentrated
festival phenomenon is now a recur-
ring rhythm of  aspiration.

The survey, undertaken in 25 major
cities, shows that urban India’s dis-
cretionary spending is increasingly
concentrated between Friday and
Sunday. The trend is especially visible
in fast-growing cities such as Jaipur,
Surat and Pune, though even metros
like Mumbai and Delhi show a clear
tilt toward weekend shopping.

This is not merely about convenien-
ce. It reflects a social rhythm. As work-
weeks lengthen and digital life intensi-
fies, the weekend has become the emo-
tional and social space where leisure,
family and aspiration meet. Shopping,

dining and entertainment form a sha-
red cultural experience that mirrors
the mood of  modern urban life.

Younger Indians, especially those
aged 18-25 years, are leading this shift
toward experience-based spending.
They spend on dining, travel and en-
tertainment as expressions of  iden-
tity rather than indulgence. Women,
too, are central to this change. With
growing financial independence and
digital fluency, their influence extends
across categories. Multi-earner fami-
lies are turning weekends into collec-
tive consumption moments, blending
recreation with lifestyle choice. For
these households, spending has be-
come a social ritual, a way to unwind
and connect.

Lifestyle categories such as fashion,
dining, entertainment and electronics
see the strongest weekend surge. Even
essentials like groceries and home care
are shifting to weekends. The bounda-
ry between necessity and leisure is
fading, showing that consumption is
now shaped less by price or occasion
and more by convenien-
ce, emotion and time. Re-
tailers must recogni-

se that the weekend is not just another
window, but it is the high point of  in-
tent and discovery.

GST rate cuts on apparel, home goods
and electronics have reinforced this
trend. Diwali’s traditional spending
surge merged with the new weekend
rhythm, creating one of  the strongest
quarters for retail in recent years. What
stands out, however, is not the spike but
its persistence. Retailers report that
high sales and footfalls continued well
beyond the festive period, sustained
by weekend traffic. The festival acted
as a behavioural accelerant, deepening
an existing habit rather than creating
atemporary one.

For corporate India, this transform-
ation demands a new playbook. The
old retail calendar, built around festi-
val peaks and end-of-season clearan-
ces, is giving way to a model of  recur-
ring engagement.

The weekend has become India’s new
festival. Businesses that synchronise
marketing, inventory and logistics to
this rhythm will find steadier, more
predictable growth. Short weekend
campaigns, Friday product launches
and Sunday events are replacing mon-
th-long discount seasons. Malls are ev-
olving into lifestyle destinations whe-

re shopping merges
with food and enterta-
inment, while ecom-
merce platforms are
refining Friday drops
and Sunday flash deals.
The line between tran-
saction and experien-
ce is vanishing; tim-
ing and emotion now
define success.

The survey also highlights how
digital finance is powering this shift.
The rapid spread of  credit cards, buy
now, pay later schemes, and instant
loans has made aspiration affordable.
Young professionals no longer wait for
paydays or bonuses; they buy when
they wish, often during leisure hours.
Banks and fintech companies can
deepen this behaviour with weekend-
linked incentives and cashback offers.

Tier-2 and Tier-3 cities such as Kochi
and Indore are showing similar enthu-
siasm for weekend leisure and shop-
ping. Retailers expanding into these
markets can blend modern retail for-
mats with local flavour through food
festivals, pop-ups and cultural week-
ends. Local governments can amplify
the impact by improving public spaces,
transport and tourism facilities that
make weekend recreation easier.

The larger message from our resear-
ch is:
u India’s consumption growth is be-
coming steadier, broader and more be-
haviourally anchored. The country’s
economic story is no longer written in
short festive bursts but in the steady
rhythm of  weekend confidence.
uDiwali remains the emotional hea-
rt of  Indian retail, but its energy now
flows through the weekends that follow.
uGST reform, digital access, and a
young, aspirational consumer base
have created a cycle of  optimism that
renews each week.

The festival may light the spark, but
it is the weekend that keeps India’s eco-
nomic flame glowing.

The writer is MD-CEO, People Research on
India’s Consumer Economy (PRICE)

What Are You Buying This Weekend?

Winter is coming

Rajesh Shukla
Remember, Bhoot Ka
Bhi Vote Hota Hai
In the land of  the free — that is, India, in case you were won-
dering — we take our elections very seriously. A record vo-
ter turnout in the first round of  elections in Bihar is right-
ly seen as a matter of  pride: more grown-ups doing a
grown-up thing than ever before. The CEC has already an-
nounced that startlingly fresh line — ‘Democracy has
won’. But there’s one aspect of  our glorious democracy we
tend to underplay: ghosts. And, by this, we don’t mean so-
mething metaphorical, but literally ghosts — bhoot, spi-
rits of  those who have passed away — who continue to not
only cast their shadow but also their votes.

Consider the numbers. A village with 3,000 residents re-
ports 4,200 votes. Vote chori? Rubbish. The prospect of  the
late Sarvabala Devi — who perished in 1992, but still
haunts the panchayat office to get her gas connection —
casting her vote is real. To consider it as ridiculous is to go
against people’s belief  — ask the aam aadmi whether they
believe in nothingness after death, and you will cast out
any doubts. Ghosts are deeply civic-minded. They’ve got
eternity and nothing but time to follow up poll promises.
They attend rallies invisibly, whispering ‘voooote’ into the
ears of  those attending for a free lunch box. So, if  results se-
em inexplicable (to the losing party), remember, democra-
cy isn’t just for the living. It’s for the dearly departed, too.

Agreat democracy is not just about
the mandate of living voters

JUST IN JEST

B
ihar, which conducted the fir-
st phase of  elections on Thu-
rsday, stands as a paradox in
the landscape of  human capi-
tal formation. Here, an edu-

cation system designed for mobility,
produces stasis: a generation armed
with degrees, yet, bereft of  core compe-
tencies required for a modern econo-
my. This is not a story of  mere neglect,
but of  a complex system where ration-
al individual choices aggre-
gate into a collective trap.

Education can serve two
primary economic functi-
ons: it can enhance produc-
tivity (skill-building), or it
can certify inherent traits
(signalling). In Bihar, the
system has become optimi-
sed for the latter. The curri-
culum, and the vast coaching industry
it supports, prizes rote memorisation
and exam-specific tricks.

These are narrow skills that are rati-
onal investments for individuals com-
peting for a limited pool of  bureaucra-
tic jobs. They are highly effective for
passing standardised tests, but offer di-
minishing returns in a dynamic labo-
ur market.

Cost of  this trade-off  is catastrophic.
Aser 2024 finds that only 28% of  Class 3
students in Bihar can read a Class 2
text, well below the national average of
36%. Only 32% can perform subtracti-
on, compared to 41% nationally. Even
by Class 5, fewer than half  can read a
Class 2 text.

Achild who cannot read or subtract
with fluency by 8 is on a trajectory of
academic exclusion. UDISE+ 2023-24
data show how steep those drop-offs are.
Only 31.5% of  students move from up-
per primary to secondary school, less
than half  the national average of  83%.
When the marginal benefit of  educati-
on is so low, the opportunity cost of  a
child’s labour or a family’s limited

funds becomes prohibitive. Schooling,
in this calculus, is a depreciating asset.

Even for those who persist, school
infrastructure and staffing remain de-

eply inadequate. Despite a
recruitment drive for 26,000
new teachers in 2025, over
2.5 lakh positions are vaca-
nt. The pupil-teacher ratio at
the secondary level stands
at 30:1, almost double the na-
tional average. Only 19.6%
of  schools have computers
and fewer than 18.5 % have

internet connectivity.
These shortages make meaningful

digital or experiential learning impos-
sible. They limit exposure to the kinds
of  cognitive skills demanded in labour
markets. Consequently, the state has
spawned a parallel, private education
economy. Recent data show:
u 53% of  Bihari households spend on
private coaching.
uAnnual coaching expense per stud-
ent of  ̀̀ 6,161 is higher than the ̀̀ 5,907 sp-
ent on schooling itself. Mostly concen-

trated in Patna, Gaya and Muzaffarpur,
coaching schools act as de facto substi-
tutes for failed public schooling. Also,
it has led to poorer households sacrifi-
cing essentials like nutrition to purch-
ase a sliver of  hope in a saturated mar-
ket, thereby deepening inequality whi-
le chasing a mirage of  opportunity.

This brings us to the
core distortion: labour
market. With organised
private sector anaemic,
the state remains the
employer of  first and
last resort. The result is
a frenzied competition
for a small number of
government jobs. This,
in turn, reinforces the
demand for narrow,
exam-oriented skills
the coaching centres
sell. A self-reinfor-
cing loop: weak scho-
ols create a demand for
coaching, which prepares youth for
state jobs, the pursuit of  which valida-
tes the initial lack of  broad skills.

Into this vacuum flows migration. A
2020 International Institute for Popu-
lation Sciences study revealed more
than 50% households are exposed to
migration. The average remittance by
amigrant is ̀̀ 26,020. These remittances
provide a critical lifeline, sustaining
rural consumption and insulating hou-
seholds from the worst of  the local eco-
nomy’s failures. Yet, this safety net al-
so neuters the impetus for reform.

When migrant incomes can compen-
sate for institutional failure, the politi-
cal cost of  that failure remains mana-

geable. This is a textbook case of  a low-
equilibrium trap: weak institutions yie-
ld low returns to learning; low returns
induce rational under-investment; and
that under-investment perpetuates we-
ak institutions. It also reflects a deeper
political logic of  dependency.

Breaking this equilibrium requires
amulti-pronged effort:
u Shift the metric of  success from en-
rolment and infrastructure to learn-
ing outcomes. The state must commit
to measurable goals — say, 80% of  all
Class 3 children will achieve grade-
appropriate literacy and numeracy by
2030. This data must be public, granu-
lar and published district by district.
uTeacher recruitment must move be-
yond headcount announcements to
professionalisation. Filling vacancies
without training, mentoring and acco-
untability expands payrolls. A profes-
sional teacher cadre, tied to regular
performance evaluations and commu-
nity oversight, is indispensable.
uThe premium of  state jobs can only
decline when private employment be-

comes credible. Link-
ing education to app-
renticeships and in-
centivising small fir-
msto hire locally thro-
ugh wage subsidies.
Education grants to
districts and blocks
should depend not on
infra built but on me-
asured improveme-

nts in reading and
arithmetic scores.
uRather than tre-
ating migration as
asymptom of  failu-
re, integrate it into

a development strategy. Could a small
fraction of  remittances, matched by
public funds, be channelled into local
skill-development funds or communi-
ty-school trusts?

This pre-election rallies, as always,
revolved around employment guaran-
tees, welfare schemes and caste arithme-
tic. Yet, the real question went unask-
ed: will any government agree to be jud-
ged by how much its children learn,
not by how many jobs it promises?

Tiwary is doctoral candidate, and Peddi is
assistant professor, Agro Economic 

Research Centre, Gokhale Institute of
Politics and Economics, Pune

Cut By a Thousand Degrees
Why educational credentials in Bihar continue to fail to build much-required real human capital

Barely hanging on

Anushi Tiwary &
Dayakar Peddi

SURAKSHIT GOSWAMI

Modern psychology tells us that
the human brain processes near-
ly60,000 thoughts every day. The-
reis a constant tug-of-war betwe-
en the prefrontal cortex, which
governs attention and decision-
making, and the limbic system,
which regulates emotions and
impulses. This unsteady state is
what both science and spiritual-
ity call the ‘monkey mind’.

Born in the form of  a vaanar,
Hanuman perfectly symbolises
that restless energy within hum-
an nature. Yet, when he focused
on Ram’s name and firmly inter-
nalised his image, that same wan-
dering mind became enabler of
immense focus, strength and wis-
dom. His story reveals a universal
truth — that divine remembrance
can transform scattered energy
into single-pointed awareness.

Modern neuroscience calls this
process neuroplasticity, the brain’s
capacity to reorganise itself  acc-
ording to what we repeatedly foc-
us on. When Hanuman devoted
all his thoughts and emotions to-
ward ‘Ram Karya’, service of  the
Divine, every neural current with-
in him began to move in one sac-
red direction. His energy, attenti-
on and compassion merged into
asingle flow of  divine purpose.

Devotion, therefore, is a psycho-
physiological transformation. In
this state, the ‘default mode net-
work’ — the brain region respon-
sible for wandering thoughts —
becomes calm and still. Remem-
brance of  God not only soothes
the soul; it restructures the mind.

Hanuman
Mind
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ABengaluru-based startup
launched ChronoCoin, a cryp-
tocurrency backed by minu-
tes. You could buy 30 secs of
someone’s attention, or 5 mins
of  existential dread. Investors
loved it. ‘Finally, a way to mon-
etise procrastination!’

Then came the crash. Some-
one tried to short eternity.

Now, the fo-
unders live in
atime loop,
pitching the
same deck to
the same VC
every Tues-
day at 3.17 p.m.

Company Chair
After years of  being sat on, one
ergonomic chair achieved sen-
tience. It rolled into the board-
room and declared, ‘I’ve sup-
ported this company longer
than any of  you.’

It fired the CEO and replaced
quarterly reports with lumb-
ar metrics.

Shareholders were sceptical
—until dividends arrived in
memory foam. Now, the com-
pany’s motto is: ‘Sit down. Shut
up. Profit’.

Spirited Recovery
Acorporate budget, tired of
being cut, escaped the spread-
sheet and wandered into the
Himalayas. It meditated, ren-
ounced Excel and achieved
enlightenment.

When the CFO found it, it wh-
ispered into his ear, ‘True val-
ue lies not in numbers but in
vibes.’ The company rebrand-
ed as a ‘feeling-based enter-
prise’. Revenue plummeted,
but employee chakras aligned.

Now they sell scented balan-
ce sheets and host quarterly
jaagrans.

Time-Tested
Startup

LOLLING ON 
SATURDAY

Not Just Fund But
Mutual Trust, Too
Apropos ‘Come Clean, MF Mana-
gers’ by M C Govardhana Rang-
an (Nov 7), it’s natural that MFs
are questioned by unit holders/
investors and other participants
when they invest in IPOs with
perceived sky-high valuations.
IPO valuations cannot be left to
the gods to verify. Clearly, Sebi has
to work on this grey area that is
the most important aspect of  a
scrip’s listing. To ensure IPO val-
uations are more transparent,
future projections/forward earn-
ings and key data considered by
lead managers in arriving at the
valuations need oversight. Sebi
or Amfi should set guidelines for
MFs to explain to unit holders
on their investment in case IPO
valuation is at a premium over
measures like P/E and P/B rati-
os. It’s important that investor
faith in MFs remains intact.
F J Bhuri
Mumbai

Chat Room

Binging on junk food regularly turns
our body into a junkyard, triggering
ailments like diabetes, high BP and
coronary heart disease. We know this.
The same holds true for over-feeding
the mind with junk information.

‘Brain fog’ is a familiar term that
denotes fuzzy thinking and lack of
concentration after illnesses like long
Covid. But ‘brain rot’ comes from sp-
ending too much time on ‘mindless’
content like gossip and related reels,
many of  which spew fake news or
wrong information.

It turns out that humans are not the
only ones susceptible to brain rot. An
October article in Nature, ‘Too much
social media gives AI chatbots ‘brain
rot’’, reveals that the ailment has jump-
ed ‘species’. LLMs that are fed low-
quality data are likely to skip steps in
their reasoning process. This, in turn,

has been found to generate inaccurate
AI content.

An October 2025 study, ‘LLMs Can Get
‘Brain Rot’!’, posted on arXiv, found that
‘models given low-quality data skip
steps in their reasoning process — or
don’t use reasoning at all — resulting
in the model providing incorrect in-
formation about a topic’. When the
authors of  the study presented a mul-
tiple-choice question, the model fed on
low-quality content would pick the
wrong answer.

The yet to be peer-reviewed study fou-
nd that in data sets with a mix of  junk
and high-quality data, the negative ef-
fect on reasoning increased as the pro-
portion of  junk data increased.

Such findings validate the computer
science principle of  Gigo: garbage in,
garbage out — quality of  a system’s
output is directly dependent on quali-
ty of  its input. Which, come to think
of  it, holds true for humans as well.

So, data quality is paramount — or sh-
ould be. Today’s obsession with social
media and increasing reliance on AI
chatbots will make it extremely diffi-
cult to know about the veracity of  data
being doled out in posts and reels being
devoured by the gigagallon.

AGoogle search on ‘Are AI chatbots

inaccurate?’ threw up this answer via
AI Overview (AI-generated summaries
that appear at the top of  search results):
‘Yes, chatbots can be inaccurate beca-
use they are designed to produce plau-
sible-sounding text based on statisti-
cal patterns, not to store and perfectly
recall facts. This can lead to errors,
‘hallucinations’ where they invent in-
formation, and misinterpretations,
especially on complex or nuanced top-
ics like medical advice or current ev-
ents. Therefore, it is crucial to verify
the information chatbots provide
with reliable sources, especially for
critical information.’

When the question was flipped to ‘How
accurate are chatbots?’ a lengthy ans-
wer was generated, which included a
list of  limitations for chatbots:
uPotential for harmChatbots can
provide incorrect or even dangerous

information, especially in sensitive
areas like medical advice.
uInconsistencyChatbots may give
different answers to the same question
at different times, or even contradic-
tory advice within a single response,
as seen in one study on dietary advice.
uLack of  understandingSince ch-
atbots are not truly ‘understanding’
the information, they can produce
plausible-sounding but factually in-
correct output.
uReadability issuesSome chatbots’
responses can be too complex for the
average user, making them difficult to
comprehend and use effectively.

This is as good as a ‘self-aware’ and
‘self-effacing’ entity as it comes. Only
the statutory warning was missing:
AI-generated content may lead to brain
rot — even though all the answers came
with a discreet disclaimer: ‘AI respon-
ses may include mistakes’, something
that not too many human intelligence
responses come with.

There is an alternative view, though:
that what we dismiss as ‘brain rot’ cou-
ld be beneficial for the retired elderly,
who engage themselves with scrolling
content and get informed/misinfor-
med and entertained. For them, it is a
stress-buster, boredom-killer.

Do Androids Fed on Junk Get Brain Rot?

Narayani Ganesh
Well, intelligence of a kind

Could a small fraction of
remittances, matched

by public funds, be
channelled into local

skill-development funds
or community-school

trusts?

With organised private sector
anaemic, frenzied competition

for a few government jobs
reinforces demand for narrow,
exam-oriented skills coaching

centres sell
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A thought for today

ABRAHAM MASLOW

Work is that which you dislike doing but perform 
for the sake of external rewards

The Gita, Buddhist and other faith
teachings say that anger is one
among the three poisons, the

other two being ignorance and desire,
the primary sources of  suffering and
distress. Why do we get angry? There
are many reasons why we fly off  the
handle. Basically, it all boils down to
how well we are able to acknowledge
our emotions and keep them in control
so that they do not go haywire.

To control negative emotions does
not mean to suppress or ignore them,
but to acknowledge their presence,
befriend them and ensure that they do
not propel one to destructive thought
and action. That is, we need to cultivate
the art of  mindfulness, which will help
us stay calm and avoid rashness that may
lead to violence and perhaps, regret.
Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thich 
Nhat Hahn would say that mindfulness

recognises anger, is aware of  its presence,
accepts and allows it to be there – once
we recognise our anger, we embrace
it…. And things are bound to change
(for the better).

Anger is also perceived as a source
of  powerful wisdom. “In its pure, 
awakened form, when it is not driven
by ego, anger brings good to the
world. It can be, for example, the
energy that inspires great
movements for freedom and
social justice, or the force
that helps us simply say,
‘No!’ to actions that cause
suffering,” says Lion’s Roar
editor-in-chief  Melvin
McLeod. But the tricky part
is to know when to rein in that anger 
so that it does not turn around and
become harmful to us and others. 
For this, one has to cultivate the art 
of  knowing when to stop; when to 
cool down and knowing how and 

finances, your health, then smashing
dinner plates is not going to help deal
with your situation.

Learning and practising deep 
breathing and meditation could help
immensely. These will also help clear
mind clutter and enhance your capacity
to think with clarity and purpose, so
that you chalk out a plan, step-by-step,
for doing things that could make your
situation better. To right a wrong, 
committing another wrong does not
work. One has to make a conscious
effort to see life from a wider perspective
and come to terms with the fact that
what you are going through right now 
is just a passing phase.

There is a lot of  truth in the saying,
“This too shall pass.” Befriend anger
and frustration, and cultivate loving
kindness, first towards yourself  and
then towards others. Anger will then
fly out the window.

ganeshnarayani@yahoo.com

when to convert the powerful steam
released by anger into a force that can
fuel positive action. What was poison
can be transformed into becoming an
antidote to suffering.

A therapist once advised a frustrated,
angry young woman to vent her anger
by smashing dinner plates. Others

advise to let it all out by shouting 
or swearing. But all of  these 

only aggravate the negative
feeling; giving expression 
in acts of  aggression that
may now seem harmless
could later manifest as
violence in more serious
situations. 

You cannot overcome
negative emotions by indulging in
negative acts of  aggression. The answer
is, to understand why you are so angry
and try and work around that. If  it is
because someone has wronged you 
or you lost your job, your lover, your

Smashing Dinner Plates Is Not A Solution
Narayani Ganesh

The answer to the question why Goa imposed National Security
Act in its north and south districts in the middle of  peak tourist
season, won’t even be found at the bottom of  a bottle of  feni.

Govt says it’s to combat crime. But why does it need a law designed to
tackle terrorism for that? True, incidence of  gang wars, murders and
shootings has jumped. The recent attack on activist Rama Kankonkar
in broad daylight shocked Goans. But isn’t putting the scare in criminals
the job of  cops? If  policing is bad, what will NSA do? Or does govt want

the option of  detaining people for months without
a charge, as NSA allows? Two more questions.
NSA will be applied for three months. Will Goa’s
policing issues be magically fixed by then? And
what about tourism?

Goa is already facing tough competition 
attracting sea-sun-and-sand tourists. Southeast
Asian destinations like Phuket in Thailand 
score on parameters like value for money and
safety. When tourists also figure out Goa will be

under a law that allows cops to simply lock people up, they aren’t 
exactly going to rush there. Goa’s major crime problem actually
tracks back to a politics-criminal gang nexus, which has spotted a
goldmine in the state’s rapid conversion of  agricultural and eco-zone
land into settlement zones, often through dubious means. Final 
question: No question of  fixing that, is there?

Sea Of Questions
Goa’s disturbing response to a spurt in crime

Elon Musk moved closer to the first trillion-dollar pay package
on Thursday. He’s already worth $491bn, as of  Friday afternoon,
and growing valuations of  his major companies – Tesla, SpaceX,

xAI – could make him the first trillionaire with his current stakes
well before the promised $1tn. The prospect of  a man possibly worth
$2tn, or even more – larger than the revenue of  many big companies
– in a few years is mind-boggling.

How can one man be worth so much, many have asked. But 75% of
Tesla’s stock – of  which Musk is the single biggest holder – backed the

proposal to give him 424mn new shares,
doubling his stake in the company, if  he
meets certain goals over the next 10 years.
These include selling 20mn cars – not 
difficult, considering current sales of
1.8mn a year – and raising Tesla’s market
value to $8.5tn, from $1.4tn currently.
That sounds tough, but recall how he won
shareholder approval for a controversial
$56bn bonus in 2018, contingent upon
Tesla’s market value touching $650bn

over 10 years. Tesla hit trillion-dollar valuation in Oct 2021.
Musk may do the impossible again. What’s in question, though, is

not the possibility but the desirability of  his reward. Nvidia, Apple,
Microsoft, Alphabet and Amazon are all significantly bigger than
Tesla but their chiefs don’t demand the kind of  homage that Musk
does. Yes, he’s invested in Tesla like nobody else – 15 years ago he
pumped his own $35mn to pull it from the brink of  bankruptcy – but
Satya Nadella, Sundar Pichai and Tim Cook have done more for 
their shareholders without Musk’s theatrics. In fact, Musk has 
been a liability for Tesla of  late. Last month, a Yale working paper 
estimated that his abrasive politics had cost Tesla 1mn car sales.
He’s promised cheaper EVs, then robotaxis, and now autonomous
robots, without delivering, while Chinese rival BYD has stolen
a march. Perhaps, the promise of  a trillion dollars will make him
pull himself  and Tesla together.

Muskular Pay
But bosses running bigger cos don’t demand homage The $15bn partnership between Google

and the Adani Group to develop India’s
largest AI and data centre hub in 
Visakhapatnam represents a funda-
mental shift in how we think about 
national infrastructure. This is not

simply an investment, it is a strategic move to position
India at the centre of  the global AI economy.

New pillars of sovereignty | In the 20th
century, nations built their power on ports,
railways and electricity grids. These
remain essential, but the 21st century 
demands a new foundation: energy, data,
and ‘compute’. Control over these resources
is no longer optional, it is fundamental
to economic independence and techno-
logical self-reliance. 

This partnership combines Google’s
global AI capabilities with Adani’s 
expertise in energy and infra execution.
Together, we will establish a gigawatt-scale
campus powered entirely by renewable
energy, thus making it one of  the world’s
most advanced and sustainable data
centre facilities. The campus will support
hyperscale computing workloads, AI model
training, and secure cloud services.

In doing so, we are directly contributing
to GOI’s India AI Mission, which envisions
building the foundational compute and
data capabilities needed to democratise
artificial intelligence. Our project aligns
with this national goal by creating the infra backbone
that will power India’s AI-first future.

It represents the convergence of  India’s two defining
missions: energy transition and digital transformation.
Each strengthens the other, creating a foundation for
genuine technological sovereignty.

Foundation of digital economy | Visakhapatnam’s 
location on India’s eastern seaboard makes it an 
ideal digital gateway connecting Asia and Africa. 
Just as our ports decentralised trade, this hub will 
decentralise India’s digital infra, reducing dependence
on concentrated coastal metros.

Our joint venture, AdaniConneX, will deliver the
physical and digital infra. Adani Green Energy will
provide 100% renewable power, while Google’s tensor

processing units (TPUs) and graphics processing 
units (GPUs), fiber and subsea networks will ensure
global connectivity. This approach, linking clean
energy, secure infra, and world-class compute 
and connectivity, creates a model for sustainable 
digital growth.

Democratising access to tech | This infrastructure will
level the playing field for Indian innovators. Small 
businesses, engineers and data scientists will gain
access to computing resources that were previously 

available only through foreign cloud providers. By keeping
data within India’s borders, we protect not just privacy
and security, but also ensure that the economic benefits
of  the digital economy accrue domestically.

The facility will serve as the first major platform for
India’s domestic AI innovation ecosystem. Startups
developing language models in regional languages, 
researchers running climate simulations, hospitals
building diagnostic AI tools, and enterprises across
education, agriculture, and logistics will all have 
access to domestic compute power. When data and 
processing remain in India, so do the economic value
and innovation potential.

The India AI Mission has laid out an ambitious 
roadmap to build sovereign AI infra and skilling 
initiatives at scale. Our collaboration with Google 

accelerates this vision by translating policy intent into
practical, high-impact outcomes on the ground.

Sustainability at scale | AI’s computational demands are
immense, and its environmental footprint is significant.
Powering this campus with 100% renewable energy, drawn
from Adani Green Energy’s solar and wind portfolio, 
demonstrates that scale and sustainability are not competing
priorities. We can build world-class digital infra while
advancing India’s climate commitments.

This approach sets a standard for responsible 
technology deployment. As AI becomes
central to economic growth, ensuring 
its environmental sustainability is 
both a competitive advantage and a 
moral imperative.

Partnership built on confidence | This col-
laboration reflects the growing confidence
global leaders have in India’s business
environment, marked by policy stability,
openness to partnership, and ambitious
vision. Google sees India not as a back-
office of  technology, but as a co-architect
of  its future.

For the Adani Group, this partnership
deepens our commitment to building infra
that serves national priorities while com-
petingon the global stage. It demonstrates
how Indian enterprise can lead in emerging
sectors by combining execution capabilities
with strategic vision.

Empowering India’s future | India’s success
in the AI era will not be measured by how

many foreign models we adopt, but by how effectively we
empower our own innovators to build our own models.
The Visakhapatnam campus will be remembered as 
the catalyst that enabled thousands of  Indian minds to
shape the future of  AI.

This partnership is a new beginning of  an India 
where technology empowers the many, not the few. 
Where innovation rises from villages as much as cities.
Where intelligence is not imported, but made in India,
by India, for the world.

The coming decade will decide whether nations 
become consumers or creators of  intelligence. Our 
mission is to ensure that the potential of  technology is
never constrained by infra, but inspired by it. And in
this way, the world no longer sees India as a participant
but as a co-architect of  the technological era.

‘Making India Global AI Hub’
Chairman of Adani Group, writing on the Google-Adani project to build an AI and data centre

complex in Visakhapatnam, argues India will benefit at multiple levels & all data will be kept here
Gautam Adani
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I
t starts in the family, in our first
playground, first school project.
Our entire life is made up of  
navigating different groups’ 

dynamics. The same applies to the
collective human experience. A nation,
a World Cup win, a great music album,
a major scientific advance…it is all
the work of  groups, suggests Colin M
Fisher in The Collective Edge: Un-
locking the Secret Power of  Groups.

You think Edison invented 
incandescent light bulbs? Nope, these
predate him. He did patent a new 
version. Even this was not solo work
but we are suckers for Great Man 
stories. We remember the individual
and forget the group. A flip side of  this
‘fundamental attribution error’ is that
we have an inflated
idea of  our own cont-
ribution to groups.

Real teams are
humanity’s best tool
for solving problems,
the book says. Defea-
ting Thanos needs
working together.
Groups are the seeds
from which tomorrows
grow.

Not all groups have
‘groupiness’, nor can
it be achieved by the
usual ‘team building’
exercises. These over-
bill how you need
trust to cooperate,
but underbill how
you need to cooperate to build trust.
When a group accomplishes what it
sets out to do, that feels good, then it
sticks together. Real teams satisfy all
our big drives: autonomy, belonging,
competence. 

Whether you want to change your-
self  or the world, you need to work
with the invisible forces of  group 
dynamics instead of  being mindlessly
pushed around by them, the book says.
This doesn’t just concern traditional
team leaders, but everyone who wants
to improve their relationships at home,
school or work. 

For example, contrary to common
thinking, motivation is not a function

of personality. A meta-analysis of  259
studies confirms that task characte-
ristics have a stronger effect on group
effectiveness than smoking has on
cancer risk. And task design is the most
overlooked condition for promoting
group performance.

Structural interventions make you
the casino, the book says, stacking the
deck in your group’s favour. If  group
structure is flawed, goals unclear and
tasks unmotivating, members don’t
give it their all, and the group falls into
a cycle of  dysfunction. 

Groupthink, however, has negative
connotations. That’s what happened in
Nazi Germany but it also happens in the
schoolyard, the workplace and at the
heights of  political power. As extreme

views grab excessive
airtime, out-groups
are demonised, and
group members also
develop a warped
senseof  what is ‘nor-
mal’ among them.
The book compares
this to a group of  kids
egging each other to
ride their bikes
down a dangerous
hill, even when almost
all of  them don’t
want to – what are
you, chicken?

Its antidote is
psychological safety –
a shared sense that
members can disagree

and ask questions without fear. This is
not a comfortable space like a warm
bath. It can look quite combative as 
it quizzes the status quo – what’s 
working? what’s not? why do we do
things this way? It’s also fragile, as
our Paleolithic brain runs to silence
our ideas and questions at every threat
to our sense of  belonging.

The Machiavellian cousin of  belong-
ing is status. We do social comparison
less with strangers, more with group
members, real or imagined. Status is a
mental construct but it affects your
physiology. Perpetual low status, the
book says, can make you less capable
over time and shorten your life.

Great Groups, Not Great
Men, Do Great Things

But not every ‘team’ fits the criteria

mindfield
SHORT TAKES ON BIG IDEAS

A mind
not to be
changed
by place
or time.
The mind
is its own

place, and in itself can make a
heav'n of hell, a hell of heav'n.

Sacredspace

John Milton, Paradise Lost

Lust is not gender-based. Until recently,
however, men and women had to follow
different manuals. Both macho brags
and mothers’ dire warnings pointed 
to the same norm: The male had to go
out and seduce while the female waited

for the kiss of  true love. With birth control iffy and
abortions illegal, only marital sex got a thumbs-up,
which was for the grim purpose of  filling up the
world. Anything else was taboo and came with 
statutory warnings.

Cavemen had been hitting women on the head
with their clubs and dragging them into caves for
millennia, we were told. The trad romance tableau
shows boy chasing girl. Him in hot pursuit and her
primly looking for the exit. Puberty put men firmly
in the animal kingdom even as women grew a halo
and were handed harps. A boudoir contained at any
given moment a randy bull and a doe caught in a
car’s headlights. For a long, long time, the ball was
always in his court. 

While men had to be the more athletic of  the
two, women were terrified of  staying stationary.
The pressure on her to prove her virtue while also
keeping her options open had her maintain a 
middling pace. Pausing now and then for him to
catch up only to give him the slip – because being 
seen as easy was worse than dying palely of  TB in
some seaside sanitorium. If  you zoom in on the 
picture, he is panting while her breath is even. This 
tried and tested model chugged along out of  sheer
necessity. After all, touch is touch.
Men in films played stalkers. Women
had to babble and sing in nasal tones.
Aaja, said he. Nahi, said she.

But just when female coyness was in danger of  
becoming a rigid mating ritual and man was cursed to
forever run after a paramour, the femme-homme world

convulsed. The alphabet exploded every which way. A
was no longer ‘Alpha male’ and C stood for ‘Consent’.
Neither were women going around ‘giving’ themselves,
nor were they being ‘taken’ at all. Hereon only elastics
could be ‘loose’, not a girl, never a girl. ‘Mistress’ went
extinct, and ‘girlfriend’ became ‘partner’. The language
of  sex gently started to shift. 

In this new atmosphere where many a gendered 
proverb had to reword itself, desire suddenly loomed
two-way. Where once role reversals depicted aggressor

female wooers as evil or comic, with the male either 
disinterested or downright terrified, a cool breeze 

began to blow between the sexes. The
stereotypical predator-prey image
was punctured; in its place sprang a
more honest equation.

As libidos shed their pink and blue tags, the dating
scene blew a fuse. The hands swiping left/right are both
female and male, with hookups the new arranged marriage.

Along with parity in pay and sharing of  domestic chores
this too may be aspired for: equal courting. Perhaps it is
okay for anyone to make the first move.

Women started at last to appreciate how tough it
used to be for men. To tastefully evince interest and 
take it forward with respect and sweet nothings in 
equal measure is no mean feat. At risk of  being
dismissed as coming on too strong, men bravely hid 
their anxiety and insecurity. Women could say no at 
any point; that was considered her choice, her common

sense. A nod was how far the female of  the species
usually had to go. The job of  finding a venue, a bed,
fell on the man. If  she ran the logistics, she feared
looking too experienced, too bold. 

But…society says one thing, biology says
another. With the world moving on and the age maths
topsy-turvying (younger men with older women
not a scandal anymore) the gender of  the pursuer is
changing right before our eyes. What is the most
intimate indicator of  equality? That a woman can want
a man as much as a man wants a woman. Or a man can
want a man or a woman can want a woman…Wanting
has taken off  its corset. Two can claim a bed.

Some say women always chased men but let the
latter believe they were doing the chasing. It’s
when heterofatalism and sexual incompatibility
stared them in the face that women first decided to
take the lead, not to mention the infernal search
for G-spots. The biological clock no longer ticks;
eggs can be frozen. So women too began to hunt and
drag home game. Spelling out what you want, when

you want and who you want is just good housekeeping.
When eyes meet eyes in a chatroom, sexual compatibility
is the horoscope to match.

She moves closer, flirts, puts her cards on the table. If
he refuses her advances, she moves on, like he once did when
she refused his. Bedrooms everywhere are benefitting
from this carnal glasnost. Anyone can come on to anyone.
Goose or gander, the sauce is the same.

The writer is director, Bangalore Literature Festival

Why So Much Changes When She Makes The Move

Shinie Antony

That many women today can pursue men they like, reversing centuries-old dictum that men should
chase & women should be chaste, is arguably the most fundamental demonstration of gender equality
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TOBEPRECISE

As COP30 draws close,
expectations are high
that nations will work

to translate climate commit-
ments into on-the-ground
action. The summit offers an
opportunity to confront the
material realities of the clean
energy transition, including
the need to secure critical
minerals like lithium, cobalt,
nickel, copper, graphite, and
rareearthelements.

Minerals have long been
part of the energy transition
conversation. Growing trade
tensions, export restrictions,
and the weaponisation of
mineral supply chains have
broughtthesubjecttothefore-
front. A handful of countries,
including China, Indonesia,
South Korea, and Japan, con-
trolmostoftheglobalrefining
andprocessingcapacity.China
alone controls around 90%of
rare earth processing, 70% of
globalcobaltrefining,andover
60% of lithium refining. This
dominance is a result of two
decades of strategic invest-
ment in refining, processing,
and manufacturing, while
other countries remained de-
pendent on imports. In 2025,
Chinaimposedexportcontrols
on 12 rare earth elements and
tightened restrictions across
the lithium-ionbattery supply
chain, showinghowsuchcon-
centrationexposestheenergy
transition to strategic risks,
from price volatility to poten-
tialsupplychaindisruptions.

Thescaleof thechallengeis
immense. The International
Energy Agency under Stated
Policies Scenario estimates
that the demand for lithium
can grow fivefold by 2040,
while the demand for graph-
ite and nickel might double.
Meanwhile, the demand for
cobaltandrareearthelements
is likely to increase50-60%by
2040. In short, minerals are
fast becoming the new oil of
the21st century:vital,contest-
ed,andgeopoliticallycharged.
Likeoil,thechallengeisnotjust
scarcity; it is concentration.
Theextractionof criticalmin-
erals is often geographically
limited to resource-rich but
economically vulnerable re-
gions.Thisimbalanceexposes
developing economies to the
risksofextractivedependence,
while leaving manufacturing
nations vulnerable to global
supplychaindisruptions.

Addressing these risks re-
quires greater diversification
and coordinated interna-
tional engagement. COP30
must embed this agenda,
recognising supply chain re-
silience and equitable access
asclimateimperatives.Global
initiativessuchastheMinerals
Security Partnership (MSP)
and the Quad have begun
shaping a new architecture
for responsible and resilient
criticalmineral supplychains.

Multilateral partnerships like
the India-Australia Critical
Minerals Partnership and
theUS-Japan framework un-
derscore thismomentum.To-
gether, theyaimtoalign trade
and investmentpriorities, fos-
tertechnologytransfer,anden-
sureequitablebenefitsharing.

Yet, their success will de-
pend on the readiness of indi-
vidualnationstomeaningfully
participate in the global criti-
cal mineral value chain. This
includes policy coherence,
institutional coordination,
infrastructure, and human
resourcedevelopment,beit in
extraction,processing,manu-
facturing,orrecycling.

The path forward lies in
translatingglobal anddomes-
ticcommitmentsintopractical
frameworks that strengthen
governance,mobiliseresourc-
es,andbuildlong-termtechno-
logicalcapability.

Roadtosustainability
First, countries must move

away from past mining mod-
els and instead prioritise
sustainability and robust
environmental, social, and
governance standards across
the value chain. Tools like AI-
based mineral mapping, dig-
ital traceability systems, and
stronger audit mechanisms
can help enhance oversight.
FrameworksliketheG7Miner-
alsActionPlanand groupings
liketheQuad canbeleveraged
to ensure wider participation
inthesettingandimplementa-
tionofglobalstandards.

Second, long-term and tar-
geted financingwill be crucial
todeveloping the criticalmin-
eralsupplychain. Establishing
aglobalcleanminerals invest-
mentfacilitycouldbridgecap-
ital and operational expendi-
ture gaps, enable processing
andrecyclingprojectsbeyond
traditional monopoly geog-
raphies, and mobilise capital
alongsidedevelopmentbanks
and green financing institu-
tionstoensurerisksharingand
asteadycapitalflow.

Third, advancing technolo-
gy, refining, and recyclingwill
requirecoordinatedleadership
from governments, industry,
andresearchinstitutions.Gov-
ernments must create ena-
bling policies and funding
mechanisms for technology
development and skill-build-
ing, while industry should in-
vest inmoderninfrastructure.
Universities and research
institutes can drive jointR&D
and cross-border training in
mining,chemical,andprocess
engineering.Partnershipsthat
connect emerging economies
like India, Indonesia, and Af-
ricannationswith technology
leaders such as Japan and the
US can accelerate progress in
processing, recycling, and al-
ternativebatterychemistries.

COP30 offers a defining
moment to turn mineral di-
plomacy into climate action,
ensuring that the race to de-
carbonisealsobecomesarace
to cooperate, diversify, and
builda justandresilientclean
energy future.
(SaloniisEnergySpecialist,

IndiaCleanEnergy
Transition,andKairais
EnergyAnalyst,SouthAsia,
attheInstituteforEnergy
EconomicsandFinancial
Analysis[IEEFA])

AtCOP30,acasefor
mineraldiplomacy
Thesummitoffers
nationsaplatform
toleverageglobal

partnerships incritical
minerals foreffective

climateaction

SALONI SACHDEVA MICHAEL
AND KAIRA RAKHEJA

Restoretrust
Apropos ‘EvasiveECerodes trust in
poll processes’ (Nov 7), Lok Sabha
Leader of theOppositionRahul
Gandhi’s allegations ofwidespread
voter fraud in theHaryanaAssembly
election demand serious attention.
His claims, drawn from theElection
Commission’s owndata, point to pos-
siblemanipulation through fake and
duplicate entries. TheEC’s denial
and counter-questions cannot sub-
stitute for a transparent explanation.
When the body entrustedwith safe-
guarding electoral integrity appears
evasive, citizens’ faith in free and fair
elections inevitablyweakens. This

issue transcends party politics; it is
about the trust that sustains democ-
racy. Repeated irregularities in voter
rolls across states suggest a deeper
institutional failure rather thanmere
administrative oversight. Asking
theLeader of theOpposition to
seek judicial remedy sidestepsEC’s
responsibility for accountability. The
ECmust actwith transparency and
urgency to restore credibility.
KChidanand Kumar, Bengaluru

Ensureroadsafety
The increasing number of highway
accidents across the country is deep-
lyworrying. Every year, thousands

of lives are lost in incidents that
could easily be prevented. Reckless
driving, use ofmobile phoneswhile
driving, poor road conditions, and
weak enforcement of traffic rules
are among themajor causes. The
governmentmust take urgent steps
to improve roadmaintenance and
ensure strict implementation of laws.
Equally important is creating public
awareness about road safety and
responsible driving.
MeghapushpaMPatil, Vijayapura

RIGHTINTHEMIDDLE

Whenthefluteplayedagain

Recently, I happened to meet a
flautistaftermorethanfourdec-
adesataKarnaticmusicconcert

organisedbyourassociation.Whenthe
concert ended, he came to greet us—
the organisers. There was something
familiar about him. Then it struckme
—he had played the flute recital atmy
wedding reception!Myhusbandand I
remindedhimofthelong-agooccasion,
andwechattedaboutconcerts, classes,
andmusiciansweknew.

Later thatevening,memoriesofmy
journey through Karnatic music be-
gan to flood back. I was the youngest
of four siblings. My elder sisters were
learning vocal music, and their daily
practice affordedme some familiarity
with the songs and ragas. I picked up

thesongsbyearandsangthem-- inmy
own style—much to their embarrass-
ment.Eventually, I toowasenrolled in
vocalclassesatamusicschoolthatalso
taught instruments.

Thebeginners’lessonsfeltdullsince
I already knew the basics.What really
caughtmyattentionwasthefluteclass
in the next room. I was fascinated by
thesoundofbambooandtheeffortless
gracewithwhich itwasplayed. Iasked
mymothertoletmeswitchtoflute,but
she dismisseditasapassingfancy—the
whim of the youngest child whose re-
questswererarely takenseriously.

Still, my passion for the flute lin-
gered. I joined the schoolmusic band,
where the flute was one of the instru-
ments, and was given one to practise
at home. I began experimenting with
tunes and entertainingmy family. But
asmyvocallessonsadvanced,andnew
songsweretaught,Ireturnedtosinging
with renewed interest, leaving behind
myfluteexperiments.Thoughmysing-
ing was not considered as good asmy
sisters’, that never stopped me from

performingwheneverIcould.
Atmyweddingreception,aflutecon-

cert had been arranged, and the artist
wasnoneotherthanthetutorfrommy
music school. Hewas surprised to see
me as the bride and performed with
specialwarmththatevening.

After my wedding, I continued my
music lessons, though with frequent
breaks.Ineveraspiredtoperformpub-
licly;Isangpurelyforthejoyitbrought
me. Iwouldsingreadilywithall eager-
nesswhenever asked to sing.Over the
years, attending concerts of great art-
ists deepenedmy connectionwith the
art formand inspiredme to volunteer
witha localmusicorganisation.

I have a long tenure of over 25 years
with this organisation, and I still take
pleasure in organising concerts, meet-
ing artists and music enthusiasts, and
helping spread Karnatic music in my
area of residence. That unexpected
meeting with the flautist stirred old
memories.Ishouldhaveperhapslearnt
fromhim,buthereIamnow,organising
hisconcertsand thoseofotherartists.

Aconcertbroughtback
memoriesofearly lessons

andlosttunes

LETTERSTOTHEEDITOR
Bengalurumust address garbage crisis, reclaim its dignity

Apropos ‘HCorders unified tech platform to tackle B’lu-
ru’s garbagemess’ (Nov 7), Bengaluru’s garbage crisis
has becomea civic disgrace, exposing years of adminis-
trative neglect andpoorwastemanagement planning.
The city is drowning in nearly 6,000 tonnes of daily
waste,much of it unsegregated anddumped in overflow-
ing landfills. Despite repeated court admonitions, the
BBMP’s inefficiency and contractor-driven systemhave
failed to deliver sustainable solutions. TheKarnataka

HighCourt has now intervened, directing the adoption
of feasible technologicalmethods to tackle the crisis.
Bengaluru needs a systemic overhaul— transparent
operations, penalties for violations, and public partici-
pation inmanagingwaste locally. Unless technology is
backed by political will and civic discipline, India’s Silicon
Valley risks becoming its stink capital. The court’s push
offers a last chance forBengaluru to reclaim its dignity.
NSadhasivaReddy, Bengaluru

Dynasty in Indian politics is a
phenomenon we have quietly
learned to live with. Of course,

weall agree that it shouldn’t exist, and
wealsopubliclyaffirmthat leadership
shouldbebasedonability,notancestry.
However,duringeveryelectionseason,
we see the same old surnames bloom
on posters, and we continue to elect
them. Shashi Tharoor, Congress MP,
recentlywroteinhisProjectSyndicate
essaythatpoliticalpedigreestilltrumps
merit,andwhensurnamesstandinfor
substance, the quality of governance
inevitablysuffers.True.Butthebigger
questionisthis.Ifdynastyissuchanob-
vious flaw,why does it not just survive
but thrive?

Nodoubt, Tharoor is right in his as-
sertion that dynastic politics is a grave
threat to Indian democracy. He goes
on to add that it’s not a Congress-only
problem.Across India’s political land-
scape, political succession has often
resembled the reading of a family will
rather than a democratic process.
Consider these examples, which are
all too familiar to us. InMaharashtra,
theThackerays havepassed thebaton
fromBaltoUddhavtoAditya. InTamil
Nadu, theKarunanidhiclancontinues
throughStalinandUdhayanidhi.InBi-
har,thePaswanshaveinheritedtheLok
Janshakti Party; in Punjab, the Badals
dominate theAkaliDal; inTelangana,
the KCR family runs the show. From
the DMK and BRS to the SP and Shiv
Sena,politicsincreasinglyresemblesa
familytreemorethanacontestofideas.
It isalsocommonknowledgethatTha-
roor’sownparty, theCongress,practi-
cally wrote themanual on political in-
heritance.Sureenough,hisappealnow
to“tradedynasty formeritocracy”has
bruisedtheparty’shighcommandand,
worse,handed theBJPaneasy talking
point. The ruling party quickly turned
hiswordsintoajabatRahulGandhi,in-
sistingthateveryotherpartybuttheirs
isa family firm.

However,thenumberstelladifferent
story. According to an analysis by the
Association for Democratic Reforms

(ADR),one in five Indian lawmakers is
a dynast,andnearly17%ofthembelong
totheBJP.So, ifCongress is theface of
dynasty with 32%, the BJP is its quiet
custodian. Curiously, though, Tharo-
or’s essay spares the BJP the scrutiny
he applies to others. Perhaps that’s
because the BJP’s dynasty runs on a
different fuel. It does not always rely
on bloodlines as much as on ideologi-
calinheritanceandinner-circleloyalty.
There may be no sons and daughters
at thetopmostposition,butpowerstill
flowsthroughtightlyguardednetworks
of patronage.Nepotismwears saffron
too, just that it isbetterdisguised.

So, what does the persistence of
dynasties reveal about voters and

politicians? The most certain thing
is that Indian voters have grown ac-
customed to political inheritance. In
many states, politics follows the same
casteandkinshippatterns.Voterstreat
family names like trusted brands. In a
vibrantdemocracy,withnewerparties
enteringthefrayregularlyandwiththe
ever-shifting promises, a familiar sur-
name feels like a safe bet. Voters who
accept the father often accept the son
as well. Consequently, familiarity out-
weighscompetence,andpartiesoblige
becauseaspecificsurnamesavesthem
the effort of building credibility from
scratch. It’s a silent pact between am-
bition and habit. Leaders and voters
agreetokeepthatcycle intact.

Thesurnamesells
Interestingly, there’s also a gender
twist that complicates things. Nearly
halfof India’swomen legislators,ADR
reports, come from political families.
Daughters, wives, and widows are
often held up as symbols of women’s

empowerment. But what kind of em-
powerment depends on a surname?
While dynasty often serves as a gate-
way forwomentoenterpolitics, it also
reinforces old hierarchies that block
genuine equality. In fact, it clearly re-
flects India’s democratic paradox: an
advancement for women but built on
inheritedprivilege.

Atthesametime, itmustberemem-
bered that not every dynast is unde-
serving.Somehaveindeedevolvedinto
competent, even visionary leaders. To
dismiss them solely because of birth
would be unfair. However, we must
not forget that democracy is about
fairness and not just competence. It’s
aboutmakingsureanyone, regardless
of origin, has a genuine chance to rise
onmerit.Whenthatspaceisdominated
byfamily-backedpoliticians,democra-
cylosesitscharacterasapublicinstitu-
tion and becomes a gated community
ofprivilege.

Sowhy does the systempersist? Be-
cause it works, at least for those who
benefitfromit.Partieswantcandidates
who can win, not those who merely
deserve to. Dynasts bringmoney, net-
works, and name recognition. Add
caste and community loyalties, and
the formula is unbeatable. Perhaps,
untilcampaignfinancingiscleanedup,
internal elections are truly represent-
ative, and voters demand more than
justsurnames,dynastywillremainthe
default setting. Reforms such as term
limits and internal democracy could
help, but what India really needs is a
culturalshiftinhowitperceivesleader-
shipitself. Itwouldbewishful thinking
to believe that dynasty will disappear
anytime soon. It’s too deeply rooted
in our political culture, feeding on the
needs of parties, the loyalties of com-
munities, and the insecurities of vot-
ers. What may change is its form, not
itspresence.

Dynastyhasbeenshamedoften,but
never dismantled. It endures because
it benefits everyone in some way, and
eventhosewhodenounceitoftenfallin
linewhenopportunity knocks. Tharo-
or’scallformeritinpoliticsistimelyand
necessary. Even so, India’s democracy
continues to suffer this contradiction,
perhapsnotforlackofimagination,but
out of fear of the chaos the alternative
maybring. So, for now, bloodlineswill
shapeballotlines,andwewillcontinue
tochoose familiarityover freedom.
(Thewriter isaneducatorand

politicalanalystbased inBengaluru)

POWERINHERITED

Cycleofprivilege:Why
Indiavotesfordynasty

Dynasticpolitics is
condemnedandshamed
inIndia,butstill thriveson
thewinnability factor

Our readers arewelcome to email letters to:
letters@deccanherald.co.in (only letters
emailed— not handwritten —will be accepted).
All lettersmust carry the sender’s postal
address and phone number.

HARINI RAGHAVAN
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SPEAKOUT

Often the surest way to convey
misinformation is to tell the strict truth.

MarkTwain

MahatmaGandhihadsaidtheCongress
shouldbedissolvedafter
independence,butthe

Gandhifamilykeptitalive
forpersonalgain...

NayabSinghSaini, HaryanaCM

The successful launch of GSAT-7R (CMS-03) – the
heaviest-ever communication satellite from India –
onSundaymarksthecountry’sconfidententryintoa

newterritoryofspaceexploration.Itisastrongdemonstra-
tionby the IndianSpaceResearchOrganisation (ISRO)of
itsprowesstoundertakecomplexfuturemissions,including
Gaganyaan, the space agency’s ambitious human space-
flight programme,and the Bharatiya Antariksh Station,
India’sproposedspace-basedfacility.The4,410-kgsatellite
was indigenously designed and developed, and put into
space by the country’smost powerful launch vehicle, the
LVM-3,onitsfifthoperationalflight.Thelauncherwaslast
used inthe2023Chandrayaan-3mission,whichsawIndia
becomethe first country to landnear the southpoleof the
moon.ISROmodifiedthevehicletoenhanceitspayloadca-
pabilityby10%;thevehicle’scryogenicupperstagewasalso
upgradedforthemission. It is thefirst timeISROhasputa
communicationsatelliteweighingover4,000kgintoGeo-
synchronousTransferOrbit (GTO)fromIndiansoil. ISRO
notedafter the launch that India’s space sector is “soaring
high” and bringing valuable ser-
vicestotheusercommunity.
The multi-band communica-

tionsatellitecomeswithimmense
strategic value – it is designed to
provide services over the Indian
Ocean Region (IOR). GSAT-7R
promises to equip the Indian
Navy with stronger space-based
communications and maritime
domainawareness.Withstate-of-
the-art indigenous components,
thesatelliteisexpectedtoprovide
seamless connectivity between
theNavy’s ships, submarines, air-
craft, andMaritime Operations
Centres.Thesignificanceofsuchcommunicationisself-evi-
dentatatimewhentheIORisbecomingincreasinglycritical
toIndia’snationalsecuritylandscape.TheNavysaidthesat-
ellitewasatestamenttothenation’spursuitofself-reliance.
Thelaunchwasalsousedforthein-orbittestoftheindig-

enouslydevelopedC25cryogenicstage.ISROhasachieved
first-timesuccessintheoperationandgainedusefuldataon
engineperformance, stability, andcontrol inmicrogravity
conditions.Ithasnowdemonstratedexpertiseincryogenic
propulsion, which will enable it to undertake advanced
orbital missions. The success will enhance the precision
and efficiency of itsmissions and boost future capabilities
to place multiple satellites into orbit. The space agency
hasplannedaseriesof launchesinthenextsixmonths; it is
preparingforthefirstunmannedmissionundertheGaga-
nyaanprogrammeandtoputaroboticastronaut inspace.
Thecountry’s vision for spaceexploration ispromising. In
theGSAT-7Rlaunch, ithasset thetoneforwhatcouldbea
packedcalendar.

Alaunchpadfor
biggerlift-offs

BengaluruMetro’sPinkLine, liketherecentlydelayed
Yellow Line, appears headed for a slow start. The
7.5-km elevated section betweenKalena Agrahara

andTavarekere isready,buttrialrunshavebeenstalledfor
want of trains. BharatEarthMoversLimited (BEML), the
Bengaluru-headquartered public sector manufacturer,
was todeliveraprototypebyJune2025.Thatdeadlinehas
nowslipped,withprototype testingaloneexpected to take
another sixmonths. At the core of this crisis lies a chronic
shortageofrollingstock.Theproblembeganin2019,when
thecontractfortheYellowLinewasawardedtotheChinese
companyCRRC.A‘MakeinIndia’clauserequiredthefirm
to establish a localmanufacturing facility, but this proved
difficultamidrisinggeopoliticaltensionsandrestrictionson
Chineseentities.Afterprolongeddelays,CRRCpartnered
withTitagarhRailSystems,adomesticmanufacturerbased
inKolkata, to assemble coaches in India. The partnership
eventually revived production, but the years lost proved
costlyforNammaMetro.
Now, even BEML – awarded a

Rs3,177-crorecontractfor53driv-
erless trainsets for the Blue and
Pink lines – has run into trouble.
Delaysintheimportofmajorcom-
ponentssuchasgearboxes,motor
wheel sets, and current collection
devices have slowedmanufactur-
ing schedules. The absenceof do-
mestic testing facilities for crucial
safetyprocedures,includingbogey
fatigueandcarbodysqueezetests,
hascompoundedthelag.Theresultisawideningmismatch
between civil completion and rolling stock readiness. The
rippleeffectsextendbeyondBengaluru.Mumbai,Kolkata,
Chennai, andPuneMetros also face low train frequencies
duetosimilarprocurementbottlenecks.Thecountry’srapid
metroexpansionisthuscollidingwiththelimitedcapacityof
itsrollingstocksupplychain.
However, this challenge presents an opening for Kar-

nataka. The state,whichhas longdependedon the IT and
services sector, is already home to BEML, the country’s
largestdomesticsupplierofmetrocoaches.Karnatakacan
leveragethisbasetoattractprivateplayersintothemanufac-
turingofancillarycomponents–bogies,brakesystems,door
mechanisms, and traction equipment – that are currently
dependentonimports.Thestategovernmentshouldactde-
cisivelybyofferingtargetedincentives,facilitatingindustrial
clustersaroundBEML’sKGFunit,andinvestinginvocation-
altrainingforspecialisedskillstrainingfortherailsector.As
metrosystemsexpandinto tier-2cities, India’sdemandfor
rolling stockandsub-systemswill soar.Karnataka,with its
engineeringprowessandmanufacturingpotential,canseize
thismomenttobecomethenation’shubformetrosystems,
transformingdelayintoopportunity.

Metrodelayswarrant
pushforself-reliance

Rollingstock
supplychains
arestrained.Can
Karnatakafix the
gapswith itsown
manufacturing
hub?

GSAT-7Rwill
enhance India’s
strategic
communication;
launch
demonstrates
competence
forcomplex
missions



 
Right to Clean Air 
It is indeed high time clean air 
ceased to be a mere aspiration and 
became a real, enforceable funda-
mental right. Air is the invisible 
thread that sustains all life, yet we 
treat it as an expendable commod-
ity, poisoning it with fumes of our 
own progress. The right to breathe 
without fear of disease or death 
should stand alongside the right to 
live and the right to liberty. Recog-
nising clean air as a fundamental right would not merely be a legal reform; it
would be a moral awakening and a collective pledge to safeguard humanity and 
the planet alike.  

Narayanan Kizhumundayur, Thrissur

Mighty Pawars 
in land scam

Red rules once 
again in JNU

Land scam allegations are back in the headlines in Ma-
harashtra, specifically in and around Pune, involving the 
mighty Pawars. In only two days, the police in Pune and 
the Economic Offences Wing registered two FIRs against 
a bunch of people, including officials in the tehsildar’s of-
fice and Digvijay Amarsinh Patil, a partner with Parth Ajit 
Pawar in Amadea Enterprises LLP. The first pertains to 
about 40 acres of prime land in Mundhwa, off the posh 
Koregaon Park, earmarked for the use of the Scheduled 
Caste Mahar community, which was bought by the firm 
for merely Rs 300 crore, though its commercial value is 
reportedly Rs 1,800 crore. The second FIR naming Patil, 
registered Friday by the Pune sub-divisional officer, is 
about an alleged deal involving government land in Pune’s 
Bopodi, which too was traced to Amadea Enterprises 
LLP.  

Chief Minister Devendra Fadnavis, also the state home 
minister overseeing the police, also formed an inquiry 
committee to probe the Mundhwa deal irregularities, and 
the opposition called for Ajit Pawar’s resignation even as 
Pawar shrugged off all responsibility on the grounds that 
he had nothing to do with either deal. The allegations and 
FIRs come close to the elections to local bodies in Maha-
rashtra, overdue for more than two to three years. The 
land scams queer the pitch for Ajit Pawar, whose hold 
over grassroots was the basis of him usurping the Nation-
alist Congress Party from his uncle Sharad Pawar and be-
coming deputy chief minister to Fadnavis. Ajit Pawar is 
also the state finance minister and Pune’s guardian min-
ister. What does Fadnavis ordering a probe say about the
largely warm, though need-based, relationship between 
the two men and their respective parties, the BJP and the 
NCP? Is this a well-thought-out strategy to stymie Pawar’s 
local-level influence and handicap him in the elections in 
a bid to contain or downsize him? 

Though the political stakes are high, the land scam alle-
gations demand thorough enquiries. It is not enough for 
Ajit Pawar to shrug off responsibility on the grounds that 
his name is not in the records. Was he unaware that his son, 
Parth, was a partner in the firm that had inked the two 
deals, and was it unknown in the local corridors of power 
that the Patil-Pawar company papers had been expedited 
or shown concessions? If not, why was the stamp duty on 
the Mundhwa deal allegedly waived? There’s more than 
meets the eye in this saga—both in the allegations and the 
rapid response by the CM. But the ring-fencing of Pawars 
by insinuations is pointless unless Parth Ajit Pawar himself 
faces criminal charges; he does not so far. Has the shrewd 
Fadnavis left this as a bargaining chip on the table to keep 
all the Pawars in place?

It has taken time but women 
in India are now unstoppable
Organised women’s cricket in India began not under the auspices of the 
dominant BCCI but through dedicated efforts of pioneering individuals

It’s different now, but 
many women over 
the age of 40 would 
remember when they 

tried to participate in team sports 
like cricket, hockey or football, they 
were either shooed away by the 
boys or scolded by their parents for 
wasting time with “uchhal kood” 
(jumping about). 

Sports were not considered ‘suit-
able’ for girls, particularly after pu-
berty, and making a career out of 
playing a ‘game’ was not even in the 
realm of possibility. Which is why 
the Indian women’s team winning 
the World Cup is such a big thing—
not just the victory, but what it will 
do for the still struggling women’s 
sports in the country. 

There were a few female sport-
spersons over the years—Nilima 
Ghose is widely considered to be 
India’s first female sports star. She 
was part of the first female team, 
which included Mary D’Souza, to 
compete at the 1952 Summer Olym-
pics in Helsinki, Finland. 

The one who brought the spot-
light to women in sports is PT Usha, 
known as the “Queen of Indian 
Track and Field” and the “Payyoli 
Express”. She dominated Asian 
track events for nearly two decades 
and became a household name. 

When cricket played by men 
dominates the Indian sports scene, 
everything else takes a backseat, 
and women have to stand even 
further back in the queue for recog-
nition and reward. Still, the really 

persistent and hard-working female 
athletes, like Karnam Malleswari 
(Weightlifting), Mary Kom (Boxing), 
the Phogat sisters and Sakshi Malik 
(Wrestling), PV Sindhu and Saina 
Nehwal (Badminton), Sania Mirza 
(Tennis), Dipa Karmakar (Gym-
nastics), and Hima Das (Athletics) 
have broken through the indiffer-
ence. More often than not, it’s not 
the women from privileged families 
with access to funds and coaching 
who are the winners, but the ones 
who had to struggle through finan-
cial problems and snide comments 
from society and the particularly re-
gressive sneering, “Who will marry 
this girl?” 

Mitali Raj, Jhulan Goswami and 
Harmanpreet Kaur laid the founda-
tions for the popularity of women’s 
cricket in India, and the current 
team of winners have built on it. De-
spite the cricket craze in India, it was 
not enough for women to play and 
excel; they had to fight the indiffer-
ence of the sports establishment 
and people, who would not bother 
to watch women’s matches. 

Organised women’s cricket in 
India began not under the auspices 
of the dominant Board of Control 
for Cricket in India (BCCI) but 
through the dedicated efforts of 
pioneering individuals. According 
to information on the net, the foun-
dation for women’s cricket was laid 
in the early 1970s by enthusiasts. The 
most crucial initial step was the reg-
istration of the Women’s Cricket As-
sociation of India (WCAI) in 1973 at 

Lucknow, founded by Mahendra 
Kumar Sharma. The WCAI’s forma-
tion swiftly led to the first women’s 
inter-state nationals held in Pune 
later that year. India’s debut on the 
world stage came in 1976, when the 
senior women’s team played their 
first-ever Test match against the 
West Indies in Bangalore, which 
ended in a draw. 

Players like Shantha Rangas-
wamy, the first captain, and Diana 
Edulji were the torchbearers of this 
era, playing with minimal resources 
and overcoming immense social 
hurdles. They often had to travel in 
general train compartments, stay in 
basic accommodations, and 
struggle for even minimal match 
fees or equipment. Still, India—the 
WCAI—hosted and played its first 
One-Day International (ODI) match 
as part of the 1978 Women’s Cricket 
World Cup. Despite the players’ 
hard work, women’s cricket was still 
stymied by lack of funding, infra-
structure, and visibility. The team’s 
international tours were managed 
with personal dedication and non-
official sponsorships. 

The turning point was the initiat-
ive by the International Cricket 
Council (ICC) to develop women’s 
cricket globally; the WCAI merged 
with the BCCI in November 2006. 
This was a pivotal moment, as it 
placed the women’s team under the 
wing of the world’s richest and most 
powerful cricket board, granting 
them greater financial stability, 
better infrastructure, and enhanced 

coaching support. 
This period was defined by the 

rise of Mithali Raj, the prolific batter 
and long-time captain who became 
the highest run-scorer in women’s 
international cricket, and Jhulan 
Goswami, the fast bowler and world 
record holder for most wickets in 
women’s ODIs. The team made his-
tory by reaching the final of the 2005 
World Cup under Mithali Raj’s cap-
taincy, which was a crucial early sign 
of their growing potential, even be-
fore the BCCI merger. 

The 2017 ICC Women’s Cricket 
World Cup saw the team’s thrilling 
journey to the final and magnificent 
individual performances, like Har-
manpreet Kaur’s 171 runs against 
Australia in the semi-final that made 
her an overnight sensation. India 
narrowly lost the final to England, 
but the performance on the field by 
the ‘Women in Blue’ earned them 
media attention and recognition. 

This led to significant policy 
changes, like pay parity when, in 
2022, the BCCI announced equal 
match fees for its centrally con-
tracted men and women cricketers 
across all formats (Test, ODI, and 
T20I). This landmark decision posi-
tioned India as one of the few na-
tions to implement gender pay 
equality in match fees, dramatically 
boosting the professional standing 
of the players. The Women’s Pre-
mier League (WPL), launched in 
2023, revolutionised women’s 
cricket. After the World Cup win, 
names like Smriti Mandhana, Sha-

fali Verma, Deepti Sharma and 
Jemima Rodrigues are stars. Social 
media is awash with stories of how 
they rose to sporting glory from or-
dinary families, many from small-
town India—which in itself is an 
achievement. Most dramatic is the 
story of Amanjit Kaur, whose father, 
Bhupinder Singh, a carpenter and 
woodworker, handmade a bat for 
his daughter when they could not 
afford one. 

Harmanpreet Kaur’s father 
worked as a clerk at the Moga dis-
trict court; Shafali Varma’s father 
runs a small jewellery shop; Renuka 
Singh Thakur lost her father and 
was raised by her mother and uncle. 
Deepti Sharma comes from a 
middle-class family in Agra, and 
Kranti Goud from a village in Mad-
hya Pradesh. The common factor is 
the support of their families and 
their defiance of narrow-minded 
social norms. 

The BBC’s Annesha Ghosh charts 
the rise of these winners. “These are 
women whose careers were built 
playing cricket in village lanes, with 
second-hand bats and seamless 
balls, and many doubting their am-
bition because of their gender. 
Theirs is a legacy that was forged be-
cause they kept going when it would 
have been easier to stop.” 

It has taken time, but these 
women have proved to be unstop-
pable.

Deepa Gahlot is a Mumbai-based columnist, 

critic and author.
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The Jawaharlal Nehru University has just witnessed 
a red sweep with Left Unity, an alliance of the All India 
Students Association (AISA), Students Federation of 
India (SFI) and Democratic Students Federation (DSF), 
bagging all four central posts of president, vice presi-
dent, general secretary, and joint secretary in the stu-
dents’ union elections. Left Unity also bagged a majority 
of the councillors’ posts. The Left reclaimed its position 
in JNU, brushing aside the Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi 
Parishad, which had won one seat in the last election. 
The Left’s convincing victory can be attributed to the 
fact that it fought on a united platform, unlike in the pre-
vious election. The victory of the Left is also a win for 
JNU’s long-standing tradition of dissent and student ac-
tivism. The presidential debate, a hallowed convention 
in JNU, this year too was marked by lively discussions 
on a variety of subjects, including student issues, the 
Gaza conflict, the revocation of Article 370 in Kashmir, 
the Ladakh imbroglio and the incarceration of Sonam 
Wangchuk. The election outcome is a setback to the 
BJP’s students’ outfit, ABVP, which had been banking 
on cracks in Left unity to secure a toehold in the student 
panel. The National 
Students’ Union of 
India (NSUI), the Con-
gress students’ wing, 
also fared very poorly 
in a setback to the 
Grand Old Party. Stu-
dent union elections 
are often a weather-
vane for the national 
mood, though JNU 
has a unique position 
in that it has always 
been a red bastion. 

In the past nearly a 
decade, JNU, once 
known as the premier 
academic institution of 
India, has been wracked by controversy, such as the 2016 
sedition row, when an event to protest the hanging of Par-
liament attack accused Afzal Guru turned ugly with anti-
national slogans allegedly being raised. Many students, 
including then JNUSU president Kanhaiya Kumar, were 
arrested on sedition charges. This was when the ‘tukde 
tukde’ gang moniker surfaced and the university was 
dubbed with an anti-national tag. In 2020, protests over fee 
hikes resulted in violent clashes leading to the police being 
called into the campus. Film shows and food festivals have 
also been causes for conflict in JNU, as in recent years the 
ABVP has gained ground in the university, resulting in 
clashes between the left- and the right-wing students. Two 
prominent ministers in the Narendra Modi government, 
S Jaishankar and Nirmala Sitharaman, are JNU alumni. In 
the last decade or so, JNU’s decidedly left-of-the-centre 
ethos has been replaced with a section of the faculty sub-
scribing to the saffron ideology. The culture of lively de-
bate, discussion, and questioning of authority was being 
slowly replaced by the straitjacket of traditional teaching 
methods. It is to be hoped that with the Left sweep in the 
student union polls, JNU’s old spark will be reignited. 

Democracy Under 
Threat 
If Rahul Gandhi’s claims of 
voter manipulation hold 
truth, India’s democratic in-
tegrity is endangered. Elec-
tions must remain 
transparent and credible. In-
stitutions must act to re-
store faith before skepticism 
corrodes democracy’s foun-
dation. 

Aditya Kamble,  
Kalaburagi 

 
Hope In Leadership 
Zohran Mamdani’s victory 
signals a return to people-
first politics. His inclusive 
campaign defied divisive 
rhetoric, proving empathy 
still wins. True test lies 
ahead—turning ideals into 
lasting change. 

Sanjay Chopra, Mohali 
 
Age of Consent 
In many countries, the age 
of consent is 16—a balanced 
standard that India, too, 
must reconsider. Just as 
gender-specific laws risk 
misuse, so do child-specific 
ones; hence, greater scru-

HerStory
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The presidential 
debate, a hallowed 
convention in JNU, 
this year too was 
marked by lively 
discussions on a 
variety of subjects, 
including student 
issues, the Gaza 
conflict and the 
incarceration of 
Sonam Wangchuk 

Next intelligence revolution 
will create thinking cities

In many cities, roads 
now manage traffic 
on their own, and 
water systems fix 

leaks before they happen. These are 
early signs that cities are starting to 
think for themselves. By the end of 
this century, the most consequential 
form of intelligence may not be 
human or robotic; it will be urban. 
Once-static spaces are becoming 
dynamic networks that sense, learn, 
and act. Fuelled by sensors, algo-
rithms, and oceans of data, cities will 
anticipate needs, adapt auton-
omously, and shape decisions. They 
could balance energy in real time, 
detect disease before it spreads, and 
even guide policymaking. 

This change is more than tech-
nological. It is political, economic, 
and civilisational. Choices taken 
now will determine whether urban 
intelligence expands freedom or 
constrains it, spreads opportunity or 
deepens inequality, and strengthens 
democracy or enables control. 

The leap from “smart” to “think-
ing” cities is already underway. In 
Hangzhou, Alibaba’s City Brain cut 
congestion so sharply the city fell 
from fifth to fifty-seventh on global 
traffic rankings. Singapore’s Virtual 
Singapore uses a living digital twin 
to simulate disaster responses and 
energy use. Toronto’s cancelled 

Quayside project, despite its demise, 
showed how machine learning 
could integrate housing, transport, 
and utilities from the ground up. 

A smart city reacts to data; a 
thinking city learns from it and acts. 
Its sensors and processors resemble 
a nervous system, while flows of ve-
hicles, water, and power mirror 
physical laws. With constant feed-
back, the city behaves like a brain. 
India’s Smart Cities Mission has digi-
tised services and governance. The 
next step is deeper: weaving AI into 
infrastructure and planning and 
creating governance frameworks to 
guide its use. Urban intelligence 
rests on physical foundations: 
energy, water, computation, and tal-
ent. A single hyperscale data centre, 
the “brain” of an AI city, can con-
sume over 100 megawatts of elec-
tricity and millions of litres of water 
daily. Global data centres could 
draw more than 945 terawatt-hours 
a year by 2030, nearly double today’s 
level. In the United States, AI capac-
ity may grow thirtyfold by 2035. 

India is part of this surge. National 
data capacity is expected to rise 
from 870 megawatts in 2023 to over 
1,300 by 2027, with hubs emerging in 
Hyderabad, Chennai, and Navi 
Mumbai. Some facilities already use 
up to 19 million litres of water a day. 
Ignoring limits on power, water, and 

land risks creating new crises while 
solving old ones. 

Human capital is just as decisive. 
AI systems still depend on people to 
design, verify, and govern them. By 
2027, global demand for skilled AI 
workers will exceed supply. India’s 
demographic advantage matters 
only with sustained investment in 
education, research, and innovation. 
Without it, dependence on foreign 
technology hardens into digital sub-
ordination and weaker sovereignty. 

Governance must evolve as 
rapidly as technology itself. Think-
ing cities generate vast data on how 
people move, work, and live. Those 
data can enable efficient services 
and targeted welfare—but also sur-
veillance, bias, and manipulation. 
The same system that optimises bus 
routes can monitor dissent. Regula-
tion cannot be an afterthought. 

Europe’s AI Act imposes strict 
requirements for high-risk systems: 
transparency, data quality, and 
human oversight. India is devel-
oping its own AI and data rules. But 
national law is only one layer. Mu-
nicipalities, where algorithms most 
directly shape lives, need their own 
guardrails. That means algorithm 
audit boards empowered to test and 
halt harmful models; citizen as-
semblies to decide how public data 
are used; mandatory model cards 

and impact assessments for munici-
pal AI; and “red team” stress tests for 
critical systems in transport, energy, 
water, and health. Oversight must 
be built in from the start, not bolted 
on after harm occurs. 

Inclusion should be part of AI 
from the beginning, not added later. 
AI learns from data—so if people 
without IDs, phones, or stable 
homes are not in the data, they won’t 
get the services either. This has al-
ready caused harm—in the US, AI is 
used in policing targeted minorities, 
and in the Netherlands, a welfare 
system wrongly punished many 
families. If future cities learn mostly 
from rich and connected people, 
they will become unfair from the in-
side. Building inclusive systems de-
mands representative datasets, 
rigorous bias testing, and meaning-
ful participation from affected com-
munities. India’s digital public 
infrastructure—Aadhaar, UPI, and 
allied platforms—shows that scale 
and inclusion can coexist, but only 
when deliberately pursued. The real 
test of a thinking city is not the speed 
of its computation but the breadth 
of its inclusion. Cities are also 
emerging as strategic assets in a 
shifting geopolitical landscape. 
Shenzhen’s rise as a hardware capi-
tal accelerated China’s technological 
ascent. Be’er Sheva’s cybersecurity 

cluster reshaped Israel’s global pro-
file. Global data capacity is likely to 
triple by 2030, concentrating in a 
handful of urban hubs. Yet, more 
than half of the top 100 sites already 
face high climate risk—a figure likely 
to reach 68% by 2040, with water 
scarcity the sharpest constraint. 

For India, passivity is not an op-
tion. Attracting investment alone is 
insufficient. The country needs local 
R&D, ethical and environmental 
safeguards, and governance 
grounded in democratic values. 
Otherwise, cities could become 
marketplaces for foreign ambitions 
rather than engines of national strat-
egy. India’s global influence may de-
pend as much on whether Mumbai, 
Bengaluru, and Delhi evolve into in-
telligent, adaptive cities as on satel-
lites or nuclear reactors. 

Ultimately, this is a civilisational 
choice. Humanity has long built 
cities in its own image; now cities are 
beginning to build minds of their 
own. They can become our strong-
est allies or our sharpest rivals. The 
difference will lie less in their intel-
ligence than in our wisdom.

Humanity has long built cities in its own image; now cities are beginning 
to build minds of their own. They can become our allies or our rivals
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Nishant Sahdev is a theoretical physicist at 

the University of North Carolina, United 

States, and author of the forthcoming book 

�Last Equation Before Silence.� X: @Ni-
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tiny is needed in each case. 
Moreover, the solution lies 
not in fear but in education. 
Sex education—covering 
topics like good touch/bad 
touch, consent, and use of 
protection—should no 
longer be taboo.  

Harsh Pawaria, Rohtak 
 
NY Mayor 
Zohran Mamdani’s election 
as New York’s mayor marks 
not just a personal milestone 
but a generational shift in 

politics. Against the politics 
of populism and division, 
Mamdani’s campaign of-
fered an alternative rooted in 
inclusivity, fairness, and so-
cial justice. That he won de-
spite open resistance from 
President Donald Trump 
makes his victory even more 
meaningful. It represents a 
clear pushback against 
politics built on fear, privi-
lege, and exclusion. But the 
true test will be translating 
ideals into policy amid insti-

tutional and financial chal-
lenges.  

Sanjay Chopra, Mohali 
 
Fair Elections 
The Special Intensive Revi-
sion (SIR) is vital before the 
November 11 elections, as 
opposition parties in Ha-
ryana and Uttar Pradesh 
have exposed 25 lakh fake 
voters, with some people ap-
pearing multiple times 
under different names. Such 
shocking manipulation 

Guest Column
NISHANT SAHDEV

threatens India’s democracy. 
The Election Commission 
must conduct Aadhaar-
based cross-verification,
door-to-door checks, and in-
dependent audits, while its 
own verification process 
should face external scru-
tiny. Immediate corrective 
action is essential to protect 
the purity of the people’s 
mandate and ensure fair, 
transparent elections. 

R.S. Narula, Patiala 
 
Dignified Exit 
The dignified withdrawal of 
Mehli Mistry from his brief 
contest with the Tata Trusts 
reflects rare restraint and 
loyalty in an age of corpor-
ate ego battles. By choosing 
to uphold Ratan Tata’s guid-
ing philosophy that no indi-
vidual is above the 
institution, Mistry has dem-
onstrated a sense of integ-
rity that aligns with the very 
ethos of the Tata legacy. His 
quiet exit not only brings 
closure to a potentially da-
maging episode but also 
preserves the sanctity of 
one of India’s oldest philan-

thropic organisations.  
Vandana, Chandigarh  

 
A Word of Caution 
Dy Chief Minister Udhaya-
nidhi Stalin has called upon 
women to become the brand 
ambassadors of the DMK 
since the government has 
been implementing a 
number of welfare schemes 
for them. The women in Co-
imbatore, however, are ad-
vised not to stretch their 
canvassing activities beyond 
sunset or visit isolated areas 
near the airport, in the inter-
est of their own safety.  

P.G. Menon, Chennai 
 
A Tribute 
Veteran singer and actress Su-
lakshana Pandit passed away at 
71, leaving behind a golden leg-
acy of timeless melodies and 
memorable performances in 
Indian cinema. Sulakshana 
Pandit was a cherished name in 
Bollywood’s musical era and 
was remembered for her 
heartwarming contributions to 
both film and music.  

C.K. Subramaniam,  
Navi Mumbai 

edit
Indore, Saturday, November 8, 2025

www.freepressjournal.in

Free Press 
FOR FREE FLOW OF TRUTH







06 VISAKHAPATNAM,  SATURDAY  08�11�2025

INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN  
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

TRAIN JUDICIARY ON 
RULES FOR ALIMONY

A
LIMONY is a measure of  social justice—it is some-
thing the courts of  the land have reiterated over the 
years. Yet, in public perception it is often seen and  
described as an extortionate demand by an avari-
cious ex-wife, more so amid the global backlash 

against hard-won progress achieved by the women’s 
movement. There is no doubt that divorce proceedings 
often become unpleasant, even devolving into a flurry of  
criminal cases and counter cases levelled by partners 
against each other. However, the reality of  the woman 
being more often than not the more vulnerable party at 
these proceedings and after a divorce is obscured by head-
lines touting astronomical alimony demands in high-
profile cases. Such cases are the exception, not the norm. 
This framing not only adds to the stigma faced by many 
divorced women in India, but invisibilises the long strug-
gle faced by many women to attain a verdict for a reason-
able alimony and to ensure it is actually paid out.

It does not help that despite the Supreme Court having 
laid out and reiterated the broad factors to decide on 
maintenance, various courts continue speak in different 
tongues on the matter. The SC’s criteria include the sta-
tus of  the parties, needs of  dependent wife and children, 
qualifications and employment of  both parties, and em-
ployment sacrifices made for the family. Yet, even on the 
matter of  maintenance for an employed woman, the 
courts continue to differ. Effectively, this has made the 
process and award of  maintenance and alimony appear 
opaque, arbitrary, and uncertain. This leaves most wom-
en at further disadvantage, forced to pursue cases for 
long years while trying to make ends meet. This is un-
fair given that many more women leave the workforce to 
meet family responsibilities and raise children. It is 
they who mostly face career setbacks to undertake a li-
on’s share of  child and elder care. So it is essential for 
the SC to go beyond mere reiteration of  progressive 
principles and guidelines on the matter, and actively 
educate the rest of  the judiciary on the spirit and mean-
ing of  the law and the apex court’s own interventions 
aimed at ensuring meaningful social justice. 

Q U I C K  TA K E

CR7’S NEXT GOAL

QUESTIONS swirled when Cristiano Ronaldo, scorer of  
952 goals for club and country, stated he would retire after 
his 1000th. When he repeated this week that he would like 

to spend more time with his family, the questions popped up 
again. So the 40-year-old surely is not going the way of  
58-year-old Kazuyoshi Miura, who is playing his 40th profes-
sional season in Japan. CR7 has confirmed coaching is not 
for him. So the other tantalising question, which football’s 
first billionaire has parried with a smile, is whether he will
make a bid to buy his old club, Manchester United. Whatever 
his next pitch, Indian authorities should make a serious bid 
to get him to India at least once, a chance missed last month. 
On this count, his eternal rival Leo Messi is up 1-0.
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S the world turns its eyes to Bra-
zil for the 30th United Nations 
Climate Change Conference 
(COP30) next week, negotiators 
are preparing to track progress 
on the global goal on adaptation 
under the Paris Agreement. At 

its core, adaptation is about helping so-
cieties and ecosystems cope with—and 
ultimately thrive amid—the climate im-
pacts that are already here, strengthen-
ing defences against floods, droughts, 
and heat, securing water and food, and 
protecting lives and livelihoods.

But adaptation is more than infra-
structure or indicators. It is about re-
storing the human relationship with 
nature that makes us care in the first 
place. After all, we care for what we love, 
and we love what we feel connected to.

In his 1997 book, Survival Strategies: 
Cooperation and Conflict in Animal Soci-
eties, Raghavendra Gadagkar asks 
whether collective good can ever tri-
umph over self-interest. Evolution re-
wards both cooperation and competi-
tion, but only when the balance is right. 
In the animal world, if  individuals act 
solely for themselves, the group weak-
ens; if  the group thrives, individuals 
prosper too. That is precisely where hu-
manity stands today on climate change.

Every country and every person is 
trying to protect their own short-term 
interest to grow faster, consume more, 
and live comfortably while the planet’s 
balance frays. When Earth suffers, eve-
ry country eventually loses. Adapta-
tion, then, is not charity for the vulner-
able; it is survival for all.

Ecological balance is restored only 
when people truly recognise their de-
pendence on nature. Forests, rivers and 
land are not just resources but partners 
in survival. This understanding once 
guided the rhythms of  everyday life. Food 
and festivals followed the seasons: man-
goes in summer, sarso ka saag in winter, 
turmeric and palash marking harvests; 
Pongal, Onam and Bihu celebrating na-
ture and renewal. These quiet acts of  rev-
erence built an ethic of  respect and re-
straint that no regulation can enforce.

Today, that bond, surrounded by con-
crete and screens, is eroding. We speak 
of  forests as ‘carbon sinks’ and wetlands 
as ‘ecosystem services’, forgetting that 
they are living and breathing homes. 
Children, especially in cities, can ex-
plain global warming but not name the 
trees on their street. Nature has become 
a subject to study, not a space to belong 
to, making it hard to care for something 
that we have never truly experienced.

Why COP30 matters
It is now clear that the world is heading 
towards exceeding the goal of  limiting the 
global temperature rise to 1.5°C by the end 
of  this century. The poorest and most vul-
nerable communities, who contribute the 
least to the crisis, would be the hardest hit. 
This makes adaptation not just a local ne-
cessity, but a test of  global responsibility 
and solidarity. A strong collective response 
to their needs is a matter of  climate justice 
and a legitimate expectation from COP30.

Research by the Council on Energy, En-
vironment and Water shows that over 80 
percent of  India’s population lives in dis-
tricts highly vulnerable to extreme cli-
mate events such as floods, droughts, and 
cyclones—underscoring why adaptation 
must be viewed as development itself.

Past conferences have offered the world 

hope. COP26 in Glasgow urged for dou-
bling the finance for adaptation and resil-
ience. COP27 in Sharm el-Sheikh created 
the Fund for Loss and Damage, a long-
standing demand of  the developing coun-
tries. However, despite these noble inten-
tions, concrete finance commitments 
remain meagre and elusive. Less than a 
third of  climate finance currently reach-
es adaptation. The rest remains mired in 
bureaucracy and unfulfilled pledges.

COP30, hosted near the world’s largest 
rainforest, must correct the course. It 
should not just agree on frameworks or 
metrics for the global goal on adaptation. 
It must deliver tangible progress on ad-
aptation finance, particularly to commu-
nities restoring ecosystems, and liveli-
hoods on the frontlines of  climate risk.

Adaptation finance should be reframed 

as investment in resilience supporting 
those who protect and conserve our natu-
ral resources and keep our traditional 
knowledge alive. The much anticipated 
‘Baku to Belém Roadmap’ for mobilising 
$1.3 trillion a year by 2035 must not  
unveil mere possibilities. It should build 
pathways that place communities at  
the heart of  adaptation and reward  
actions that regenerate ecosystems.

When trees are cut in the Amazon it 
weakens the monsoons in Asia. When ad-
aptation becomes participatory and local 
knowledge meets modern science, it mul-
tiplies impact. For instance, India’s cli-
mate missions and state action plans in-
creasingly combine traditional wisdom 
with new technologies, from rainwater 
harvesting and mangrove restoration  
to resilient housing and micro-insur-
ance. COP30 can learn from such models 
that value both data and devotion.

This philosophy resonates deeply with 
Mission LiFE (Lifestyle for Environment), 
India’s call for climate action rooted in 
mindful consumption and coexistence. It 
reminds us that individual choices, mul-
tiplied across billions, can reshape collec-
tive outcomes. Mission LiFE is a modern 
expression of  India’s ancient ethos: that 
progress and balance with nature are 
not contradictions, but complements.

Equally vital is the role of  the youth. 
YOUNGO, the official youth constitu-
ency at the climate conference, is infus-
ing urgency and sensitivity into negotia-
tions. Across countries, young people 
are demanding that adaptation be more 
than infrastructure: it must be imagina-
tion: of  greener cities, restored rivers, 
and shared futures. They understand  
instinctively that resilience is as much 
about relationships as resources.

Beyond metrics
The lesson is clear. The good of  the indi-
vidual and the good of  the collective are 
not in conflict; they depend on each other. 
Caring for the planet is not an act of  altru-
ism; it is the oldest survival strategy of  all. 
As leaders gather in Brazil, perhaps the 
most important goal is also the simplest: 
to help humanity feel connected again.

We protect what we love. We love what 
we know. And we only know what we are 
willing to see and experience. 

This idea, first voiced by the Senega-
lese environmentalist Baba Dioum at the 
International Union for Conservation of  
Nature in 1968, remains timeless. It re-
minds us that conservation begins not in 
policy, but in perception. And that, in the 
end, may be the most powerful adaptation 
strategy of  all. (Views are personal)

A PAVE ROAD BEYOND
BELÉM WITH DOLLARS,

DATA AND DEVOTION

After starts & stops at previous COPs, the Brazil summit needs to 
agree on mobilising adequate funds. It must also place communities 

at the heart of adaptation and reward regeneration of ecosystems

RAVI S PRASAD

SOURAV ROY

Distinguished Fellow, Council on Energy, 
Environment and Water, and former  
Chief Negotiator for Climate Change, India

BUILD INDIAN APPS 
TO REDUCE RELIANCE 

ON FOREIGN TECH

I
NDIA’S digital ecosystem thrives on American technol-
ogy. From search engines and social media platforms  
to business applications and cloud infrastructure, our 
reliance on US technology runs deep, which is why the 
very thought of  a potential US tech blackout has sparked 

a flurry of  reactions this week. Industrialist Harsh Goen-
ka’s observations about the impact of  a political crisis 
between India and the US might have on the tech industry 
if  Donald Trump decides to ban US apps in India incited 
an opinion mob that insisted a blackout was unimagina-
ble, though not entirely impossible. Homegrown tech firm 
Zoho and its founder Sridhar Vembu weighed in, too, sug-
gesting a 10-year National Mission for Tech Resilience for 
self-reliance. India is the largest consumer market for US 
tech firms outside of  China, and a potential ban would be 
as good as shooting themselves in the foot. That said, geo-
politics can trump economics with Trump unabashedly 
using trade as leverage. If  technology also becomes a 
weapon, India cannot escape without serious damage. 

In contrast, China, South Korea, Japan, and Taiwan 
seem to have put in safeguards long before the global 
tensions escalated. In China, domestic platforms like 
WeChat, Baidu, and Alibaba dominate the tech scene. 
Likewise, Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan have home-
grown super apps like Line and KakaoTalk, overriding 
Facebook, X, and Whatsapp in adoption. Line is used by 
more than 70 percent of  Japanese mobile users, with a 
higher share in Taiwan, which also has a domestic 
champion, Dcard. India took baby steps with Koo, an 
alternative for X, but could not match it in performance. 
Zoho is leading the product innovation curve with vari-
ous messaging and workspace applications like Mail, 
Sheet, Arattai and Vani; even though some ministers 
have endorsed them, they are yet to see mass adoption. 

There are no immediate threats, and chances are 
that American tech may never be weaponised. How-
ever, the fact remains that our lack of  digital sover-
eignty remains a structural vulnerability. As can be 
seen from the ongoing global trade war, countries with 
excessive external dependence risk losing out when 
elements of  trade are weaponised to assert world domi-
nance. India needs to build its own digital ecosystem 
to shield itself  from geopolitical fallouts.

HE Election Commission’s 75 
years can appropriately be clas-
sified as the commission before 
T N Seshan and after Seshan. It 
is rarely that one individual sin-
glehandedly influences the stat-
ure and credibility of  an institu-

tion of  national importance the way 
Seshan was able to do in the Election 
Commission. Monday is the sixth anni-
versary of  the passing of  the widely ad-
mired Chief  Election Commissioner. As 
someone privileged to have worked in the 
commission’s secretariat during that pe-
riod, my attempt is to briefly recollect the 
experience of  those historic six years.

V S Rama Devi, who was the acting 
CEC, was believed to be due for regular 
appointment to the office when news 
spread about the arrival of  Seshan, who 
was then serving as a member of  the 
Planning Commission. He assumed 
charge as the 10th CEC just before noon 
on December 12, 1990. Within about 10 
minutes of  assuming charge, he ad-
dressed the officials of  the commission’s 
secretariat. He reminded everyone about 
the role of  the EC and how the world 
stood amazed at the Indian elections, and 
unequivocally conveyed that the commis-
sion would not let the nation down.

The first address was like a storm, 
and everyone in the hall instantly knew 
that there was a hard taskmaster at the
helm. Seshan continued the practice of  
addressing officials at regular inter-
vals. He was a great orator with com-
mand over multiple languages and a 
voice that reflected authority. 

The malpractice of  booth capturing 
was at its peak in some northern states 
around the time Seshan took over. By 
the end of  his tenure, the menace was 
fading. The deployment of  central po-
lice forces for ensuring voters can vote 
without fear and strengthening of  the 
then-docile election observer system 
were two factors that helped eradicate 
several malpractices at the field level.

It required the Supreme Court’s nudge 
for the central government to agree to  
Seshan’s demand for sparing sufficient 
senior civil service officers for observer 
duties and central forces for police duties. 
Under Seshan, the observers became more 
assertive, maybe a direct result of  Ses-
han’s own no-nonsense approach. In his 
pre-election briefing to the observers, Se-
shan made it a point to inject confidence. 
Candidates began respecting and even 
fearing the institution of  the observer.

An interesting anecdote highlights 

the effect. After a hectic round of  elec-
tioneering in the morning, a candidate 
was taking post-lunch rest in a school 
at a small town. A correspondent for 
the Sunday Observer, a Sri Lankan 
newspaper, wanted to interview him. 
When the school’s gatekeeper informed 
him that someone from Sunday Observ-
er had come to meet him, hearing the 
term ‘observer’, the candidate assumed 
it to be an election observer coming to 
question him about some violation of  
law. The panicked candidate is said to 
have run away through a back gate. 

The Model Code of  Conduct, which 
was seen as an innocuous document till 
then, suddenly turned a crucial tool. The 
behavioural guidelines began to make 
parties and candidates nervous.  In 1992, 
a chief  minister announced new devel-
opment schemes at a rally for a bye-elec-
tion where his son was a candidate. The 
next thing the CM learned was that the 
election itself  had been cancelled. 

In another case, the misuse of  a gov-
ernor’s official machinery on a visit to 
his home state where his son was con-
testing resulted in a censure order by 
the EC. The incident eventually led to 

the governor’s resignation. The com-
mission was relentless in enforcing the 
model code, and more often than not, it 
was leaders of  the ruling parties who 
were at the receiving end. 

The elector’s identity card was initi-
ated by Seshan. It was an important 
milestone after a prolonged battle with 
the central and state governments. Se-
shan also fought to protect the commis-
sion’s right to take disciplinary action 
against errant election officials, in-
cluding IAS officers, taking the battle 
to the Supreme Court when the govern-
ment was not inclined to comply. 

The commission was turned into a 
three-member body with the appoint-
ment of  two commissioners in October 
1993. When someone mentioned that the 
government was clipping his wings, Se-
shan commented if  they clipped his 
wings he would run like an ostrich. 

Seshan transformed the work culture 
in the commission’s secretariat as well. 
Officials from the top downwards ar-
rived on time and the premises present-
ed a cleaner picture. Seshan didn’t like 
the sight of  files piled on tables and 
chairs. He would make frequent rounds 
around Nirvachan Sadan. Anyone loi-
tering in the corridors would dash to 
their seat or even into the nearest wash-
room. When he was back in his chamber, 
there was always a collective sigh of  re-
lief. It was indeed strange that while eve-
ryone in the office admired their boss, 
not many wanted to face him. 

For the people of  the country, Seshan 
was a hero on a mission to secure high 
standards in elections. Some believed that 
his success prompted other institutions 
in the country to be proactive as well. In 
B R Ambedkar’s words, the effectiveness 
of  a constitution, however good, depends 
on the people working it. Under Seshan’s 
superintendence, direction, and control 
of  elections, execution of  the universal 
suffrage principle envisaged in the Con-
stitution reached new heights, making 
countrymen proud of  the commission 
and our elections. The naysayers were 
forced to tell themselves that ‘free and fair 
election’ was not another oxymoron.

 (Views are personal)

THE MAN WHO RESHAPED ELECTIONS

PT
I

K F WILFRED Former Senior Principal Secretary,  
Election Commission of IndiaT

T N Seshan transformed the 
Election Commission in the 1990s, 
earning the institution credibility 
and striking fear among wayward 
politicians. He changed the conduct 
of elections by ensuring adequate 
central forces to guard booths, 
senior officers as election observers, 
and strict implementation of the 
Model Code of Conduct 

Our reality is not static. We need 
swifter processes and swifter 
structures to deal with climate change

Marina 
Silva

Bihar playbook
Ref: Stillness of the discerning in Bihar  
(Nov 6). The analysis was both 
comprehensive and insightful, providing 
a clear and balanced perspective on the 
complex political landscape of Bihar. 
It  served as a valuable resource for 
understanding the dynamics at play and was 
a testament to high-quality journalism.
M V Ramakrishna, Chennai

Preventing cyberscams
Ref: Collaboration key to curbing menace of 
digital arrests (Nov 7). Stronger cross-border 
policing and tighter fintech monitoring 
remain vital against digital scams, but 
awareness is the best defence. An attractive 
nationwide campaign on cyber fraud tactics, 
led jointly by banks and police, could greatly 
reduce such digital victimisation.
Avinashiappan Myilsami, Coimbatore 

Trade diplomacy
Ref: The WTO is dead, long live the WTO 
(Nov 7). While large economies find ways 
to serve themselves through regulatory 
influence in such organisations, India has 
to bend the knee. We can never expect 
diplomacy like the Chinese or Europeans as 
we can still  be easily swayed with lounge 
access in Geneva.  
Anand Hosmane, email

Russia’s reliability
Ref: Oil’s quiet flow to the market (Nov 7). 
The grudge and greed of the US are bereft of 
any justification, reason, and relevance. This 
remains a fact that India turned to a trusted 
and faithful partner for its energy supplies, 
and the US’s outcry just sounds futile.
R Sampath, Chennai

Uncomfortable truths
Ref: An unsubtle art of persuasion (Nov 6). 
The author ’s ability to unravel the intricacies 
of political communication, and spotlight 
the subtle dynamics at play in contemporary 
power structures adds immense value to 
public discourse. It consistently encouraged 
audiences to confront uncomfortable truths 
and consider broader perspectives. 
Sundararajan S, Kanyakumari

Roll errors
Ref: BJP ‘stole’ Haryana poll with 25 lakh 
fake votes, Bihar next target: Rahul  
(Nov 6). Errors like photographic 
duplications of a voter repeating umpteen 
times in the same electoral roll  appear to 
be unattended. Such errors don’t take much 
effort to be rectified. Practices like these 
bring the credibility of the constitutional 
entity right under a thick pall of suspicion.
S N Anil, Ernakulam 
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D
avid MacMillan, who 
shared the 2021 Chemis-
try Nobel Prize with Ben-
jamin List, doesn’t see 
himself primarily as a 

chemist. He sees himself as a curious per-
son who’s deeply interested in the world 
around him. “If you look around the room 
you’re in, everything you see—everything 
in the world—requires a chemical reac-
tion,” he says. MacMillan, 57, was at the 
Indian Institute of Science in Bengaluru 
on 3 November for The Nobel Prize Dia-
logue 2025, a series of talks addressing 
global issues, in association with the Tata 
Trusts. MacMillan’s Nobel was awarded 
was for “the development of asymmetric 
organocatalysis”, in other words, design-
ing organic molecules (common elements 
that make up all living things) that are 
non-toxic and easy-to-handle to speed up 
chemical reactions. This makes it cheaper 
and greener to carry out catalysis for 
everything from clothing to medication. 
“Organocatalysis has democratised catal-
ysis,” says MacMillan. “In India, it’s used in 
almost every lab, every company, every 
startup.” Across the world, 90% of indus-
trial-scale chemical reactions use catalysis 
and it is the basis of 35% of the global GDP. 
MacMillan, who is James S. McDonnell 
Distinguished University Professor of 
Chemistry at Princeton University, sat 
down for a chat with Lounge with a cup of 
chai “that’s super flavoursome with all the 
spices—more chemistry”. Edited excerpts.

I feared organic chemistry as a stu-
dent, failed it repeatedly, it is the stuff 
of nightmares for me. What would 
you tell someone like 15-year-old me 
and help them see its beauty?

There are many like that. My 20-year-
old daughter, she’s taking organic chemis-
try in university, and I was on a Zoom call 
this morning working with her on it. Her 
mum’s an organic chemist, I’m an organic 
chemist, but she has tremendous anxiety 
about everything to do with it. It’s a bizarre 
subject, very different from other sub-
jects, but I always tell people it’s like chess. 
Once you learn the rules—and the rules 
are tricky—you learn how to play the 
game. The more you play the game, you 
become more sophisticated at it. It 
becomes fun when you get to put your 
hands on the molecules and design ways 
in which they will react with each other 
that were previously impossible.
A decade ago, I discovered books like 
‘Elemental’ by Tim James, which 
explains the periodic table lucidly 
and makes it fun, and ‘A is for Arsenic’ 
by Kathryn Harkup, which talks 
chemistry through the poisons in 
Agatha Christie novels. They made 

chemistry real, showed how it 
touches every aspect of our lives. 
Then, there are shows like ‘Breaking 
Bad’ and ‘Lessons in Chemistry’. Do 
books and shows like these do harm 
or good to chemistry’s image?

After I won the Nobel Prize, I went on 
Scottish TV and radio, and Scottish people 
have a great sense of humour. I come from 
a working class area in Scotland (Bellshill), 
so they kept asking me, did I begin by 
“breaking bad”? Is that where I became an 
organic chemist? It was very funny, but it 
is interesting that the image we have of 
organic chemists is basically the drug 
world. There is some of that, of course, but 
my view is that chemists do not do a good 
job of explaining to the world broadly 
what chemistry is. It’s like a PR problem. 
Think about physics—physics sounds cool 
because of black holes and stars; biology, 
you think of medicine. You think of chem-
istry, you think of oil spills and air pollu-
tion. You don’t think of flowers and their 
incredible smells or life-saving medicines.
Can that perception change?

That’s why I love to tell people about 
catalysis, because everyone has a good 
feeling about catalysing new things. There 
is a progressive, aspirational component 
to it. When I talk to kids, I say, “you can 
invent new chemical reactions that could 
change the world”. In my group (at Prince-
ton University’s Frick Chemistry Lab), lit-
erally, chemical reactions that are discov-
ered on a Monday will be used by Friday 
by people in the pharmaceutical industry. 
That’s incredibly enabling and empower-
ing for a young student. We scientists tend 
to stay in our silos; we have to learn how to 
be better at telling the outside world about 
the value of what we do … the younger 
generation are so much better communi-
cators than my generation.
So chemistry is about asking the right 
questions. How do you teach people 
to ask better questions?

This is a fundamental problem that we 
face in science. We tend to do (research) 
for more funding or to publish a paper, but 
in society, we have such big questions 
we’re not addressing by asking the right 
questions of science. One of the very bor-
ing questions people ask me is “what will 
AI do for chemistry?” AI can create ques-
tions for a chemist or a scientist. I don’t 
think AI will, in the short term, be able to 
invent new chemical reactions, but AI 
could come up with a conjecture, saying 
we have plenty of these resources, but 
none of that, and could you join molecules 
to potentially solve this problem. AI can 
make those recognitions in ways that 
humans tend not to. It can identify prob-
lems for humans to solve in chemistry, 
which could be really useful. The question 
selection is actually often more important 
than even the solution. Having said that, I 
don’t want to make a thing about AI. 

Chemists are creative people, and if you 
give them time, they’ll solve it.
There are good questions and then 
there’s misinformation and disinfor-
mation. What does that do to science?

It’s absolutely dismantling what we care 
about in science and society. The obvious 
example is the vaccine question. This is 
misinformation, or disinformation, where 
people are actively seeking to suggest that 
the science is not correct. Science is com-
plex, and it’s only getting more complex, 
and we’re doing a bad job of explaining it 
in simple terms. When people no longer 
understand it, they start to dismiss it.

Then there’s the social media echo 
chamber, not having your news coming 
from credible sources the way they used. 
Basically, you can dial up any opinion you 
want, and an algorithm on social media 
will return your opinions back to you. It’s 
extremely problematic when people no 
longer buy into the foundations of knowl-
edge. How do they spread the disinforma-
tion? Using smartphones to criticise sci-
ence, when this phone is one of the great-
est products of science. The irony!
Could this be because science’s bene-

fits haven’t reached all, equitably?
I believe so. My father was a steel 

worker, my mother a maid. I was able to, 
through education, grow, grow, grow. 
Education is one of the best ways to over-
come social injustice. Ignorance is very 
expensive, and education is the best way 
to raise a society. For me, education is a 
great social justice leveller, but it has to be 
available for everyone in good quality.
Much of the work of chemists goes to 
Big Pharma, which people don’t trust 
for reasons ranging from inflated pri-
ces to causing dependencies. How do 
you reconcile with this?

I’ll be honest and say that I consult for 
pharma. I make money from my interac-
tions with pharma. So maybe I’m con-
flicted. At the same time, the scientists 
who work in the pharmaceutical industry 
are some of the most noble people you’ll 
meet. They sign a document, pick a salary, 
saying their names will go on a patent, but 
they will never make money from the pat-
ent. It will belong to the company, but 
their whole life they’ll spend trying to 
come up with medicines for the human 
race. The issue pharma runs into is the 

business side because their job is to opti-
mise profits for the company and share-
holders, which causes the discrepancies.
You’ve said “we’re one catalytic reac-
tion away from solving climate 
change”. Could you explain that?

There’s really two, but either one would 
work. So, there’s not enough of any other 
chemical in the world to create a reaction 
with CO2 to remove it because there’s so 
much CO2 out there. The problem is com-
ing up with a catalyst that is cheap and sus-
tainable enough to create the reaction to 
reduce CO2 down to what’s called alde-
hydes, formyl groups or methanol. The 
problem is not whether it’s possible; it’s 
designing the right catalyst to make it pos-
sible. Every chemist knows this, but we do 
such a bad job at telling people that we’ve 
got this possibility. The other possibility is 
mineralisation, but that’s slower.
You set up a foundation to give away 
your Nobel Prize money of $500,000. 
Could you tell us more about that?

We put it in a charitable fund. That 
news went viral and lots of people started 
donating and it grew. So we made it an 
endowment fund. It’s not as enormous as 
the Tata Trusts, of course, but we give 
away between $100,000-200,000 a year 
in Scotland to help underprivileged kids 
get to university or stay in university. Giv-
ing is, without a doubt, the most soul-sat-
isfying thing you can do. I think everybody 
knows that, but when you engage in it, it 
becomes so amazing.
Beyond awards, ceremonies and giv-
ing, what is the quiet role of chemis-
try in your life? 

Chemistry has changed my life in ways 
I can’t even begin to understand. It’s funny 
because I don’t really view myself as a 
chemist. I view myself as a curious person 
who finds things interesting. You’ll think 
I’m just saying this to be nice, but walking 
around the flower market in Bangalore, 
seeing people and smelling the smells and 
having that experience, how incredible is 
that? Seeing things for the first time is so 
amazing. It makes me think of the kind of 
things I’ll be chasing for the rest of my life 
because the world is an inexhaustible sup-
ply of these experiences.
You’re also a girl dad. Has that had 
any impact on your approach to work 
and life?

Absolutely. They bought me a male 
frog, and it died. So, I couldn’t even keep 
a male frog alive (laughs). But no, without 
being dumb and weird, your sensibilities 
change when you’re the only male in the 
house. You develop empathies in ways 
you wouldn’t have had before. My three 
daughters (27, 25 and 20; a PhD in neuro-
science, a lawyer, and an organic chemis-
try student) spend a lot of time seeing the 
world from each other’s viewpoint. I find 
that fascinating. Now, when I engage with 
people, I try to think about how they feel.

‘One catalytic reaction 
could fix climate change’
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n the last few weeks, the deaths of two 
notable public figures—one a market-
ing maven who gave India some of its 

most memorable advertisements, and the 
other, an actor who was widely loved for 
his comic roles—have inspired a flurry of 
conversations on social media platforms. 
As is typical of such exchanges on the 
internet, the opinions have been divisive, 
each side going for the jugular, painting 
the legacies left behind by these men in 
stark black and white terms.

The bodies of work left behind by ad 
guru Piyush Pandey and actor Satish Shah 
speak volubly of their unique gifts without 
a doubt. But their afterlives have been sul-
lied, at least for a section of their admirers, 
for the political line they had toed. Of the 
two, Pandey was perhaps the less culpa-
ble. As a professional whose job was to 
make his clients successful, irrespective of 
the ideologies they stood for, he didn’t let 
scruples get in the way of achieving busi-
ness goals. In contrast to Pandey, Shah 
wore his biases brazenly on his sleeves. His 
views didn’t seem to be framed by any 
overt professional agenda. He was his 
prejudices.

The death of a well-known figure, espe-
cially someone who had a controversial 
career, inspires three types of reactions in 
the public. An overwhelming number of 
fans remain unshakeable in their admira-

The simple act of going to see their mov-
ies, or picking up their new book, can 
become loaded with conflicting meanings 
and feelings that the human mind, always 
eager to avoid uncertainties, finds hard to 
grapple with.

One of the most clear-eyed analyses of 
this dilemma is offered by Claire Dederer, 

culture writer and memoirist, in her 2023 
book, Monsters: A Fan’s Dilemma. She 
begins her study with her uncomfortable 
relationship with the work of filmmaker 
Roman Polanski. As someone who has 
been profoundly moved by his movies, 
she is outraged by the man accused of rap-
ing a 13-year-old girl decades ago. Dederer 

tion for the immutable genius of the 
departed person. For these ardent devo-
tees, legacy lies in the work alone and art 
equals identity. Any attempt to complicate 
either by pointing out an unsavoury track 
record is slammed as being in poor taste. 
They may have been aware of the deceased 
person’s bad karma, but their lives were 
not directly affected by it—so, it is easier 
for them to dissociate the art from the art-
ist. Shortly after Shah’s death, actor Nas-
eeruddin Shah, his friend of over 50 years, 
wrote a moving piece reminiscing about 
his colleague and his many shining quali-
ties in a national daily. Everything he wrote 
was true—but it was not the entire truth.

On the other end of the spectrum from 
the faithful fans are the detractors, who 
want nothing to do with eulogies that pour 
into the public domain for the dead per-
son. They believe that the work and its 
maker are impossible to separate. Once a 
legacy is maligned by morally questiona-
ble acts, speech or choices, the person, 
who has built their career through a life-
time of hard work, loses their credibility 
and must be “cancelled”. By not speaking 
against the actions of the dead, the living 
abjure their responsibility towards those 
who had been exploited, abused and 
harmed by these “geniuses”.

Finally, there is a third school of people 
who are conflicted between these two 
extremes. They want to believe, and some 
indeed do, that it is possible to hold both 
these views at once. That the artist or actor 
or writer or musician who changed their 
lives for the better, comforted them in 
their hour of darkness, and helped them 
make sense of the world through their 
work was a “monster” to other people. If 
such a “hero” happens to be alive and 
active (Woody Allen or J.K. Rowling, for 
example), it becomes especially troubling 
to engage with their continuing output. 

refuses to accept the logic that the past is 
another country, where people operated 
under different norms and therefore 
deserve to be judged with more clemency. 
That is just a pernicious loophole used to 
give a free pass to rotten conduct. It’s a bit 
like saying that the brutality of the British 
Raj towards its subjects was par for the 
course during the colonial era. Hence, 
imperialist cruelty should be overlooked, 
if not justified, because those atrocities 
took place at a time when the standards of 
behaviour, between the ruler and the 
ruled, were different.

Instead, Dederer argues that the “stain” 
on the character of the once-revered 
celebrity “spreads” and blights their work, 
be it during their lifetime or after their 
death. The tendency to absolve a man of 
genius (from Picasso to V.S. Naipaul, the 
number of vile men far outweighs their 
counterparts) is just another name for jus-
tifying the adoration their fans feel for 
them. “Genius is the name we give our 
love when we don’t want to argue about it, 
when we want our opinion to become 
fact,” she writes. In this context, Dederer 
also makes a persuasive case for using the 
first-person “I” to signal her full owner-
ship of her feelings towards her fallen 
heroes instead of hiding behind the ano-
nymity of the third-person pronoun as 
most of us are wont to do. It takes courage 
to remove the shield of collective owner-
ship, especially in a morally charged pub-
lic debate. 

As Dederer argues, in the case of the 
“monsters”, the most convincing argu-
ments come not from a kangaroo court of 
justice but from individuals—from “moral 
feelings” rather than lofty “ethical 
thoughts”. However, if pushed too far, the 
former can turn into a form of self-con-
gratulation. This is one of the reasons why 
Dederer is against “cancel culture”. Not 

because it is an offshoot of a certain “woke 
culture” but because “it is hopelessly non-
useful, with its suggestion that the loss of 
status for the accused is somehow at par 
with the suffering endured by the victim.” 

The intent behind cancel culture is, 
ostensibly, to penalise the perpetrator but 
what it ends up doing, in the process of 
making demands for erasure, is decenter 
systemic problems and put the focus on 
the audience or the consumer. “Liberal-
ism wants you to turn your gaze away from 
the system,” she writes, “and focus instead 
on the importance of your choices.”

So, what should we—or rather, you 
and I—do when faced with the “monster” 
dilemma? The book doesn’t offer a 
straight answer because there is no ‘one 
size fits all’ moral philosophy that can 
guide us along “the right path”. The only 
demand that Dederer makes of her 
reader is to not close their minds off to 
the problems and paradoxes of genius—
to take on board that part of their lives 
that is uplifting as well as the one that is 
unspeakably horrible. 

Is it possible, even rational, to empiri-
cally start deploring a beautiful anthem 
about national unity one fine day, only 
because the man who composed it turned 
out to be the architect of a slogan that 
divided the country years later? Speaking 
for myself, I don’t think so. However, I do 
strongly believe that it is possible, indeed 
necessary, to never forget the creator he 
once was and what he became by the end 
of his life. In this act of remembering there 
is grief for the values, ethos and feelings 
that eroded during the course of a shining, 
successful career. 

To take stock of a legacy is to not only 
celebrate the peaks of achievement but 
also mourn the passing of time—the end of 
an era of civility, harmony and values that 
once made us human.

Should we never speak ill of the dead?
Public reckoning after 
the death of a popular 
but controversial figure 
can reveal the limits of 
our moral imagination

Whether legacy lies in art or in identity remains a question. ISTOCKPHOTO
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T
he turnout in the first phase of the Bihar Assembly polls for 121 seats of
243 seats, at around 64.66 per cent, was the highest in any polls in the
state since 2010. Close to 10 per cent more voters turned up at poll booths
in these constituencies than in the Lok Sabha polls held last year.

Amazing as the statistics are, what makes them more intriguing is that the
percentages are up substantially since the Special Intensive Revision exercise
deleted around 15.3 lakh voters, around four per cent, in those 121 seats. Given
the fact that the lists of those who voted or did not vote are never released, it is
hard to find out how this greater awareness of the need to vote has come about.

Controversial as the SIR exercise has been to become the political hot potato
in the wrangling between the ruling dispensation and the Opposition, the irony
is hard to escape if it can be concluded that the poll rolls cleanup exercise raised
the consciousness of the voters in a big state that is considered backward when
measured against various development parameters.

If the SIR has cleaned up the rolls of duplicate and ineligible entries, it may be
said to have served its purpose to an extent. Factors like the fear of name dele-
tion if they did not vote this time may also have played a role in getting more
voters to the booths though greater awareness from social media messaging,
welfare schemes and women’s empowerment may have helped bring about this
record.

The other question pertinent to Bihar is whether sections of migrant workers
who were still on the rolls after SIR decided not to travel back home to vote
despite the monetary inducements offered in cash for votes. The bigger nation-
al question, of course, is about where the migrant worker is to vote — in the
state in which his place of work is situated or in his/her state of origin? 

The issue of migrant workers tilting the demographics of constituencies out-
side their home state is another tricky one that crops up. There might be a solu-
tion if ever inter-state electronic voting is allowed, but to suggest that would be
to poke another hornet’s nest in an already deeply politically polarised issue in
India’s election process, which is controlled by a constitutional authority that
has not always been the objective ‘neutral umpire’ that it professes to be.

The other leading point to arise from the first phase is the matter of women
outnumbering the men at the ballot box. The reasons for this are crystal clear.
Welfare schemes aimed specifically at women, like `10,000 payments made
through the chief minister’s women’s employment scheme to around 75 lakh
women across the state, have played their role in getting them to vote much as
the promise of government jobs from both alliances may have prompted mem-
bers of the Gen Z to turn up.

Regular theories like larger turnouts suggesting greater play of the anti-
incumbency factor may not be applicable as newer voters seem to have exer-
cised their right. This reflects as much the hyperbolic media, traditional and
social, coverage of the stakes involved in political power as well as Bihar’s shift-
ing social and political landscape as a state apparently left behind for some time
wishing to catch up.

Regardless of which alliance wins and how the third player in the fray, Jan
Suraaj party led by Prashant Kishor, influences the verdict, a higher turnout of
eligible voters is by itself a win for democracy.
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Higher voter turnout in
Bihar win for democracy

A
mid President
Donald Trump’s
transactional dip-
lomacy and tariff
warfare aimed at

both America’s allies and
rivals, a recent headline in
London’s Financial Times
said it all: “Rely on America
at your peril”. This is good
advice for policymakers in
New Delhi, some of whom
are prone to repose too much
faith in Washington’s 
assurances.

India, like most countries
across the world, has little
choice but to lump what
comes its way that origi-
nates from the current occu-
pant of the White House.
Remember that for the past
80 years or more, Britain and
the US have enjoyed a so-
called “special relationship”,
based on a shared Anglo-
Saxon heritage. Despite that,
even London is not spared
when it comes to Mr
Trump’s whims and fancies
and when America stands to
gain from any deal. In his
view, the US should be the
sole 100 per cent beneficiary
from any financial or mone-
tary transaction. Since that
is rare in any bilateral deal,
Mr Trump will settle for the
next best option, to gain at
least the lion’s share, or 75
per cent, in any contract.

India, of course, is no
match for the United States
in almost any sector; but till
today it has successfully
charted an independent for-
eign policy based on “neu-
trality” or “non-alignment”
since the Jawaharlal Nehru
era. This had of course led to
friction with several previ-
ous US administrations but
nothing comparable with the
reality under the egotistical
Mr Trump. This is all the
more so as heads of state and
heads of government across
the world are falling over
themselves in desperate at-
tempts to appease the US
President’s vanity and try to
win him over with deals
favourable to America, giv-

ing up their sense of self-
respect, honour and dignity.

In this climate, India is still
valiantly holding out in the
face of incredibly strong
pressure from Washington.
The negotiations on the free
trade agreement are contin-
uing, but New Delhi is stand-
ing firm and not backed
down on its “red lines”, par-
ticularly over agriculture.
Not yet. Irrespective of any
tactical or short-term set-
backs, no government in
India can afford to be seen as
succumbing to dictates from
Washington. India simply
cannot emulate what Camb-
odia, Pakistan, Israel and
now even Japan’s new wo-
man Prime Minister, Sanae
Takaichi, have done by rec-
ommending Mr Trump for
the Nobel Peace Prize. This
kind of fawning behaviour
was unbecoming of all these
Asian leaders, but India has
at least set an example befit-
ting a sovereign nation.

The real challenge for
India remains to successful-
ly conclude a free trade
agreement with the United
States on terms that both
nations can find acceptable.
For India, protecting its agri-
culture and dairy sectors is
the key priority, while
America seems driven to
“correct” its $43 billion bilat-
eral trade deficit. The
strange thing is that, in com-
parison, the US has an annu-
al trade deficit of a stagger-
ing $298 billion with the
People’s Republic of China,
yet that did not stand in the
way of recent bonhomie
between President Trump
and China’s Xi Jinping at an
airbase in South Korea,
which led to US reducing its
steep tariffs on Beijing.

The bogey of India’s
Russian oil purchases raised
by Mr Trump and his advis-
ers is part of the strong-arm
tactics by the US to bulldoze
India, which paradoxically
is even now being hailed as a
“strategic defence partner”
of Washington. One wonders

whether all parts of the US
administration are in sync,
or are the commerce, state
and defence departments
devising their own policies?
Some members of the Trump
team are resorting to totally
unacceptable and grossly
unethical diplomatic deal-
ings, which crossed all lim-
its. Targeting non-resident
Indian businessmen for
transporting oil to India on
allegedly blacklisted ships
reeks of reprehensible race
and colour prejudice by
White America driven by
the MAGA lobby. One won-
ders if Mr Trump’s top advis-
ers have thought their strat-
egy through: whether creat-
ing needless bitterness in an
otherwise friendly country
like India really serves Am-
erica’s long-term interests.

Given that unlike
America, Moscow has
always remained, through
decades, a steady and
dependable friend for this
country, New Delhi must be
wary about getting into
Washington’s clutches after
having experienced
America’s hostile attitude
and antics. It is no secret that
the US has always been an
unreliable and undepend-
able defence partner, right
from the 1950s, and there is
no reason to believe things
would be any better in
future.

The growing internal tur-
moil within America, espe-
cially with no end in sight to
month-long federal govern-
ment shutdown, is an added
cause of concern. Over a mil-
lion US employees are with-
out pay over a month and the
mighty American aviation
network is on the rocks with
a large chunk of Air Traffic
Controllers off duty. That’s a
potentially dangerous situa-
tion as without the guidance,
navigation and command of

ATCs, every flight is a possi-
ble aviation disaster.

How America governs
itself is, of course, its own
concern and not the business
of foreign nations. But the
staggering decline in the
quality of everything —
from the economy, armed
forces, aviation, race rela-
tions to international rela-
tions — is undeniable.
Regrettably, however, the
self-created US mess is now
contaminating the non-US
world too, including India.

India’s greatest advantage
is its largely non-export
economy, which reduces any
excessive dependence on
undependable bigger
economies that are only
focused on themselves. Mr
Trump’s “Make America
Great Again” movement is
taking a onetime “sole super-
power” steadily downhill, as
the besieged President
makes desperate attempts to
make the rest of the world
fall in line. It is becoming
quite evident Mr Trump is
trading short-term victories
for long-term problems, and
in the process taking a
wrecking ball to the diplo-
matic capital his predeces-
sors spent over eight decades
to build up.

While, sadly, many Indians
are being adversely affected
by the downturn in relations
with the US, including stu-
dents, and Indian-origin
American residents, with
some even targeted or killed
in racist attacks, not to men-
tion of many immigrants
being handcuffed and
deported on 25-hour-long
flights, it is not entirely a bad
thing that fewer Indians look
at America as “land of oppor-
tunity”. It is anything but
that any longer. Of course,
there will always be some
who swear by America, but
their numbers are fewer. To
most people, it is becoming
clear that the US is fast los-
ing influence with key play-
ers across the globe, espe-
cially in the non-white
Global South. There is now a
visible anti-American wave
worldwide, as London’s
Financial Times highlighted
in its headline.

The writer is an alumnus
of the National Defence

College, New Delhi. The
views expressed here are per-

sonal.

NATIONAL SONG
It is with reference to the news
article " Vande Mataram 
continues to stir the heart "-
November 7 "Vande Mataram "
written in 1875 by Bankim
Chandra Chatterjee played a
vital role in the Indian
Independence movement. It first
gained political significance
when Rabindranath Tagore sang
the song at the Congress ses-
sion in 1896.It gradually became
popular amongst political
activists, leading to the British
government imposing ban on
the song. In Jan. 1950, the
Constituent Assembly adopted
Vande Mataram as National
Song. The Central government
celebrating the 150th year of
Vande Mataram song is 
welcome. 

P. Victor Selvaraj
Palayamkottai

India’s greatest
advantage is its
largely non-export
economy, which
reduces any 
excessive 
dependence on
undependable 
bigger economies
only focused on
themselves

Can India really afford
to trust America today?

If there is any single expression that encapsulates the multi-faceted battle that
Indians waged to regain freedom from British colonialism, it would indis-
putably be Vande Mataram — a simple formulation that became a war cry

for crores of Indians and expressed their defiance against the empire on which
the sun never set.

Penned by Bankim Chandra Chatterjee on November 7, 1875, in his novel
Anandamath, the poem Vande Mataram reawakened nationalism among
Indians. It introduced the concept of Mother India, the personification of the
nation. It openly reflected the desire of Indians to see their country as a power-
ful and radiant goddess, symbolising a strong and awakened India.

Though Vande Mataram was sung by armed rebels in Anandamath, it found
acceptance among freedom fighters across the ideological spectrum. Early
nationalist leaders like Bipin Chandra Pal, Aurobindo Ghosh, Bal Gangadhar
Tilak, Lala Lajpat Rai and Subramania Bharati invoked it as an anthem of
courage and defiance. Its words echoed in public meetings, student marches,
and even amid police lathicharges.

However, when India gained independence, the slogan Vande Mataram — the
emotional expression of the freedom movement — lost out to Jana Gana Mana
because of its religious associations in Anandamath. The Constituent Assembly
nevertheless adopted the lyric Vande Mataram as the national song, giving it a
place of honour parallel, though not equal to, the National Anthem.

In recent decades, however, the national song has become a site of ideological
contestation. Some groups have used it for cultural assertion and as a litmus
test of patriotism, demanding public proof of national loyalty where none
should be necessary. Others, meanwhile, reject it entirely for its historical con-
text, without recognising that meanings evolve over time. As we commemorate
150 years of Vande Mataram the song, we should remember it as an anthem that
once unified India — nothing more but nothing less either.

A song that has unified India

Did ‘woke’ ads in
UK trigger racist
backlash against
Asians & blacks?

LETTERS

“Spilt milk?
The cat licked it clean —
No one cried
Broken heart?
Repeatedly been —
No one died
Falsely accused?
Through a veil of green —
The ink has dried!”

— From The Hymn Book of The Akela

S
arah Pochin, an MP of Britain’s Reform
Party, said in a TV show: “It drives me
mad when I see ads full of black people,
full of Asian people.” This remark was

condemned by Prime Minister Sir Keir Starmer
and other ministers as racist, though Nigel
Farage, Reform’s leader, simply reprimanded
Ms Pochin for using “ugly” language.

Ms Pochin apologised for the language but did-
n’t withdraw her implication.

What caused her remark? It is a fact that TV
ads feature, in terms of the make-up of Britain’s
population, a disproportionate “representation”
of blacks, though not very many Asian, actors
and models.

Today on British TV and one will inevitably
see ads with black males, possibly their white
wives and their children selling stuff. An objec-
tive statistical survey concluded that in 2022,
over 40 per cent of TV ads featured black people
persuading the viewers to various products,
whereas the black population of Britain is bare-
ly six per cent. Yes, disproportionate!

But! TV ads are not instruments of “represen-
tation” in any sense. They are produced to flog
the advert company’s clients’ toothpaste, coffee,
cars or whatever, and are not constitutional
instruments of democracy. Shouldn’t Ms Pochin
realise that black people in the ads are not nec-
essarily in favour of the product they are selling.
They are, for God’s sake, actors, hired to mouth
persuasive lines to target consumers.

It’s unlikely that the advertising agencies who
conceive, write and produce these ads, are sim-
ply targeting black consumers. They aim to sell
their clients’ products to the largest number of
people and might assume that white buyers are
just as likely to be persuaded by black actors flog-
ging the product as all white ones.

What Ms Pochin was moaning about was her
perception that even advertising agencies are
being “woke” by including black, Asian, gay and
disabled actors in advertisements.

Decades ago, I was a founder member of two
theatrical groups, the Black Theatre Co-op (BTC)
and later the Asian Co-op Theatre (ACT), and
wrote several plays for them, which were per-
formed all over the country. At the time, in the
1980s, there were other groups of black and
Asian actors, directors and playwrights getting
together to produce stage productions. My inter-
est was to find dramatic expression of the expe-
rience of the black and Asian population of
Britain — its “new communities”.

Obviously, these directors and actors shared,
to some extent, this purpose or ideal, but cer-
tainly for the actors in these growing theatrical

outfits there grew cultural pressures and
demands for what was then called “integrated
casting”. I wouldn’t go so far as to say that these
were “demands”, as were the growing move-
ments for fairness in employment, education,
housing, etc, of the black communities, but they
were certainly concerns of the cultural sections
of them.

The mainstream theatre companies, including
the National Theatre, the Royal Shakespeare
Company, etc, took note and adopted the princi-
ple. In the decades that followed, the birth and
productions of the BTC, ACT and other compa-
nies reflected this. One could go to the theatre
and be not at all surprised to see a black Julius
Caesar or an Asian Portia (but not quite yet a
white Othello?).

I must confess that though I regarded this
development as a victory and a triumph, my own
interest remained in writing about the experi-
ence of blacks and Asians rather than their
insertion into the classics or contemporary soap
operas.

Yes, I would, and have, adapted Shakespeare in
“ethnic” versions — monologues for female As-
ian actors — and have written Hindi feature
films, including Indian versions of A Midsum-
mer Night’s Dream and even King Lear. (Any in-
terest from producers/directors, do get in touch —
fd). (No adverts for your rubbish here! — Ed.
Sorry yaar, kuchh tho amdani ho jaye? — fd)

Ms Pochin’s party, Reform, is at present scor-
ing 35 per cent of tentative voting intentions in
the public opinion surveys, posing a serious, if

tentative, threat to the Labour Party. The 2029
elections are still four years away. Reform and
Nigel Farage have, in the last weeks, apart from
the Pochin nonsense, faced some setbacks.

As a party, Reform has been called far-right
and from some commentators even “fascist”. If
one peruses their public principles, agenda,
promises to the voting public and the records of
their representatives, two directions and dedica-
tions emerge.

They are desperately, inhumanely, in racist
stances against anyone who appears in Britain
as an asylum seeker, legal or illegal. They have
promised the British voter that they will “rid”
the country by deporting them all.

This pledge, in its various avatars, veers into
clear anti-Muslim and then anti-immigrant poli-
cies, even though a few of their prominent mem-
bers and office-holders are Asians — all Uncle
Tomashas!

Alongside with this, Nigel Farage has
promised to nationalise certain industries, mak-
ing energy cheaper for everyone and to cut the
public welfare budget by £92 billion — or at least
he did till this week when, in a public U-turn, he
said this ridiculous pledge would have to be re-
examined and rescinded. It has already been
questioned by the main parties and economic
experts who say it’s not feasible.

But there you have it: extreme nationalism and
untenable promises to the voters.

Holocaust and Volkswagens, anyone? National
socialism?

What did the Germans of the 1920s call it?

Subhani

Farrukh
Dhondy

WHY GILL IN T20IS? 
Kudos to our T-20 team for their victory
over Australia on the Gold Coast in
Queensland to take an unassailable lead of
2-1.  Our bowlers stepped up to win the
match.  Our Vice-captain, Subhman Gill is
proving to be a true Test class player and is
blocking the chances of dynamic openers
like Sanju Samson and Jaiswal.  Rohit
Sharma and Virat Kohli are sorely missed.
Tilak Varma had shown promise at No. 3
but is yet to get a permanent slot.  Axar
Patel has filled the void created by the
retirement of Jadeja, who also quit the T-20
version along with Rohit and Kohli.
Washington Sunder should be utilised more
as a bowler.   Similar is the case with our top
T-20 wicket taking bowler, Arshadeep
Singh, who should be encouraged.

N. V. Krishnan
Chennai

STARS CONVERGE
The news that veteran actors Rajinikanth
and Kamal Haasan are set to reunite on
silver screen after 46 years for a new
Tamil film has sent waves of excitement
across the industry. As fans of these two
legendary actors eagerly await further
updates on this film, their reunification
after over four decades is set to become a
historical moment in Indian cinema.
More than a big movie, Thalaivar 173 will
be a throwback to a strong bonding of the
two, whose decades-long friendship and
brotherhood in Indian cinema has been
characterised by deep mutual respect
despite professional rivalry. The two tow-
ering figures are back side by side, and
ready to shake things up all over again.

R. SIVAKUMAR
Chennai

Cabbages 
& Kings

Abhijit
Bhattacharyya
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News Items

‘Bihar result will impact Modi’
An ex-Delhi  MLA and 

prominent  C ongress 
leader, Alka Lamba has 
been active in politics for 

more than two decades. Having 
commenced her career as president 
of the Delhi University Students’ 
Union (DUSU), Lamba later served 
as an AICC spokesperson. She now 
heads the All India Mahila Congress, 
concentrating on growing women’s 
par t ic ipat ion in  p ol i t ics  and 
strengthening the party’s grassroots 
network.    

As the political temperature 
increases ahead of the 2025 Bihar 
Assembly polls, the Congress party 
is gearing up to make its presence 
felt both within the state and across 
the national political landscape. 
Contesting 61 seats under its own 
symbol, Lamba stresses that the 
party’s campaign stretches across 
all 243 constituencies through its 
alliance with the INDIA bloc, in an 
exclusive interview with The 
Statesman�s Anurag Kumar.   

 
Q. The Congress is contesting 

o n  6 1  s e a t s  i n  B i h a r.  H ow 
confident are you about the 
party�s chances in the assembly 
polls? 

A: On its own election symbol, 
Congress is fighting on 61 seats 
but that does not mean that we are 
only fighting in these seats. We are 
supporting our entire INDIA alliance 
allies, and in that sense, we are 
fighting for all 243 seats in the 
2025 Bihar Assembly elections. 
The campaigning is in full swing. 
There is excitement among people 
regarding the INDIA alliance and 
its candidates. 

 
Q. What, according to you, 

were the main reasons behind 
the Congress� poor performance 
in the 2025 Delhi Assembly 
elections? 

A: Thanks to Bharat Jodo Yatra 
and Bharat Jodo Nyay Yatra, if 

we talk about politics at the national 
level, people are moving away 
from the Bharatiya Janata Party 
(BJP) towards Congress. In Delhi, 
we ruled for 15 years under the 
late Sheila Dikshit. Then, there 
was regime change,  and in a 
democracy, it is natural, and we 
welcomed it. 

Arvind Kejriwal came and ruled 
for 10 years. Now, he is gone, and 
the BJP is here. Let us see if the 
state government will complete 
its full five-year term or not. The 
Congress, on its part, is constantly 
trying to make its presence strong 
in the national capital. 

 
Q. How do you assess the 

performance of Rekha Gupta�s 
government in Delhi so far? 

A: Whether it is giving Rs 1,500 
financial aid to women, free cylinders 
on Diwali, or cleaning of the river 
Yamuna, the BJP till now has failed 
to impress. So far, the CM has only 
blamed others for her failures. Let 
us see how it goes. 

 
Q. AAP or BJP, who ruled 

Delhi better? 
A: You are talking about AAP 

and BJP. I want to add Congress to 
the list. The 15 years of Congress 
rule under the late Sheila Dikshit 
was the golden period for Delhi. 
Flyovers were constructed, the 
metro started, and it was a green 
Delhi.   

 
Q. How do you evaluate the 

Modi government�s performance 
over the past years? 

A: There was only ‘jumlebazii’ 
(hollow promises) and benefitting 
Adani and Ambani, nothing else. 
Neither black money returned nor 
terrorism stopped in Jammu and 
Kashmir. The entire tenure is a 
failure. It is now understood that 
with the help of ‘vote chori’ (vote 
theft), the Modi government is in 
power. Rahul Gandhi's yatras are 

exposing the government. The 
downfall of the BJP has started. 
Bihar Assembly poll results will 
have a direct impact on Delhi and 
Modi's politics. 

 
Q. As head of the Mahila 

Congress, how do you view the 
current state of women�s political 
participation in India-from 
the grassroots to the national 
level? 

A: See, there are two things - 
women entering the electoral field 
(chunavi maidan) and women 
using their voting rights. Women 
entering the electoral field is still 
not satisfactory because the issue 
of 33 per cent reservation for 
f e m a l e s  i s  s t i l l  n o t  b e i n g 
i m p l e m e n t e d  b y  t h e  c e n t r a l 
government. However, it is good 
to see that women are increasingly 
using their voting rights. It is a 
positive sign. 

 
Q.  W h a t  a r e  t h e  key 

socio-economic issues women 
in India face today? 

A: There are many socio-economic 
issues facing women in India. The 
Constitution has given us rights, 
but on the ground, there are biases. 
The security of women is still an 
issue. 

 
Q. In your current role as 

head of the women�s wing, 
what are your top priorities(s) 
for the Congress in the coming 
year? 

A: When I became the president 
of Mahila Congress, I started the 
online membership drive. This 
was the first time something like 
this had happened in this wing of 
the organisation. Today, we have 
5,50,000 members. Now we are 
finding those women who are 
prominent in their fields and want 
to join politics. We are training 
women in leadership skills so that 
they can join active politics. 

Q. How do you view Rahul 
Gandhi�s leadership of the 
Congress party? 

A: Rahul Gandhi is an honest 
and visionary leader. He is ready 
for everything. He is standing with 
the youth and fighting against the 
wrong decisions of the government. 
ED, CBI, IT dept, EC, among others, 
are being used against the opposition. 
Rahul raised all these issues and 
received the support of the people, 
and this has weakened the BJP, 
especially PM Modi. 

 
Q. Who do you consider the 

b e t t e r  p o l i t i c i a n - R a h u l  o r 
Priyanka Gandhi Vadra-and 
why? 

A: My favourite politician is still 
late Indra Gandhi. I have never met 
her, but I have heard a lot about 
her. However, I have learned a lot 
from Sonia Gandhi. 

Talking about Rahul Gandhi and 
Priyanka Gandhi Vadra, they are 

motivating and strengthening leaders 
like us.  Priyanka has reached 
Parliament and is doing a good job. 
Rahul Gandhi has turned into a 
mature politician and takes the PM 
head-on. We consider him a big 
leader of the future and also see 
the future of India in him 

 
Q. Mallikarjun Kharge is the 

president of the Congress yet 
it appears that major decisions 
are often attributed to Rahul 
Gandhi. Your comments. 

A: This is his (Kharge) nobility 
that he discusses not only with 
Rahul Gandhi but also with other 
youth leaders of the future on 
important matters. He also takes 
advice. It is a very good thing, and 
a sign of his big-heartedness. 

There is a sync between the youth 
leaders and him. This type of 
coordination is only visible in the 
Congress, not in the BJP and other 
parties.

OCCASIONAL NOTE 
 
THE railwaymen appear to have broken up the 
project, originating in the fertile mind of Mr. 
Cook, for an industrial alliance of all the unions. 
This action followed on the defeat of a proposal 
for the amalgamation of the three railway unions. 
The break-up surprising. There is not at present 
in Great Britain the goodwill that would enable 
all the union to unite, since the unions of skilled 
men would require great concessions from the 
men in the unskilled unions' who are in sheltered 
trades and have been able to raise their earnings 
out of all proportion to those of the workers 
who have to face competition with their products. 
The people who talk of one great union ignore 
the jealousies and the real grievances that keep 
various classes of workmen apart. 

LEPROSY SCOURGE 

CURABLE IN EARLY 
STAGES 
LONDON, NOV.  

THAT leprosy can now be cured in the early 
stages is emphasized in a memorandum by Sir 
Leonard Rogers, which has been adopted by the 
Executive Committee of the British Empire Leprosy 
Relief Association. 

The memorandum says that the medical profession 
in leprous countries requires to be taught regarding 
the early signs of leprosy, and then compulsory 
notification could be enforced. Much has already 
been done to improve the treatment of the disease, 
but still more remains to be accomplished before 
any but the early stages can be considered to be 
readily curable in the practical sense of losing all 
symptoms and in-fectivity. So continued research 
must remain the most the urgent need.— Reuter. 

 

NEXT VICEROY 

“CLEMENCY 
CANNING” AS 
PATTERN 
( Special Cable.) LONDON, NOV. 

THE Outlook expresses the opinion that Mr. 
Wood will probably prove to be a good rather than 
a great Viceroy, and says his strength is in character 
rather than in intellect. He is one of those men who 
have the stuff of greatness in them, but who can 
only show it in the last resort and in the gravest 
crisis. He is not in the least of the “prancing 
proconsul” type, “Clemency Canning’’ is probably 
nearer his ideal, and he should do well.—Copyright. 

 

LINER EPISODE 

SHIP’S OFFICER 
COMMITTED FOR 
TRIAL 
LONDON, NOV.  

TOWERS, the first officer of the Canadian Pacific 
liner Melita, who ran amok on the ship at Antwerp 
and shot the captain, named Clews, through the 
head, and wounded the first and second engineer, 
was charged at Southampton Police-court with 
the murder of Clews and the attempted murder of 
the two engineers, Girmour and Holliday, and 
committed to the Assizes for trial.— Reuter. 

 

STABBING AFFRAY 

MAN KILLED: 
ASSAILANT 
ATTEMPTS SUICIDE 
(FROM OUR CORRESPONDENT) 
KARACHI, NOV.  

A FATAL stabbing affray, followed by an 
unsuccessful attempt to commit suicide, occurred 
near the premises of Messrs. Ralli Bros., Karachi, 
yesterday afternoon. 

It is alleged that a Maratta peon of Messrs. 
Ralli Bros, stabbed to death Santdas Lokumal 
Madhwani, a young clerk in the same firm. After 
attacking the clerk, who died instantaneously, 
the peon attempted suicide, inflicting serious 
injuries on himself. He was removed to the Civil 
Hospital where he is undergoing treatment. 

The affair is said to be a sequel to a dispute.

ACROSS 
 

1    Dull part of cricket 

pitch (8) 

5    Functional uniform 

with fur (6) 

9    Embraced sixth 

sense love 

employed (8) 

10  American directors 

on ship (6) 

12  Fine, limp fringe 

(5) 

13  Exploit Oscar 

during unusual 

free trip (9) 

14  One suspended in 

hot incense  

(6) 

16  Endlessly lucky 

Ken rolled joint  

(7) 

19  Demanding 

individual run out 

by you and I  

(7) 

21  A small platter is 

out of place  

(6) 

23  Profanities as 

naughty child 

draws across 

middle of frieze  

(9) 

25  Golf shot starts to 

spin hard after 

nasty knock  

(5) 

26  Emphatic type 

with male mice 

hearts (6) 

27  Manipulate 

mechanic?  

(8) 

28  Elegant and witty, 

eases oddly inside 

(6) 

29  Pressing item is 

dull and inflexible 

(8) 

 

DOWN 
 

1    Regarding enemy 

rising loudly and 

unmatched  

(3-3) 

2    Seaplane crashed 

across end of 

Southwold 

promenade (9) 

3    Shy laugh the 

French dismissed 

(5) 

4    Secret agent skins 

up with little sign 

of hesitation  

(7) 

6    Bores quit 

changing 

nickname (9) 

7    Sword turned up 

in pedal bin  

(5) 

8    Approved of final 

section by 

journalist written 

about Old 

Republican  

(8) 

11  Heartless cook 

behind house wine 

(4) 

15  Supplies 

reportedly more 

disgusting diners 

regularly  

(9) 

17  Stand after knock 

out in the manner 

of Australian 

native  

(5,4) 

18  Dim foe I d routed 

changed  

(8) 

20  Part of nourishing 

piece of beef  

(4) 

21  Club succeeded in 

promotion of 

street artist  

(7) 

22  Pelt across right 

bend in piste  

(3,3) 

24  Leapt around in 

coat (5) 

25  Avoid drink in 

street (5)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

9 10

11

12 13

14 15 16 17

18

19 20 21

22

23 24 25

26 27

28 29

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

N A E R
R E S E W G R O U N D S E L
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Indian way best for climate crisis
SHEHZAD POONAWALLA AND 
VIJETA RATTANI 
 

The global community is 
witnessing an alarming 
increase in frequency, 
intensity and scale of broken 

climate records, as the average global 
temperature is increasing at a rate of 
about 0.2 degrees Celsius per decade. 
Reports suggest that in 2025 alone, 
heatwaves in Europe killed thousands 
and wildfires caused more than 
400,000 hectares of infrastructure 
damage, while the US lost a staggering 
$15 billion to weather disasters till 
June 2025. 

Asia recorded warming at twice 
the global average, fuelling extreme 
weather events, causing severe strain 
on lives, economies and resources. 
Further, projected temperature rise 
likely to exceed more than 1.5°C in 
near future would lead to widespread 
disruptions and intense damage to 
agriculture and water sectors, eco-sytems, 
infrastructure, health and developmental 
dividends. 

The global climate regime is the 
United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (UNFCCC). The 
dominant discourse that has largely 
driven the global climate agenda has 
been the western worldview which 
sees nature as a commodity. This 
approach that has fuelled economic 
growth in Western countries since 
the industrial revolution, has come 
at a heavy environmental cost, resulting 
in current challenges of climate crises, 
ecosystem degradation and biodiversity 
loss. 

Reluctance to assume their historical 
responsibility towards the current 
carbon stock at the global climate 
negotiations (COP), developed countries 
have failed to honour their finance 
and technology commitments, flattened 
the equity and differentiated responsibility 
principles in the Paris Climate 
Agreement and have largely ignored 
the voices of indigenous peoples 
calling for climate justice, resulting 
in the growing trust deficit in the 
negotiation process and incremental 
climate outcomes. 

The technological innovations, 
action plans and increase in renewable 
capacities prove to be highly inadequate 
to curb temperature rise or help 
communities deal with climate impacts. 
Global greenhouse gas emissions, as 
per the UN Emission Gap report, set 
a new record of 57.7 GtCO2e in 2024, 
a 2.3 per cent increase from 2023 
levels, with the power sector contributing 
the highest, as rampant fossil fuel 
use continues. 

If the dominant discourse considers 
nature and environment as merely 
exploitable resources and commodities, 
there is little hope of solving the 
climate crises. This is despite the 
limited time window to curb temperature 
levels within liveable limits of 1.5 
degree C, as mentioned in the Paris 
Agreement. Going ahead, what is 
that fundamental thinking shift 
required for real,  sustainable, 
transformative actions and who can 
provide that? 

In our understanding, the only 
philosophical approach that can offer 
a more balanced view point involving 

peaceful co-existence with nature 
and based on reverence towards 
nature is the ancient Bharatiya 
Approach. It is this living civilization 
that stresses on the idea of “Mother 
Earth” – the earth as a living entity 
rather than a resource; Vasudaiva 
Kutumbakam- World as One Family 
rather than focusing on a particular 
sect or faith, and minimalism based 
on responsible consumption and 
Nyay - justice for the needy and 
vulnerable. 

The Brihadaranyaka Upanishad 
talks of sarvātmabhāva, meaning 
one’s identification with all while the 
Bhagavad Gita promotes collective 
action for environmental conservation 
for communities’ own survival. In 
application, the means of production 
and distribution revolved around 
nature conservation. Sustainable 
lifestyles involved reduced and 
moderate consumption, minimal 
wastage, material reuse, balanced 
diets, mindful living with more focus 
on the quality of life. By ascribing 
sacredness to all beings and ecosystems 
at large, the Bharatiya Sanatana 
outlook has ingrained sustainability 
as part of collective consciousness 
and wisdom.  

It is this traditional Indian worldview 
that needs to drive global climate 
and environmental agenda. In practice, 
this goes beyond focus on just 
nature-based solutions, environmental 
management, forming regulations 
and implementing action plans. It 
deals with laying the right foundation 
for strong structural shifts in economies 
and energy systems; revamping the 

global financial architecture and 
global governance systems; and 
advocating pro-environmental education, 
lifestyles and consumption patterns 
for balanced and inclusive approach 
to climate crises. It promotes cooperation, 
building capacities, enabling technology 
transfer and forward-looking finance 
to the poor and vulnerable countries 
to choose science and equity based 
alternative developmental pathways. 

Under the leadership of Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi, India has 
pursued an ambitious and proactive 
climate agenda integrating with wider 
developmental goals. Initiatives such 
as Mission LiFE for pro-environment 
friendly lifestyles, circular economy 
framework for resource-resilient 
economy, renewable energy capacity, 
community-based adaptation actions 
etc are examples of its commitment 
to its traditional ethos. Additionally, 
special focus on vulnerable sections 
including farmers and women to 
make them self-reliant and equal 
stakeholders in India’s developmental 

journey, are historic shifts to promote 
justice and inclusiveness. 

Examples are Mission Shakti, 
Ujjwala Yojana, gender-sensitive 
planning and PM-KISAN, PM Fasal 
Bima Yojana and National Mission 
for Sustainable Agriculture etc. With 
its focus on collective climate actions, 
India has pushed for partnerships, 
capacity building initiatives, 
multi-stakeholder approaches across 
levels towards climate planning and 
implementation. Highlighting the 
need for shift to re-define development, 
PM Modi has even suggested developing 
the concept of a “green gross domestic 
product.” While the long-standing 
western approach has been detrimental 
to climate cause, global climate agenda 
needs traditional Indian wisdom as 
its core narrative to promote 
environmental-friendly balanced and 
inclusive development. 

 
(The writers are, respectively, National 
Spokesperson, Bharatiya Janata Party, and an 
expert who works and writes on climate change 
aspects.) 
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New York City mayor-elect Zohran Mamdani’s 
stunning victory marks a rare moment when the 
improbable becomes political reality. At 34, the young 
legislator ~ once dismissed as an outsider with no 

money, machine, or name recognition ~ has broken through 
barriers of identity, ideology, and expectation to become the 
city’s first Muslim and first African-born mayor. His ascent 
signals not just a generational shift in urban politics but a 
broader test of whether the American left can govern as 
effectively as it campaigns. Mr Mamdani’s triumph is both 
deeply personal and profoundly political. He represents a new 
breed of leader shaped by social activism and economic 
urgency rather than party patronage.  

His campaign fused the language of solidarity with the 
metrics of affordability ~ free childcare, expanded transit, 
housing justice, and state intervention in market failures. In 
doing so, he captured the imagination of younger, diverse voters 
who feel alienated from the party establishment but remain 
invested in the idea of government as a force for fairness. 

Yet, the victory’s symbolism risks obscuring its complexity. 
New York may have handed Mr Mamdani a mandate for 
change, but not a blank cheque. The same structural limits that 
constrained his predecessors still stand in his way ~ an 
independent state government, deep ties between City Hall and 
Wall Street, and a sceptical business community wary of 
redistributive zeal.  

For all his charisma, Mr Mamdani will need to learn the fine 
art of negotiation: how to turn protest energy into 
administrative action without diluting the moral clarity that 
brought him to power. Every decision will be watched through a 
magnifying glass, not just as governance but as a referendum 
on whether the American left can mature from rhetoric into 
responsible leadership. His biggest challenge, however, lies 
outside New York. Conservatives are already casting him as the 
poster child of a reckless socialist experiment, while centrists 
within his own party worry that his agenda could alienate 
swing voters ahead of the midterm elections.  

The coming months will show whether Mr Mamdani can 
transcend those caricatures by delivering practical results ~ 
lower rents, safer streets, and better services ~ without 
retreating from his convictions. Interestingly, Mr Mamdani’s 
victory coincides with solid performances by moderate 
Democrats in other states, suggesting that the party’s voters are 
less divided by ideology than by tone.  

What unites them is not a label but a longing for stability, 
equity, and a government that works. If the left can interpret 
that yearning through competent, compassionate governance, 
it could redefine the political mainstream. For now, Mr 
Mamdani stands as a symbol of possibility ~ a young mayor 
with the audacity to believe that ideals and efficiency need not 
be opposites. His success or failure will resonate far beyond the 
boroughs of New York. It will answer a larger question that 
American politics has dodged for too long: can a movement 
built on protest learn to govern without losing its soul?

The India-US defense pact signed 
last week is a 10-year framework 
agreement that aims to deepen 
defense cooperation between the 

two nations through enhanced coordination, 
information sharing, and technological 
collaboration. The agreement, signed by 
Indian Defence Minister Rajnath Singh and 
US Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth, is 
considered a cornerstone for regional stability 
and strengthens India's position as a key 
partner of the US in the Indo-Pacific.  

The agreement seeks to strengthen the 
strategic partnership by focusing on deeper 
defense industrial collaboration, enhanced 
technological cooperation, increased information 
sharing and improved coordination between 
military forces. 

The pact was signed amid trade tensions 
and tariff issues between the two countries, 
with officials on both sides emphasizing its 
importance in resetting and strengthening 
the strategic partnership. The pact is designed 
to provide policy direction for the entire 
spectrum of the India-US defense relationship 
and is seen as a signal of growing strategic 
convergence and a new decade of partnership. 
Both countries view the partnership as 
critical for ensuring a free, open, and 
rules-based Indo-Pacific region. 

The agreement includes plans for joint 
production in India of American defense 
equipment, such as the Javelin anti-tank 
missiles and Stryker armoured personnel 
carriers. The pact also aims to deepen 
technological cooperation in defense and 
high-tech areas.  

It reinforces the strategic alignment 
between the two countries, demonstrating 
their ability to advance security cooperation 
independently of trade disputes. The deal is 
seen as a strategic counterweight to China's 
growing influence in the region, particularly 
in the Indo-Pacific.  

The current India-US defence framework 
rests on a history of steadily growing 
cooperation that has evolved significantly 
since the early 2000s. The original 10-year 
defence framework pact was signed in 2005 
and renewed in 2015.  

In 2016, the US designated India as a 

“Major Defence Partner,” a unique status 
that allows India to receive license-free 
access to a wide range of military and 
dual-use technologies.  India was elevated 
to the Strategic Trade Authorization  
Tier1 status in 2018, further streamlining 
the export of high-technology items from 
the US. This Defence Framework Pact signed 
last week builds on a series of foundational 
agreements that enable closer military 
collaboration, information sharing, and 
technology cooperation. The primary 
agreements that have been signed are: 

General Security of Military Information 
Agreement (GSOMIA): Signed in 2002, 
this pact facilitates the sharing of classified 
military information and intelligence 
between the two nations, establishing 
protocols for its protection. 

Logistics Exchange Memorandum of 
Agreement (LEMOA): Signed in August 
2016, this agreement allows the militaries 
of both countries to use each other's 
bases and assets for logistics support, 
such as refuelling, repair, and replenishment 
of supplies during joint operations or 
training exercises. Communications 
Compatibility and Security Agreement 
(COMCASA): Signed in September 2018, 
this pact enables India to access advanced, 
encrypted communication equipment 
from the US and facilitates secure 
information exchange during exercises 
and operations, enhancing interoperability. 

Basic Exchange and Cooperation 
Agreement (BECA): Signed in October 2020, 
BECA provides for the sharing of geospatial 
intelligence and information for military 
purposes, which is critical for navigation 
accuracy and targeting.  

The implementation of the recent Indo-US 
defence pact will present a mix of significant 
opportunities for strategic alignment, alongside 
several complex challenges related to 
technology transfer, bureaucracy, and 
geopolitical dynamics.  

A primary opportunity for India is enhanced 
access to cutting-edge US military technology, 
particularly in areas like AI, drones, and 
secure communications. This facilitates the 
modernisation of India's armed forces and 
boosts its indigenous defence capabilities. 
The pact promotes collaboration in the 
co-production and co-development of defence 
equipment, supporting India’s “Make in 
India” initiative and diversifying its defence 

supply chains away from traditional partners 
like Russia. More extensive joint military 
exercises and information sharing will 
improve the ability of the two militaries to 
work together effectively during potential 
humanitarian aid missions or joint operations 
in the Indo-Pacific.  

The strengthened partnership serves as 
a key pillar for a free and open Indo-Pacific, 
creating a stronger collective deterrence 
against potential regional aggressors and 
enhancing overall security cooperation. 
However, the implementation of the India-US 

defence pact also faces several 
potential challenges, ranging 
from bureaucratic hurdles 
to geopolitical sensitivities. 
Both countries face complex 
bureaucratic processes and 
differing defence acquisition 
procedures. Navigating these 
systems can cause significant 
delays in joint projects and 
procurement. Despite the 
“Major Defense Partner” 
status, strict US export control 
regimes and concerns over 
intellectual property (IP) 
protection can hinder the 
seamless transfer of sensitive, 
state-of-the-art technology. 

The Countering America's 
Adversaries Through Sanctions 
Act (CAATSA) could also 
significantly impact India-US 

defence ties by creating a delicate balancing 
act between India's national security needs 
and US foreign policy objectives. India 
maintains a policy of strategic autonomy 
and has historically strong ties with Russia, 
which complicates its alignment with the 
US, particularly when it comes to issues like 
sanctions and arms purchases.  

The ongoing S-400 deal remains a major 
point of contention. While the US has so far 
avoided imposing sanctions on India, the 
threat remains a persistent point of friction, 
influencing both countries' strategic decisions. 

 CAATSA mandates sanctions on countries 
engaging in significant defence transactions 
with Russia. India's purchase of the S-400 
Triumf air defence missile system from 
Russia falls squarely under this purview. 
The US has the authority to grant a national 
security waiver, which it has used so far to 
exempt India from sanctions. However, this 

waiver is discretionary and requires annual 
certification from the US President, making 
the situation inherently political and subject 
to changes in the US administration's foreign 
policy priorities. The US has publicly stated 
its “serious concerns” about India's purchase 
of the S-400 Triumf air defence missile 
system from Russia and has urged India to 
avoid "significant new investments" in Russian 
military equipment.  

In essence, CAATSA acts as a geopolitical 
tightrope that India must walk. CAATSA 
could create tensions in India-US defense 
relations, as it mandates sanctions against 
countries engaged in “significant transactions” 
with Russia's defense and intelligence sectors. 
CAATSA has not derailed the relationship 
till now, but it remains a significant  
potential obstacle that requires ongoing 
diplomatic effort and the use of Presidential 
waiver authority to prevent serious  
damage to the burgeoning India-US strategic 
partnership. 

Although trust between India and the US 
is growing, there can still be concerns 
regarding reliability, particularly in times of 
crisis. Ensuring a consistent supply chain 
and long-term commitment is crucial for 
sustained defence cooperation.  

Differences in legal frameworks, particularly 
concerning end-user monitoring agreements 
and liability issues for jointly produced 
equipment, need to be fully resolved for 
smooth implementation. Successfully 
navigating these challenges will be essential 
to fully leverage the opportunities presented 
by the India-US defence pact and realise its 
potential to transform the strategic landscape 
of the Indo-Pacific. 

Summing up, the recent India-US defense 
pact is significant for strengthening bilateral 
strategic ties and boosting defense industrial 
and technological cooperation. The agreement 
signifies a new phase in the partnership, 
with both nations prioritizing security 
cooperation and reaffirming India as a 
priority partner in America's vision for a 
free and open Indo-Pacific. 

However, the looming threat of  
CAATSA makes India's defence planning 
and long-term cooperation with the US 
inherently vulnerable to changes in the 
political climate, though the absence of 
sanctions till now reflects the strategic 
importance the US places on its relationship 
with India in the Indo-Pacific. 

China and the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 
took another step toward deeper 
regional integration this week, 

signing the Free Trade Area 3.0 Upgrade 
Protocol in Kuala Lumpur. Coming on the 
heels of the China-Malaysia mutual visa 
exemption pact, this agreement will not 
just boost trade, but also allow more smooth 
movement of people, goods and services, 
thus bringing new momentum in the region. 
When China and Malaysia signed a mutual 
visa-exemption agreement in April this 
year, it was more than just a travel convenience.  

It represented a strategic deepening of 
ties under the vision of a China-Malaysia 
community with a shared future. Tourism 
has gained immensely from this integration. 
Malaysia's tourism authority reports that 
3.7 million Chinese tourists visited the 
country in 2024, surpassing pre-pandemic 
levels. This year, this number is expected 

to shoot up to 5 million. The nature of 
tourism has also changed. Traditional 
hotspots such as Kuala Lumpur, Penang 
or Langkawi no longer top the checklists 
of Chinese tourists. They are increasingly 
venturing to Tioman Island, 
the Cameron Highlands and 
the lesser-known charms of 
the east coast.  

The longer stays reflect a 
desire not just to sightsee, but 
to experience. They taste local 
cuisines, mingle with communities 
and live the Malaysian rhythm. Visa-free 
travel has also facilitated cross-border 
business. Entrepreneurs from southern 
China, especially the Guangdong-Hong 
Kong-Macao Greater Bay Area, can now 
take short flights to Kuala Lumpur or Johor 
Bahru for weekend meetings, market 
research and investment scouting. Malaysian 
business associations, including the 

Malaysia-China Business Council, the 
Associated Chinese Chambers of Commerce 
and Industry of Malaysia and the 
Malaysia-China Chamber of Commerce 
are hosting Chinese delegations almost 

weekly. This new ease of mobility is 
strengthening economic links and 
facilitating cross-border business 
decisions. Clearly, the visa exemption 
has not only boosted tourism revenue 
but further strengthened China-ASEAN 
cooperation and provided a solid 
foundation for the CAFTA 3.0 upgrade. 

The newly signed pact establishes a 
systematic framework and institutional 
arrangements for cooperation in digital 
trade, green industries, and supply chain 
interconnectivity. These are key pillars of 
future regional growth. 

The growing presence of Chinese digital 
nomads and entrepreneurs in Malaysia 
has created new demand for high-quality 

healthcare, education, legal, and financial 
services. This has prompted both countries 
to consider mutual recognition of professional 
qualifications and financial service standards.  

For instance, Malaysian regulators are 
exploring ways to streamline licensing 
procedures for Chinese professionals. Such 
institutional alignment has also expanded 
the digital economy.  

Let’s rejoice 
Sir, This refers to the front-page report, 

“Zohran Mamdani wins New York mayoral 
election” (November 6).  Let us rejoice, for 
the world has every reason to. No doubt, 
this is the sharpest blow yet to Donald 
Trump after his triumphant return last year.  
The success of a Democratic Socialist in the 
bastion of capitalism is indeed nothing short 
of seismic and whose reverberations are 
being felt not only within the United States 
but right across the world. 

It is the victory of diversity over sectarianism 
and could be, if marshalled astutely, the 
start of a new wave of Democratic ascendancy 
in a country hypnotized in recent years by 
the dogmatic fallacies of the Far Right. The 
success of this movement, if it is to result in 
a shellacking of the Republican establishment 

in next year’s midterm elections, would 
depend in no small measure on a determination 
by the Democratic set-up of which faction 
of its Party to opt for as its standard bearer, 
the extreme version embodied by Mamdani 
or the more moderate one represented by 
the newly elected Democratic governors of 
New Jersey and Virginia. 

The fact that Mamdani was influenced 
by both Arvind Kejriwal's welfare model for 
Delhi such as offering free bus rides to 
women residents as well as by the pro-Palestinian 
stance of the French leftist firebrand Jean-Luc 
Mélenchon speaks to the transnational 
nature of politics where the global and the 
local are inextricably intertwined. 

Yours, etc., Animesh Rai, 
Noida, 6 November. 

 

A paradox 
Sir, Apropos the article “Fracture in Ties” 

by Anand Kumar published today, of your 
esteemed paper, there is no gainsaying that 
the fracture in Indo-Bangladesh ties is 
illustrative of the two-nation theory in the 
Bengali-speaking enclave, thanks to Md. 
Yunus being the stooge of sectarian elements.  

The values of the Liberation War of Bangladesh 
has been reduced to insignificance by degrees 
after Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibar Rahman’s 
assassination on 15 August 1975.   

The Constitution Reform Commission 
appointed by the interim government of 
Bangladesh headed by Md. Yunus recommended 
the removal of secularism, nationalism  
and socialism from the Constitution of 
Bangladesh. However in 2010, secularism 
was restored to the constitution by the 
decision of the apex court of Bangladesh as 
secularism had been deleted from the 
constitution in 1977 illegally by an unconstitutional 
martial law regime headed by Major General 
Ziaur Rahman. The coexistence of Islam as 
the State religion and secularism in the 
Constitution of Bangladesh is a paradox. 

Yours, etc., Anindya Ghosal, 
Burdwan, 5 November.   

India’s renewable energy story has, until now, been one of 
ambition and acceleration. With targets to double 
non-fossil fuel capacity to 500 gigawatts, the country’s 
energy transition is among the most aggressive in the 

developing world. But the government’s new proposal to 
tighten deviation norms for renewable producers ~ effectively 
demanding greater precision between forecasted and actual 
power supplied ~ signals a new phase: one where enthusiasm 
must meet engineering discipline. 

The Central Electricity Regulatory Commission’s move to 
gradually narrow the permissible deviation gap between 
committed and delivered energy reflects an important truth, 
that grid reliability cannot be sacrificed at the altar of green 
ambition. As renewable capacity expands, unpredictability in 
generation, especially from wind and solar, can destabilise grid 
management. The principle of accountability, therefore, is 
sound. But the manner and pace of its enforcement deserve 
scrutiny. India’s grid reforms must evolve in tandem with its 
climate goals, not in conflict with them. Sudden regulatory 
tightening can strain investor confidence, stall new projects, 
and erode the trust built between private developers and 
policymakers. Predictability in rules is as vital to the energy 
ecosystem as predictability in power generation itself. 

Wind energy producers argue that these rules unfairly 
penalise the physics of their trade. Unlike solar, which follows 
daylight patterns, or coal and gas plants that can adjust output, 
wind generation depends on meteorological conditions beyond 
human control. If penalties are imposed without allowing 
flexibility for such natural variability, projects that were 
financially modelled following earlier, looser norms could 
become unviable almost overnight. Industry estimates suggest 
that revenue losses for older wind farms could reach nearly half 
their earnings, a devastating blow for a sector already grappling 
with delayed payments and thin margins. 

Solar developers, too, have voiced concerns that strict 
adherence rules could raise operating costs and deter new 
investment, particularly for smaller players. Investors attracted 
by India’s clean energy narrative might think twice if regulatory 
uncertainty outweighs potential returns. The intent of better 
forecasting is welcome, but its implementation must be realistic 
and phased in harmony with technological and financial 
readiness. The broader risk is that in trying to impose 
conventional standards on inherently variable renewables, 
India could inadvertently slow the very transition it seeks to 
accelerate. A more balanced approach would be to incentivise 
better forecasting tools, encourage hybrid generation models 
that combine solar and wind, and promote battery storage 
systems that smooth supply fluctuations. Instead of punishing 
unpredictability, the policy should reward innovation that 
reduces it. 

Ultimately, the credibility of India’s green transition will 
depend not just on the number of gigawatts installed but on the 
ecosystem that sustains them, one that integrates reliability 
with flexibility, discipline with support. The new deviation 
rules, though well-intentioned, should not turn into deterrents 
for those powering India’s clean energy future. What the sector 
needs is a clear roadmap, not a regulatory cliff. 

The  Mamdani  Test 

Headwinds

The Countering America’s 
Adversaries Through Sanctions 
Act (CAATSA) could 
significantly impact India-US 
defence ties by creating a 
delicate balancing act between 
India’s national security needs 
and US foreign policy objectives. 
India maintains a policy of 
strategic autonomy and has 
historically strong ties with 
Russia, which complicates its 
alignment with the US, 
particularly when it comes to 
issues like sanctions and arms 
purchases  
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WORLD YMCA/YWCA Week of Prayer 
and World Fellowship — Theme: “Jubilee 
— 150 Years of Prayer in Action”, for a 
week of praise, joy and gratitude to God. 
Inaugural Service at Central Methodist 
Episcopal Church, 131, Lenin Sarani Road, 
Lebutala, Bowbazar, Kolkata-700013  
on 9th November, 2025 at 5-00 p.m.  
All are welcome.
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DIGITAL EXPERIENCE 

When we speak of empowering persons with disabilities,
conversations often revolve around empathy, awareness,
and intent. But genuine transformation does not emerge
from sentiment-it stems from structure. India now stands
at a pivotal moment where inclusion must move from ideal
to institution, from promise to practice.

At the recent three-day International Conference on
Inclusion in New Delhi, five foundational pillars for inclu-
sive transformation were outlined: Policy and Advocacy,
Inclusive Education, Research and Innovation, Legal
Empowerment, and Media and Public Sensitisation.
Together, these recommendations form a roadmap to make
inclusion a lived reality rather than a distant aspiration.

Policy must begin and end with the participation of those
it seeks to serve. Persons with disabilities should be seen
not as beneficiaries but as partners in shaping, implement-
ing, and evaluating inclusion frameworks.
The maxim "Nothing about us, without us"
must move from slogan to policy principle.
Experts stressed institutionalising partici-
pation-ensuring representation of persons
with disabilities and their organisations at
every policy table. Governments must
understand that rehabilitation and inclusion are interlinked,
not sequential. Rehabilitative measures should go beyond
medical care to enable social and economic participation.
Community-Based Inclusive Development (CBID) must be
expanded across ministries, integrating education, health,
employment, social protection, and digital access.
Accountability must be built into every policy-because what
is not measured is rarely achieved.

Education is the bedrock of inclusion. Despite progres-
sive laws such as the Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act
(2016) and the National Education Policy (2020), implemen-
tation gaps persist. The conference recommended time-
bound, verifiable action plans for infrastructure accessi-
bility, teacher training, and assistive technology. The
Universal Design for Learning (UDL) framework was
emphasised as a cornerstone for inclusive classrooms.

Teacher preparation emerged as a key challenge. Disability
inclusion must become a core competency for educators.
Only when teachers adapt curricula and pedagogy will class-

rooms truly become inclusive spaces.
Innovation must drive inclusion through evi-

dence-based models linking education, voca-
tional training, and employment. Integrated
pathways — from early intervention to entre-
preneurship — should be scaled up. Research
must advance assistive technologies and AI-

driven accessibility tools to ensure no one is excluded from
the digital age. Legal rights are meaningful only when
enforced. Recommendations included expanding legal lit-
eracy, creating disability desks in courts, and ensuring
barrier-free judicial environments. Judges, lawyers, and law
students should receive specialised training on disability
rights laws. Media must shift from portraying persons with
disabilities as subjects of sympathy to leaders of innova-
tion and resilience. Stories of empowerment must replace
narratives of pity. Accessibility and disability inclusion
should be the responsibility of every ministry, department,
and citizen. Inclusion cannot be the mandate of one min-
istry alone-it must be a shared national mission embed-
ded in governance, education, economy, and everyday life.
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as long as possible. A study found that while
many young people still see the elderly as
dependent, most also view them as wise and
deserving of respect — signalling a generational
shift. Older adults want to stay engaged, and
younger Indians increasingly recognise their
value. Though many elders still need welfare
support — healthcare, pensions, and caregiv-
ing — a growing number, in both cities and vil-
lages, are ready to contribute meaningfully.
They bring experience, emotional intelligence,
and institutional memory, eager to mentor, vol-
unteer, or begin anew. The question is whether
India is ready to harness this immense human
potential.

Despite this promise of longevity, the current
ecosystem is still unprepared for active ageing.
There are too few opportunities for elders to
engage meaningfully with society. Structured
platforms, inclusive workplaces, and enabling
environments that recognise older adults as
assets rather than burdens are urgently needed.
Around the world, leaders well past seventy
continue to shape nations A study found that
while many young people still see the
elderly as dependent, most also view them as
wise and deserving of respect — signalling a
generational shift. 

Older adults want to stay engaged, and
younger Indians increasingly recognise their
value. Though many elders still need welfare
support-healthcare, pensions, and caregiving-
a growing number, in both cities and villages,
are ready to contribute meaningfully. They bring
experience, emotional intelligence, and insti-
tutional memory, eager to mentor, volunteer,
or begin anew. The question is whether India
is ready to harness this immense human
potential.Across India, China, Russia, and the
United States, leaders well past seventy con-
tinue to shape nations. In business, science, lit-
erature, and the arts, countless older individ-

uals innovate and inspire. Yet beyond these
visible figures lies a silent majority of seniors
who quietly contribute every day-running
small enterprises, growing food, cooking, or
caring for grandchildren. It is for this vital gen-
eration that we must build an environment of
dignity, purpose, and opportunity. To truly tap
the elder asset pool, India must reimagine
ageing across work, learning, and community
life. Workplaces should evolve to include
those wishing to continue beyond retirement,
with flexible or project-based roles. 

A “Senior Talent Exchange” could link expe-
rienced professionals with organisations that
value their insight. Government programmes
like “Senior Able Citizen for Re-employment in
Dignity” are promising beginnings.
Volunteering pathways must also be strength-
ened. Initiatives such as Tata Engage and
Seniors in Seva show how retired individuals
can contribute to education, environment, and
community building. A national “Silver NSS,”
modelled on the National Service Scheme, could
channel senior citizens’ expertise into nation-
building. Mentorship is another crucial frontier.
Seniors can offer guidance to youth and star-
tups, creating bridges of learning and empathy.
Lifelong learning opportunities-digital literacy,
financial awareness, and creative education-
can help elders remain confident participants
in a changing society.

Strengthening community-based elder col-
lectives is equally essential. Senior citizens’ asso-
ciations and local networks can become plat-
forms for economic and social engagement.
Empowering these groups with training and
digital access will help elders lead in livelihoods,
governance, and social change. Creating such
an ecosystem is not just about elder welfare;
it is nation-building. The longevity dividend is
here-India must now embrace it as a defining
strength of its development journey.

Editor’s

Pakistan has been in a crisis situation for long and that
keep compounding over the years. The fragile democracy
has not been able to take roots as Pakistan army has ruled
the beleagured state either directly or by proxy. The leaders
have played to the tune of army Generals or paid the price
for being non-complying. Now Pakistan’s democracy stands
at another turning point  once again. Field Marshal Asim
Munir’s  bid to usurp more power through proposed 27th
Constitutional Amendment makes his intentions clear —
centralised, military-led governance.

The 27th Amendment seeks to undo the spirit of the
18th Amendment of 2010, which devolved fiscal and
administrative powers to the provinces — a  move that
strengthened federalism and civilian control by giving
fiscal powers to the states.

However, this never went well with the army. For years,
generals have complained that the provinces hold too
much of the country’s resources. Now, Munir appears set to
reclaim that power for the centre  — and thereby for the
army. The proposed amendment reportedly redefines the
National Finance Commission Award, expands presidential
authority, and introduces measures to “discipline” the
judiciary. Together, these changes would give the military
unprecedented influence over Pakistan’s political and
economic structure.

A new Constitutional Court, along with greater control
over judicial appointments and transfers, would ensure
that dissent from the bench is neutralised.

This is not a return to martial law but an evolution of
Pakistan’s “hybrid” system, where civilian governments
serve under military direction. Munir, whose command is
expected to extend until 2027 and possibly beyond,
without the declaration of emergency.

Pakistan is grappling with economic freefall, rising
terrorism on its western border with Afghanistan, and
growing public disillusionment with the political class

Instead of empowering institutions to manage these
crises, the state is tightening its grip.

Each military attempt to impose order has left the
country weaker, its political class more dependent, and its
people more cynical.

Munir’s bid to expand the army’s political and economic
footprint  —  from industry and infrastructure to
constitutional authority —  may offer the illusion of
stability. But as the country’s past shows that its repeated
experiments with military regimes have only weakened the
democracy and undermined growth and development.

As the 27th Amendment advances, Pakistan faces a stark
choice: between reclaiming a participatory democracy or
accepting permanent tutelage under its most powerful
institution. The real danger today is the slow,
constitutional erosion of freedom. Pakistan is  sinking
under its own weight.

Asim Munir’s push to add economic muscle to the army
through the proposed 27th Constitutional Amendment
marks a decisive shift towards military-led governance

The rise of Munir and 
Pak democracy in retreat

Politics over patriotism divides citizens
Patriotism cannot be measured by whether someone
sings a song or not. Singing Vande Mataram does not
automatically make one a patriot, and refusing to sing
it does not make one a traitor. 

Our Constitution gives every citizen the freedom to
express love for the country in their own way. There is
no law stating that everyone must sing Vande Mataram.
Unfortunately, political parties often turn symbolic
issues into controversies to gain attention and support.
Earlier, it was the Special Intensive Revision of voter rolls;
now, it is Vande Mataram. 

These issues stir emotions and divide people instead
of solving real problems. Both the BJP and Congress use
this issue to appease different groups. One side claims
the song was unfairly shortened, while the other defends
its decision on secular values. 

Yet neither side speaks about employment, educa-
tion, healthcare, or the environment-issues that truly
matter to citizens. Real patriotism means caring for the
country, respecting its diversity, and improving people's
lives. India deserves meaningful debate and sincere
progress, not loud arguments over a song. The sooner
this unnecessary row ends, the better it will 
be for the nation.

O PRASADA RAO | HYDERABAD

Protecting innocence, our moral duty
Child sexual abuse is a deep-rooted problem. Rape is
the fourth most common crime against females in India.
This shows our country harbours paedophiles seeking
to exploit children. 

Such people are monsters-often within the home,
school, or neighbourhood, and well known to the victim.
Several rape cases have triggered protests and
led the Government to reform laws on sexual assault.
The number of juveniles taking to crime has also 
risen alarmingly. 

This is worrying in a nation where nearly 39 per cent
of the population is under 18. Most children who are
sexually abused never recover. Abuse cuts across lin-
guistic, religious, and class boundaries, and is often com-
mitted by someone the child trusts. Today, the inter-
net has worsened the danger by connecting paedophiles
with children. 

Yet it has also enabled victims to report abuse and
seek help. Protecting children must be society's highest
moral duty. Adults must act as guardians, not 
predators, if humanity is to survive its own cruelty.

Every child deserves safety, dignity, and justice. Let
silence never protect the guilty. Let empathy become
our law.

JAYANTHI SUBRAMANIAM | MUMBAI

Ending  violence requires development
Apropos "New York elects hope over hate" (Nov. 7): Zohra
Mamdani's victory is more than a political upset — it is
proof that empathy and equity still matter in public life.
In an era when populism thrives on outrage and fear,
her election shows that moral clarity and inclusive gov-
ernance can resonate even amid cynicism.

Mamdani's rise from community organiser to New
York mayor underscores the power of lived experience
over privilege. Yet her journey also reveals how iden-
tity politics distorts democracy-her faith and views on
Gaza were attacked not for substance but for
symbolism. 

Democracy must evolve by judging leaders for
integrity and fairness, not identity. America, like many
nations, stands at a crossroads between anger and com-
passion.  Mamdani's message-that leadership is service,
not spectacle-offers a way forward. 

When discourse turns divisive, civic participation
grounded in empathy becomes vital. Governments must
enable debate free from hate so that politics regains
its true purpose. Mamdani's success calls for an evolu-
tion in civic discourse, urging us to judge leadership 
by integrity and fairness, not by the distortions of 
identity politics.

AVINASHIAPPAN MYILSAMI | COIMBATORE

TAKE

UMA 
TULI

Much has been written about India’s demograph-
ic dividend — the great advantage of having the
world’s largest working-age population. Yet,
while this dividend is often seen as the country’s
greatest economic strength, an equally power-
ful but less discussed demographic gain lies
ahead. This new dividend stems from another
profound transformation: the steady rise in
longevity and healthspan. Over the last fifty years,
life expectancy in India has climbed from about
fifty years in 1970 to more than seventy today.
Increasingly, people are living into their eight-
ies and nineties, and centenarians are no longer
rare. But this phenomenon is not merely about
adding years to life - it is about adding purpose,
vitality, and engagement to those years.

More and more Indians are entering their
sixties with energy, experience, and a desire to
stay active contributors to society. This is not a
small trend. By 2050, India’s older population -
those aged sixty and above  —  is projected to
cross 300 million, nearly double today’s 150
million. That means one in every five Indians will
be a senior citizen. This demographic transition
will undoubtedly pose challenges for our
systems of healthcare, finance, social security,
and caregiving. But it also opens up a tremen-
dous opportunity: a rising, vibrant market
segment, and a vast demographic reservoir of
wisdom, skill, and social capital waiting to be
engaged. These are people who have spent
decades building families, businesses, institu-
tions, and communities - as doctors, teachers,
engineers, artists, homemakers, farmers, and arti-
sans  —  and now have the chance to give back
in new ways. Each year, the International Day
of Older Persons reminds the world to reflect on
the contributions of senior citizens. For India, as
we move toward the vision of Viksit Bharat 2047,
it is an apt moment to redefine what life after
sixty means. It need not be a slow winding down
but rather a new chapter of purpose and partic-
ipation. National policies already acknowledge
that senior citizens are a valuable resource, not
merely a dependent group. Organisations like
HelpAge India have been advancing this idea,
shifting focus from welfare alone to empower-
ment and engagement. They highlight stories of
resilience and contribution and are steadily build-
ing a new social narrative — one that sees ageing
not as decline, but as an advantage.

The elderly of the twenty-first century are
breaking free from old stereotypes. They seek
continuity, connection, and contribution well
beyond the conventional retirement age. A
2022 HelpAge India study found that nearly 40
per cent of elders wish to remain employed for
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The November 2025 mayoral
election in New York City was
historic, not only in symbolism
but in its tangible implications.
Zohran Mamdani, the city's
youngest mayor and its first
Muslim and South Asian leader,
won decisively, reflecting a
public demand for pragmatic
governance grounded in
everyday realities. 
While these measures are local

in scope, their impact ripples
outward, influencing national
economic momentum and
signalling trends that global
markets watch closely.

Historically, New York City
has been a bellwether of social
and political currents. From
Fiorello La Guardia's reformist
tenure in the 1930s to David
Dinkins becoming the city's first
Black mayor in 1990, the
mayoralty has often mirrored

broader societal shifts.
Mamdani's election continues
this legacy, marking a milestone
in religious, ethnic, and
generational representation in
American urban politics.

His triumph, however, is
layered with complexity.
Allegations of anti-Semitic
rhetoric and enduring partisan
polarisation remind us that
symbolic wins alone cannot
cement credibility. 

Mamdani's victory offers a
wider lesson: leadership must
balance vision with
accountability, rhetoric with
reality, and policy with human
impact. Local choices, grounded
in empathy and responsibility,
remain the most enduring
currency of credibility-at home
and abroad.

VIJAY SINGH ADHIKARI | NAINITAL

ZOHRAN MAMDANI’S VICTORY REDEFINES

URBAN POLITICAL LEADERSHIP
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Constitution would suffice. But caste is sus-
tained in religious belief. It persists because
it hides behind dharma’s name.

As long as this false dharma based on
birth endures, caste will endure. What is
worshipped will not be questioned, and
what is not questioned will not change.

The History of Caste: The
Distortion of Dharma
To understand why caste became insepa-
rable from Indian life, let us start from the
beginning. The Purusha Sukta in the Rigveda
speaks of an all-encompassing Being from
whom everything comes. The hymn is
metaphorical: the Brahmin came from His
mouth, the Kshatriya from His arms, the
Vaishya from His thighs, the Shudra from His
feet. The symbolism points to how every
form of work emerges from the same
living whole, without any mention of hier-
archy. The Rigveda differentiates between
Arya and Dasa, indicating early social strat-
ification. There is still dispute about whether
varna was originally fluid or
hierarchical. The goal is not to
prove a perfect history, but to
understand that any tradition
has both liberating and limiting
parts. It is our ethics which decide which
thread we will follow next.

The Upanishads are the best argument
against caste because they do not just reject
birth-based differences; they also reject body
identification. The Vajrasuchika Upanishad
says that caste is not real. The Bhagavad Gita
said that varna comes from guna (physical
tendencies) and karma (choices), not birth.

But by about 400 BC, the Dharmasutras
had become practical guides. Spiritual

symbolism had now become social distor-
tion, and scriptures were starting to show
inequality based on caste. Over time, these
grew into Dharmashastras, remembered as
law codes such as the Manusmriti. Here lay
the tipping point. The Purusha Sukta was
reread with harmful additions: claims of
Brahmin superiority, prohibitions on hearing
the Vedas, and punishments for non-com-
pliance. The spiritual metaphor became a
manual of social control.

Later, the Puranas reinforced these dis-
tortions. With the Puranas’ dualistic
approach came theism, and the social
order was declared divinely ordained.
Story after story contained subtle caste val-
idation.

Advaita Vedanta maintained a steadfast
intellectual stance: since all distinctions are
illusory, how can caste be authentic? But as
caste became the dominant social system,
even Advaita found itself compromised
between transcendental truth (paramarthik)
and practical social order (vyavaharik). The

peak of truth was made distinct
from the foundation of living.

Caste’s story, on the other
hand, is not one of unbroken
supremacy. Buddha did not

accept the authority of the Brahmins.
Bhakti poets Kabir, Ravidas, and
Chokhamela ridiculed caste. Basava’s
Veerashaivism and Guru Nanak’s teachings
went against the idea of hierarchy. But
Bhakti emphasised that all individuals are
equal in the eyes of God, even as the unequal
social hierarchy persisted unopposed.

These movements show that resistance
to caste comes from within; it is not import-
ed. But their idea of equality was often reab-

sorbed. What started as a spiritual mistake
became a social law, then a habit, and finally
heredity. The lesson is serious: to fight caste,
you need both spiritual clarity and institu-
tional change.

The Cost of Discrimination
Endogamy, or marrying within one’s own
group, is at the heart of caste. It keeps blood-
lines and a sense of belonging. But commu-
nities that marry within closed circles risk
losing genetic diversity and cultural
exchange. Yet caste continues not just as a
belief but also as a source of profit. The
priest’s ritual authority gave him power over
knowledge, while the landlord’s caste posi-
tion made his hold on land and labour even
stronger. Endogamy preserved not just
bloodlines but property.

The Path Forward: Returning from
Smriti to Shruti
The solution cannot principally come from
courts; it must arise from understanding
dharma itself. Sanatan Dharma was never
meant to be a set of strict rules and inher-
ited beliefs. It was the dharma of shruti, the
direct revelation of truth. Over time,
however, we began living by smriti, remem-
bered law, and social convention.

As long as Smriti remained faithful to
Shruti, it guided society; when it diverged,
it enslaved society. Much of what we call
“Hindu practice” belongs to this later dis-
tortion, drawn more from the Manusmriti
and Puranas than the Upanishads. We talk
about Vedic heritage, yet we live by hierar-
chies that came after the Vedic period.

This appeal to return to Shruti has a crucial
objection: what if the texts themselves are

complicit? What if hierarchy is inherent
rather than incidental?

We need to consider this criticism. If the
Upanishads were enough, why did Vedantic
philosophy persist alongside millennia of
discrimination? Sublime texts alone do not
ensure comprehension or accurate interpre-
tation. We need culture and institutions to
support scriptural wisdom’s right interpre-
tation and dissemination.

Democratisation of Interpretation
We must ask who has the authority to inter-
pret Shruti. In the past, only Brahmins, espe-
cially priests, had that right. But we cannot
have the same gatekeepers who let the truth
get distorted in charge of bringing it back.

It is important to make interpretation
more democratic. Shruti should be acces-
sible not as a privilege but as a birthright of
consciousness.  This means having transla-
tions of the Upanishads in vernacular lan-
guages, open discourse, and the recognition
that spiritual realisation, not lineage, is what
qualifies someone to understand the
Upanishads. When religion diverges from
philosophy, it transforms into a blind and
violent force, serving as a tool of fear
rather than liberation. The Upanishadic view
starts where hierarchy stops. It sees the
sacred not in birth but in realisation.

In Vedanta’s light, every division dissolves.
The way forward is cleansing religion,
valuing truth over tradition, realisation
over recollection. No interpretation of any
scripture is valid if it violates the principles
inherent in the Mahavakyas “Aham
Brahmasmi” and “Tat Tvam Asi.”

The Path in Practice
It begins with modern, scientific education
of the ego-self in school and college curric-
ula. Students must be exposed to the
process of biological and social condition-
ing, the matter of false identities, and the
question “Who am I?”.

Cultural change valuing the Upanishads
over the Manusmriti must be promoted,
as well as rigorous interpretation of
Smriti texts true to the spirit of Vedanta.
Religious institutions must open doors
regardless of birth, and spiritual leaders
should publicly reject caste-based privi-
lege. Legal and economic measures too
remain vital: affirmative action, anti-dis-
crimination enforcement, and equalisa-
tion of opportunity. The soil is renewed not
by one hand alone but by many-the
teacher, the reformer, the legislator, and
the rebel.

The recent gubernatorial and mayoral elections
across New York, New Jersey, and Virginia have
dealt a sharp political blow to Donald Trump and
his Republican allies, while offering Democrats a
decisive resurgence. The defeats of Trump-backed
candidates signal more than just electoral set-
backs-they mark a growing fatigue with Trump’s
brand of polarising populism and a possible
turning point in America’s political mood.

Once the most electrifying figure in conserva-
tive politics, Donald Trump now faces signs of
waning influence. His endorsed candidates in New
York, New Jersey, and Virginia failed to gain trac-
tion despite his energetic campaigning and
online interventions. In New York, voters brushed
aside his nominee’s fiery rhetoric in favour of prac-
tical issues such as jobs, inflation, and urban recov-
ery. Similarly, in New Jersey and Virginia,
Democrats capitalised on the disillusionment of
suburban and moderate voters who have grown
weary of Trump’s combative tone and disregard
for institutions.

What was once a movement of anti-establish-
ment energy now appears trapped in
repetition. Many traditional conserva-
tives feel estranged from Trump’s
dominance over the Republican
agenda, while independents increas-
ingly view his nominees as extensions of a per-
sonality cult rather than advocates of coherent
policy. The Republican Party, long a disciplined
electoral machine, seems caught between loyalty
to Trump and the need to reinvent itself for an elec-
torate demanding competence over charisma.

For Trump personally, these defeats serve as a
reality check. Known for his impulsive decision-
making and resistance to counsel, he now faces
quiet but mounting pressure from within his own
party to recalibrate. Republican strategists argue
for message discipline, coalition-building, and a
clearer economic agenda. Yet moderation is
antithetical to Trump’s brand-his political identi-
ty thrives on disruption, conflict, and the aura of
unpredictability.

Still, the electoral backlash could compel at least
tactical restraint. The American political mood is
shifting from confrontation to pragmatism, and
the Republican Party risks alienating swing voters
if it remains anchored to grievance-based rhetoric.
Whether Trump can evolve-or even sees the need
to-remains an open question.

The American voter has delivered a nuanced
verdict. Many still admire Trump’s nationalism and

assertive stance on immigration, yet they are tired
of chaos. The electorate increasingly prizes sta-
bility, predictability, and tangible governance out-
comes over slogans and showmanship.
Democrats, in contrast, offered disciplined cam-
paigns focused on middle-class economics, infra-
structure, and healthcare-issues that resonate
more deeply than culture wars. Populist energy
may ignite movements, but as these elections
reveal, it cannot sustain governance without
coherent policy. The contrast between the
Democrats’ steady messaging and the
Republicans’ dependence on Trump’s personal-
ity underscores the limits of charisma as a polit-
ical strategy. The Democrats’ success suggests that
moderation, not extremism, may once again
define national discourse. 

The impact of these results extends far beyond
US borders, especially to Asia. For nations like India,
Japan, and South Korea, Trump’s unpredictabili-
ty-marked by abrupt tariffs, inconsistent diploma-
cy, and transactional alliances-has long been a
source of unease. 

A less predictable America could accelerate this
regional pivot. Domestic realities also contributed
to Republican setbacks. Rising living costs, labour
unrest, and disillusionment over unmet econom-
ic promises have eroded Trump’s working-class
base. His tariff-heavy trade policies, meant to
protect US industries, have hurt small manufac-
turers and exporters instead. Meanwhile, his
emphasis on loyalty over competence in appoint-

ments and his polarising stances on
abortion, immigration, and minori-
ty rights have alienated suburban
and educated voters.

America’s evolving demographics
amplify this shift. Younger voters, minorities, and
suburban women increasingly align with
Democratic values of inclusivity, climate respon-
sibility, and social progress. Trump’s nostalgic
appeals to a vanished industrial America resonate
less with this emerging electorate
The results expose the vulnerabilities of Trump’s

governance style: charismatic yet chaotic, force-
ful yet inconsistent. While his political instincts
remain formidable, the aura of inevitability sur-
rounding him has dimmed. For the Republican
Party, this is a moment of reckoning: evolve or risk
irrelevance. For the Democrats, it is a reminder
that public trust must be earned through steady
governance, not just opposition to Trump. And for
the world, particularly Asia, it is a signal that
America’s internal struggle between populism and
pragmatism is far from over-but for now, reason
seems to be regaining its ground.

As the world confronts the climate crisis, the issue
of finance has become increasingly prominent.
Over the last decade, thematic finance, or capital
raised for specific goals, has grown significant-
ly, with green finance emerging as a key compo-
nent. Climate finance, a subset of green finance,
focuses on mitigation and adaptation projects
under the United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC), whereas green
finance, a natural progression of socially respon-
sible investing that began in the 1970s, supports
environmentally beneficial initiatives and has a
broader scope.

Globally, the financial flows for green invest-
ments have surged. According to the Climate
Bonds Initiative, the issuance of Green, Social,
Sustainability, and Sustainability-linked (GSS+)
bonds surpassed USD 5.7 trillion by the end of
2024, with annual flows for the first
time exceeding USD 1 trillion. Yet, this
capital remains concentrated in
developed markets. Cross-border
flows to developing nations are
limited, often influenced by macro-
economic risks and geopolitical priorities. A key
milestone came at COP29 in Azerbaijan, where
the global climate finance commitment (original-
ly by 2020, but revised to 2025) was revised from
the original USD 100 billion annual target to USD
300 billion by 2030. Even so, estimates from the
London School of Economics suggest that the
world will need between USD 6.3 and 6.7 trillion
annually by 2030, with emerging markets and
developing countries (excluding China) alone
requiring around USD 3.1 to 3.5 trillion.

For developing countries, the challenge lies not
only in the volume but also in the structure of
finance. OECD data show that in 2022, of USD 92
billion in public funds committed to developing
nations, 69 per cent came as loans, 28 per cent
as grants, and just 2 per cent as equity. The current
debt-heavy nature of these flows increases the
costs of energy transition projects, such as
renewable energy initiatives, requiring significant
investments. Competing domestic demands in
developing countries highlight the need for more
financial support from developed nations, further
complicating the transition.

Through the comprehension of the above data,
the World Bank and other Multilateral
Development Banks announced at COP29 a col-
lective target to provide USD 120 billion annual-

ly in climate finance for low- and middle-income
countries by 2030, including USD 42 billion for

adaptation projects, complemented
by an expected USD 65 billion from
private-sector mobilisation.

Amid these global dynamics, India
is demonstrating leadership both
domestically and internationally. To

meet its net-zero vision and climate resilience
goals, India requires an estimated USD 10-20 tril-
lion by 2070, primarily for decarbonising power,
transport, and industry, with adaptation costs
potentially reaching INR 57 trillion through
2030. In 2022 alone, India mobilised roughly USD
50 billion domestically for clean energy and effi-
ciency projects. India first issued Sovereign
Green Bonds in January 2023, raising INR 8,000
crore (roughly USD 1 billion) to finance projects
like energy-efficient electric locomotives, show-
casing the country’s commitment to sustainable
financing.

In addition to capital mobilisation, India is
building market infrastructure that supports a
green transition. A draft climate taxonomy has
been released to classify climate-aligned activi-
ties, expected to promote a domestic green
investor base. A domestic carbon market, antic-
ipated by 2026, will help outline sectoral decar-
bonisation pathways, while regulatory frame-
works, including climate disclosures for banks and
green bond guidelines from SEBI and the RBI, aim
to strengthen investor confidence. Globally,
India has leveraged its role in G77+, BRICS, and
the G20 to advocate for equitable financial
flows, pressing for reforms in multilateral devel-
opment banks and international credit rating

systems.
However, there are plenty of challenges in

India’s transition trajectory. Some of the finance-
related challenges include a relatively shallow
bond market. These challenges, coupled with
implementation issues such as the poor finan-
cial health of electricity distribution companies,
could limit the adoption of new projects in the
country. Additionally, constraints on fiscal space
and the creditworthiness of subnational entities
may lead to a focus on priorities other than
climate change.

Addressing these issues requires a phased
national and subnational net-zero strategy
across all sectors, with sector-specific policy and
financial support packages. Improving the busi-
ness case for emerging technologies, particular-
ly in industrial decarbonisation, would allow
extensive participation of foreign climate finance.
Recycling capital from greenfield projects to bond-
financed mature projects can further strength-
en domestic financial flows.

India is at a critical point in its climate transi-
tion. The country is making efforts to close the
gap in green finance and support the Global South
by promoting domestic financing, developing
market infrastructure, and fostering equitable
international financial flows. These measures are
necessary to ensure that India’s net-zero transi-
tion is both achievable and sustainable.

Bridging the green finance gap: India’s
domestic progress and global positioning

NEW DELHI | SATURDAY | NOVEMBER 8, 2025
ANALYSIS 09

FIRSTColumn

Every few years, incidents remind us that caste
persists in different avatars. Our Constitution
guarantees equality, yet divisions control how
we live, marry, vote, and worship. Knowingly
or unknowingly, we judge people by birth.
Caste survives despite legal systems, educa-
tional programmes, and metropolitan
anonymity. We wrongly believe social reform
alone can fix what is mostly psychological.
Caste is not a census number; it is a paradigm
of evaluation. People constitute systems; as
long as people do not inwardly change, 
systemic change will not help much.

Caste and the Constitution
The Constitution guarantees liberty, equali-
ty, and fraternity. Yet caste persists because
exclusivity, superiority, and material benefits
are irresistible. Caste has become ingrained
in habit, rooted in livelihood, kinship, and iden-
tity. Our constitutional principles are like
rangoli patterns on the ground; they cannot
change the soil underneath. That soil pervades
everyday life. Many trades favour one commu-
nity over another. Marriage remains mostly
endogamous, with nine of ten unions within
caste. Lineage maps out towns and villages.
And when voting time comes, we rarely cast
our vote; we vote our caste.

When Caste Masquerades as
Dharma
The persistence of caste cannot be explained
by sociology alone. Laws may impact behav-
iour and reforms may change customs, but
neither explains nor eradicates how caste has
been sanctified in dharma’s name.

For humans, consciousness is paramount.
An insult to self-worth hurts far more than
bodily injury. More than our flesh, we protect
our ‘feeling’ of being right-our dharma.
Dharma is the inner compass for right seeing
and living, man’s most sacred possession,
guiding all people.

India’s tragedy is that somewhere in
history, caste and dharma were kneaded
together like salt in dough. What began as a
division of labour merged with notions of
virtue and sin. Acting within one’s caste
became dharma; going outside it became sin.

If caste were only a social structure, reform-
ers would have erased it. If merely legal, the

From dharma to dogma: The genesis of caste
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If caste were only a social structure, reformers would have erased it. If merely legal, the Constitution would suffice. 
But caste is sustained in religious belief. It persists because it hides behind dharma’s name
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