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The most revealing feature of India’s latest student 
mobilisation was not simply its scale or persistence. It 
was the striking mismatch between where public 
attention was focused and where much of television 

news chose to look. For years, television has claimed the 
authority to decide which events deserve national prominence. 
That authority now appears increasingly contested. 

 The protests over unemployment, competitive examinations 
and the resignation of Union Education Minister Dharmendra 
Pradhan demonstrated that political communication has entered 
a new phase. The movement did not wait for prime-time 
validation. It organised through social media, sustained itself 
through memes, livestreams, independent videos and 
peer-to-peer networks, and created a sense of participation that 
traditional broadcasting struggled to match. By the time 
television channels turned their cameras towards the agitation, 
the public conversation had already moved elsewhere. This is not 
merely a technological transition from television to smartphones. 
It reflects a deeper crisis of credibility. News organisations derive 
influence not from transmission towers or studio budgets but 
from public trust. When audiences begin to believe that coverage 
is selective, delayed or excessively shaped by official narratives, 
they seek alternative sources of information. Digital platforms are 
hardly immune to misinformation or manipulation, but they 
have significantly weakened television’s monopoly over 
agenda-setting. The coverage of the student protests illustrated 
this dilemma. Instead of consistently examining the economic 
anxieties that brought thousands of young people onto the 
streets, much of the debate shifted towards clashes with the 
police, security concerns around Parliament and questions about 
the protesters' legitimacy. Some anchors made their bias so 
obvious that the search for a wider narrative became widespread.  

 Such framing may generate dramatic television, but it risks 
obscuring the underlying policy failures that produced the 
unrest. Democracies function best when journalism interrogates 
both the methods of protest and the grievances that inspire it. 
India’s demographic reality makes this especially significant. A 
country where nearly two-thirds of the population is below 35 
cannot afford a widening disconnect between its youth and its 
dominant media institutions. Younger citizens consume 
information differently, communicate differently and expect 
greater authenticity than carefully choreographed studio 
confrontations often provide. Their political engagement is 
increasingly shaped by horizontal digital communities rather 
than vertical broadcast hierarchies. This should concern 
television networks not because they face commercial 
competition but because relevance cannot be reclaimed through 
louder debates or more theatrical anchors. It can only be restored 
through rigorous reporting, editorial independence and a 
willingness to cover uncomfortable stories before they become 
impossible to ignore. The student movement may eventually 
fade, as most movements do. Its larger significance lies 
elsewhere. It has shown that in contemporary India, public 
opinion no longer waits for television to announce what matters. 
The country’s political conversation has become decentralised, 
and the institutions that fail to recognise this shift risk becoming 
spectators to events they once believed they controlled.

On 6 July 2026, India commemorated 
the 125th birth anniversary of Dr 
Syama Prasad Mukherjee, 
endearingly referred to as Syama 

Babu. He passed away in the early hours of 
23 June 1953. He was just 52. A member of 
Lok Sabha, he was part of independent 
India’s first cabinet headed by Prime Minister 
Nehru. From 15 August 1947 to 6 April 1950, 
he served as Union Minister of Industry 
and Supply. When his differences with Prime 
Minister Nehru grew, he resigned from the 
Cabinet. In 1951, he founded the Bharatiya 
Jana Sangh and served as its President till 
1952. He is remembered till date as a prominent 
opposition leader.  

In May 1953, he was detained without 
any trial by the Jammu & Kashmir (J&K) 
government; the story of his tragic death, its 
mysterious circumstances and unanswered 
questions continue to haunt.   

From the National Archives of India, and 
through several inquiry reports released by 
the government, details of Syama Babu’s 
journey to J&K may be recounted. His train 
steamed out of Delhi Railway Station in the 
morning of 8 May 1953, beginning his journey 
to Punjab, enroute Jammu.  

Vaidya Gurudatta (Delhi Jan Sangh Chief), 
Atal Bihari Vajpayee and Tek Chand (party 
worker from Dehradun) accompanied him 
in the same compartment. His purpose of 
going to Jammu was to partake in the 
Satyagrah movement of Praja Parishad Party 
of Jammu which demanded a complete 
integration of J&K with the Indian Union. 
The Satyagrah had continued in Jammu for 

six months leading to more than 2,500 
arrested and 30 killed in police firing. 

Syama Babu deliberately did not apply 
for an entry permit into J&K, which was 
mandatory. He took a stand that the 
government of India was not entitled to 
prevent his entry into any part of the Indian 
Union, which according to Nehru, included 
J&K. He kept Sheikh Abdullah informed of 
his visit. From Ambala, Syama Babu motored 
to Karnal, Panipat, Phagwara and thenceforth 
to Jalandhar, then entraining for Amritsar. 

The Deputy Commissioner, Gurdaspur, 
who was travelling with him in the same 
compartment disclosed that the Punjab 
government had decided not to allow 
him to reach Pathankot. Instructions 
were to be issued for Syama Babu’s arrest. 
Vaidya Gurudatta and Tek Chand had 
been selected to look after Syama Babu 
in the event of his arrest. 

Soon after his arrival at Pathankot, 
Deputy Commissioner, Gurdaspur 
informed Syama Babu that his government 
had allowed him and his companions to 
proceed without permit to J&K. A 
conspiracy had been hatched to push 
Syama Babu into J&K so that he would 
be out of reach of the protective arms of 
the Indian Supreme Court.  

Syama Babu was arrested as he crossed 
the J&K border on the evening of 11 May 
1953. As soon as he entered the State, he 
was handed an order banning his entry 
into J&K. He and his two companions 
were taken into custody and continuously 
driven from 4 pm to 2 am, resuming the 
journey again early morning to reach Srinagar 
Central Jail at 3 pm on 12 May. Syama Babu 
and his companions were escorted to a 
small cottage near Nishat Garden, where he 
spent the last 40 days of his life as a prisoner. 
There was no room in his bungalow for a 
fourth cot. The accommodation was most 
insufficient. 

Gurudatta Vaidya, the co-detenu of Syama 
Babu, accompanied his body from Srinagar 
to Calcutta. After his arrival on 23 June at 
Dum Dum airport, he said that Syama Babu 
had an attack of dry pleurisy on 20 June. 
Between 20 and 21 June, he had been very 
restless and could not sleep at night. At 4 
am on 22 June, he suffered a stroke. He 

perspired profusely and complained of acute 
pain in his chest and collapsed. There was 
no doctor available at the sub-jail, which 
was ten miles away from Srinagar. Gurudatta 
Vaidya and his colleague treated him with 
a traditional concoction of clove and cinnamon 
and phoned the main jail in Srinagar for 
medical help. The doctors could only arrive 
after 7 am. 

The two physicians attending Syama 
Babu were Dr. Ali Mohammed and  Dr. 
Ramnath Parhar, the same persons who 
subsequently issued a report on his death. 

At 7.30 pm on 22 June, the 
District Magistrate and Sri 
Trivedi, his counsel, paid a 
visit to him. At 1 am next 
morning, he again complained 
of pain in his chest. By 2.30 
am his pulse and breathing 
became imperceptible. By 
3.40 am on 23 June, Syama 
Babu had passed away. 

In the first ten days preceding 
his death, not much heed 
had been paid by the state 
government in providing 
better medical care to Syama 
Babu. No medical aid was 
forthcoming from the central 
government either. Syama 
Babu was diagnosed with 
dry pleurisy on the morning 
of 20 June. But his medical 
condition was clearly one of 

coronary thrombosis. Sheikh Abdullah 
telephoned the Chief Minister of West Bengal 
at about 6 a.m. on 23 June. Till after his 
death on the morning of 23 June, the official 
knowledge in J&K was that Syama Babu 
had died of pleurisy and not of coronary 
thrombosis.  

He had been driven 10 miles away to 
Srinagar, a procedure unthinkable those 
days for patients suffering from heart ailment. 
Keeping a man so obviously ill with clear 
symptoms of heart attack in charge of people 
who could not diagnose his condition was 
a blunder that cost Syama Babu his life. The 
doctors attending never treated him with 
anti-coagulants. It was inconceivable that a 
doctor treating a patient for coronary 
thrombosis would not administer anti-coagulants. 

Syama Babu was given pethidine, a poor 
substitute for morphine. Even that was given 
at 1 am, 18 hours after the first heart attack. 

 On 27 June 1953, at a well-attended 
meeting held at the University Institute Hall, 
Calcutta, the public demanded immediate 
appointment of an independent Commission 
of Enquiry into Syama Babu’s sudden and 
mysterious death. Speakers were unanimous 
in their demand. Sanat Kumar Roy Chowdhury, 
the ex-Mayor of Calcutta, who presided, 
said that Syama Babu was “clapped into jail 
by a contrivance, a conspiracy between the 
Government of India and the Government 
of Kashmir.” This was so because they 
wanted to prevent Syama Babu from appealing 
to the Supreme Court of India. 

Chowdhury believed that Syama Babu 
was practically “decoyed” into the territory 
of Jammu and Kashmir and arrested there. 
On 22 June at about 4 am he was sinking. 
That was written in his own hand on a piece 
of paper which came along with his belongings. 
Yet no information was sent to his relatives 
in Calcutta. Justice Ramprasad Mukherjee’s 
brother-in-law was in Srinagar at that time. 
He too was not informed of Syama Babu’s 
condition. Syama Babu’s son had asked for 
permission to proceed to Srinagar to see his 
father about a fortnight earlier. Even he was 
not granted permission to meet his father. 

On 28 June 1953 at a public meeting in 
the Senate Hall, Calcutta, the Governor of 
West Bengal, Dr. H.C. Mukherjee moved a 
resolution mourning the death of Syama 
Babu. The resolution regretted that no 
opportunity was accorded to the members 
of the bereaved family or to competent 
medical experts familiar with Syama Babu’s 
constitution to be near him at the time his 
illness took a serious turn. The general 
feeling was that Srinagar and New Delhi 
‘had sadly bungled in Syama Babu’s case.’ 

Hindusthan Standard of 30 June 1953 
wrote that Prime Minister Nehru had come 
back happy from his sojourn abroad and, in 
his talks with pressmen, had covered a wide 
range of issues. But curiously enough, he 
had not mentioned even a word about the 
tragic death of Syama Babu. 

One wonders if his silence was deliberate. 
To many, the silence was ominous. Fairness 
demanded that when millions felt there was 
a case for an enquiry, it should have been 
conceded, especially when it raised the 
far-reaching issue of treatment of political 
detenus. It would be a nail in the coffin of 
democracy if the Congress, backed by a 
docile majority in Parliament, would choose 
to flout public opinion on this issue and 
cold-storage the demand for an enquiry. 

The lack of a sense of courtesy in the 
person who first broke the news of Syama 
Babu’s death over the telephone to his brother 
in Calcutta in such curt language as “I have 
a message to convey to you from Sheikh 
Abdullah. Dr. Syama Prasad Mukherjee is 
dead,” was tragic. The message of condolence 
sent by Sheikh Abdullah hardly revealed 
the feeling of sorrow one expected on such 
an occasion. 

 
(To Be Concluded)

We are deeply concerned by 
the sharp rise in dengue 
infections and deaths in July, 
which serve as a warning 

that we may witness another severe 
outbreak this year.  

According to the Directorate General 
of Health Services, 54 people have died 
and 15,310 have been hospitalised with 
dengue so far in 2026. Alarmingly, 36 of 
those deaths and more than 9,200 infections 
were recorded in July alone. 

Public health experts and entomologists 
warn that if breeding conditions remain 
favourable, infections may continue rising 
through August and September, and could 
even remain high until October. 

It is high time for authorities to move 
beyond their familiar and ineffective 
reactive approach and adopt a coordinated 
nationwide prevention strategy immediately. 

Since the beginning of the year, this 
daily has repeatedly called on authorities 
to strengthen dengue prevention efforts 
before monsoon.  

The rise in infections and deaths shows 
that our calls went unheeded. Every year, 
mosquito control efforts intensify only 
after infections begin to rise sharply.  

By then, hospitals are already under 
immense pressure, while local authorities 
rush to eliminate mosquito 
breeding grounds.  

Recommendations by public 
health experts to conduct 
nationwide entomological 
surveys have also been ignored, 
leaving authorities without 
the data needed to identify 
Aedes mosquito breeding 
hotspots and prevent outbreaks before 
they escalate.   

Such a sluggish approach to dengue 
control is unacceptable when the disease 
has become a year-round public health 
threat. 

Unfortunately, the government still 
relies on fragmented mosquito control 
measures, with different local authorities 
adopting different approaches to source 
reduction and larvicide use.  

Entomologists have long argued that 
countries with centralised vector 
control systems achieve far better 
results than those relying on decentralised 
management.  

However, the absence of a single 
authority for nationwide mosquito 
control remains one of Bangladesh’s 
biggest weaknesses in tackling dengue.  

As transmission spreads across 
the country, the risk of preventable deaths 
also increases as many districts still lack 

the same diagnostic and treatment capacity 
as major cities. 

The government must establish a 
permanent central mosquito control 
authority staffed by qualified entomologists 
and public health experts.  

Such a body should oversee nationwide 
surveillance, standardise mosquito control 
methods, coordinate source reduction 
campaigns, and ensure the active participation 
of local government institutions countrywide.  

Preventive interventions must begin 
well before the peak transmission season, 
not after hospitals start filling up with 
dengue patients.  

At the same time, healthcare facilities, 
particularly outside Dhaka, must be 
adequately prepared to diagnose and 
treat severe dengue cases. The authorities 
still have time to act, but that window is 
narrowing rapidly.  

For generations, ageing was associated with restraint. 
People slowed down, spent less, drank less, took fewer 
risks and gradually ceded social and economic space to 
younger generations. That understanding is being 

overturned. Across much of the developed world, the first 
generation to come of age amid post-war prosperity and cultural 
upheaval is refusing to retire from the lifestyles it embraced in 
youth. The consequences extend well beyond changing social 
habits. They are reshaping economies, politics and the 
relationship between generations.  Longer life expectancy, better 
healthcare and rising wealth have transformed retirement from a 
brief closing chapter into a life stage that can last three decades.  

 Millions in their late fifties, sixties and seventies are healthier 
and more active than their parents were at the same age. Many 
continue to travel extensively, pursue new relationships, work 
part-time, consume entertainment and maintain lifestyles once 
associated with middle age rather than old age. There is little 
inherently wrong with this. Longer, healthier lives should 
naturally expand personal freedom. The problem begins when 
private choices intersect with public policy. Most advanced 
economies built their pension systems, healthcare models and 
tax structures on assumptions that older citizens would steadily 
reduce consumption and eventually draw down their savings.  

  Instead, many have accumulated unprecedented levels of 
wealth while remaining cautious spenders. Housing assets stay 
locked up, inheritances are delayed and capital circulates more 
slowly through the economy. Consumption, long expected to 
receive a boost from retired households, remains subdued even 
as governments shoulder the growing costs of ageing 
populations. The political implications are equally profound. 
Older citizens vote in greater numbers than younger ones and 
increasingly determine outcomes. Governments naturally 
respond by protecting pensions, healthcare benefits and 
property values. Meanwhile, younger generations confront 
expensive housing, slower wage growth, heavier tax burdens and 
shrinking fiscal room for investment in education, infrastructure 
and innovation. The resulting imbalance risks turning 
demographic change into political resentment. This is not an 
argument against older people. Nor is it a call for one generation 
to sacrifice for another. Many retirees continue to support 
children and grandchildren financially, volunteer in communities 
and remain economically productive. The real challenge lies in 
recognising that societies cannot continue operating with 
institutions designed for a demographic reality that no longer 
exists. Ageing has changed more rapidly than public policy.  

 Retirement ages, pension systems, labour markets and tax 
incentives all require reconsideration in an era when millions 
remain healthy and capable well into later life. Equally important 
is creating conditions in which younger generations can 
accumulate assets and opportunities instead of waiting decades 
for economic space to open. The greatest achievement of modern 
society is that people are living longer than ever before. Its 
greatest failure would be allowing that success to deepen 
inequality between generations. The task is not to persuade older 
citizens to live less fully. It is to ensure that longer lives create 
shared prosperity rather than a widening divide between those 
who have already benefited and those still waiting to. 

Beyond  the  Screen 

Growing  Old

Syama Babu deliberately did not 
apply for an entry permit into J&K, 
which was mandatory. He took a 
stand that the government of India 
was not entitled to prevent his entry 
into any part of the Indian Union, 
which according to Nehru, 
included J&K. He kept Sheikh 
Abdullah informed of his visit. 
From Ambala, Syama Babu 
motored to Karnal, Panipat, 
Phagwara and thenceforth to 
Jalandhar, and then entrained for 
Amritsar. Deputy Commissioner, 
Gurdaspur, who was travelling 
with him in the same compartment 
disclosed that the Punjab 
government had decided not to 
allow him to reach Pathankot. 
Instructions were to be issued for 
Syama Babu’s arrest. Vaidya 
Gurudatta and Tek Chand had 
been selected to look after Syama 
Babu in the event of his arrest 
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Misunderstood 
Sir, Referring to Devendra Saksena’s 

thought-provoking article ‘The Lost Generation’ 
published today, it is important to bear in 
mind that today’s young generation is 
extremely difficult to understand.  

Advice offered by elders and wise thinkers, 
often based on specific premises, is frequently 
viewed merely as ‘easy solutions’ to complex 
problems.  

In debates held at prominent clubs or 
universities, learned individuals often engage 
in high-flown arguments contending that 
a lack of enthusiasm among the youth, 
rather than the absence of government 
schemes or necessary funding, is the root 
cause of the issue.  

Yet, in reality, these intellectuals overlook 
a crucial factor: the primary responsibility 
lies with the lack of foresight and realistic 
understanding on the part of parents. 

To my mind, the country's burning issues, 

the baseless promises made by leaders, 
and the tendency to bring youth into their 
fold, have collectively stirred and confused 
the impressionable minds of Indian youth. 

The older generation should reflect more 
deeply on the methods used to evaluate 
the youth of the computer and smartphone 
era. Therefore, we should not judge our 
young people solely based on outward 
behavior or one or two mistakes. 

Yours, etc., Rupam Guha, 
Kolkata, 6 August. 

 

Losing appeal 
Sir, Apropos Aastha Agarwal’s article, 

“Bengal’s youth dividend is at risk”  
(Perspective, July 29), the concerns expressed 
deserve serious attention.  

The India Skills Report (2014–15) reveals 
that Kolkata has lagged behind India’s 
leading employment hubs, while no Tier-2 
or Tier-3 city in the State features among 

the top employment destinations.  
Despite Kolkata’s long-standing reputation 

as eastern India’s educational and commercial 
centre, the State lacks a robust skill development 
ecosystem aligned with industry needs. 
With nearly 6.9 per cent of India’s youth 
population, West Bengal cannot afford to 
let its demographic advantage go unrealised.  

The Government must urgently expand 
quality skill development institutions and 
strengthen industry-linked training  
programmes.  

Without such initiatives, Kolkata risks 
losing its appeal as an employment hub, 
turning its demographic dividend into a 
missed opportunity. 

Yours, etc., Dr. Samares Khan, 
Midnapore, 4 August. 

 

Not progress 
Sir, Celebrations over economic statistics 

ignore our severe ecological collapse. Ranking 

176th out of 177 countries in the 2026 
Environmental Performance Index is not 
merely a statistical flaw; it is a damning 
reflection of governance failure.  

While politicians boast about achieving 
the world’s third largest economy or  
reaching net zero by 2070, citizens routinely 
breathe lethal air exceeding WHO safety 
guidelines.  

Sacrificing public health, killing forests 
and poisoning rivers for unbridled GDP 
expansion is economic self-sabotage, not 
genuine progress.  

Environmental regulations have devolved 
into mere procedural formalities to grant 
post-facto clearances to industrial interests. 
Growth without clean air and basic ecological 
safeguards is a tragic illusion.  

India cannot credibly claim global 
leadership while condemning its population 
to toxic living conditions. 

Yours, etc., Dr. Vijaykumar H K, 
Raichur, 4 August.
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TWO TICKETS PLEASE! 
 
RUNA DAS CHAUDHURI 
 

My father, now a retired octogenarian 
Emeritus professor,  a former 
Humboldian and the last surviving 
D. Sc. in the Ballygunge building of 

University of Calcutta has always had a troubled 
affair with the Queen's language. Of East Bengal 
origin, my grandfather, a despotic yet modernist 
landlord, thought it prudent to train his sons in 
Shillong and Calcutta so that they could get the 
best of Western education. He left no stone 
unturned and recruited an Anglo-Indian lady 
teacher in Calcutta to train them in spoken English. 

My father (whom I fondly refer to as ‘baba’) had 
been a meritorious student since his school days 
but he fared somewhat poorly in speaking with 
flair. Yet he remained gritty in his resolution in 
practising to speak it. Conjunctions, prepositions, 
definite articles crowded and swirled in his head 
but as adolescence neared, he grew determined 
to take charge. 

Those were the days of the early 1960s in 
Calcutta, fresh out of the vestiges of a colonial 
past, a cosmopolitan buzzing city booming with 
races, nightclubs, movie theatres and many more. 
As winter approached, baba and his school friend 
Ajay uncle decided to watch an English movie in 
Globe, an ideal opportunity to practice speaking 
in English as they secretly harboured a wish to 
eye a few memsahibs in skirts and all. So off they 
went to Chowringhee and joined the queue of 
Globe cinema. 

By the time their turn came, baba overheard 
the person in front murmur, ‘Two tickets please’. 
A little startled he immediately turned to look at 
a more baffled Ajay with both finding the construction 
utterly incorrect. No verb, definite article, ridiculous, 
they thought to themselves. The two buddies had 
fully rehearsed what to say with a properly 
constructed sentence they had revised and 
memorised. Baba went along as planned and said 
in a clear firm voice, ‘May I get two tickets for the 
show running, please?’ The man at the counter 
didn’t seem to listen, nonchalantly stamped two 
slips and passed those on. 

Inside the air-conditioned theatre, baba and 
Ajay uncle found a lot of Chinese people seated. 
But without an iota of doubt, both settled comfortably 
into their seats. The curtain rose. Two huge red 
dragon puppets surged in, leaping all over the 
stage. But the two onlookers were unperturbed 
thinking it was a prelude to the movie. The screen 
did not appear for another fifteen minutes. Instead, 
a huge number of serpentine long, colourful, 
vibrant dragons and other puppets - some which 
seemed like lions - took to the stage gleefully 
dancing to Chinese tunes. Slowly and to their 
utter desperation, it dawned on baba and his 
buddy that this was no English movie; they must 
have bought tickets to ‘other’ show. 

 Feeling terribly upset at the grand blunder of 
which they were themselves the authors, both 
the lads quietly left the show. English, and not 
destiny, had played a cruel joke on them, they 
thought. As my father now reminisces with 
laughter, it had so happened that they bought 
tickets to a dragon dance show being staged on 
the occasion of the Chinese New Year. The Queen’s 
language had played spoilsport.

CRIMINAL LAW 

AMENDMENT 
SOUGHT TO MEET 
BENGAL SITUATION 
(From Our Correspondent.) 
Simla, Aug. 

The resolutions and interpellations of which 
notice is being given for the forthcoming meeting 
of the Assemble bear evidence of attempts to meet 
the special situation created by communal difficulties. 
Mr. K. O. Neogy, Member from Eastern Bengal, has 
sent in a resolution urging the Government “to 
undertake legislation (a) amending the Criminal 
law with regard to offences against the person of 
women, such as kidnapping, abduction and rape, 
so as to enable more deterrent punishment being 
inflicted on culprits, and (b) prescribing a special 
procedure for a speedier trial of such offences in 
special circumstances. Mr. Neogy has particularly 
in view his experience in Eastern Bengal, which 
has led him to seek legislative remedy for the 
outrages reported from that part of the country. 
Though he has still to try his chance at the ballot 
box, his resolution is an indication of the growing 
feeling among Hindus of Bengal. 

 

DELEGATES TO AUSTRALIA 
LALA LAJPAT RAI AND 
SIR DARCY LINDSAY 
Simla. Aug. 

Lala Lajpatrai and Sir Darcy Lindsay have been 
declared elected by the Indian Branch of the 
Empire Parliamentary Association to proceed as 
their delegates to Australia to attend the Empire 
Parliamentary Conference called by that Dominion. 
Lala Lajpatrai secured the largest number of 
votes, while there was a tie between Sir Darcy 
Lindsay and Mr. Shunmukum Chetty which was 
settled by drawing lots. In case of the inability of 
either of the two elected delegates to proceed to 
Australia, Mr. Chetty will take the vacant place.

ACROSS 
 

1    Peculiar rogue 

promises to pay 

(7) 

5    Fixes fight with El 

Salvador (7) 

9    Flexible cushion 

turned over in a 

piece of furniture 

(9) 

10  Benefit involving 

northern wind (5) 

11  One of pack in 

charge holding ace 

of hearts (7) 

12  Firm chaff initially 

swallowed by 

mountain bird (7) 

13  Daughter with 

European cat 

weed (9) 

15  Creature that a 

pirate holds (5) 

17  Way fish harden 

(5) 

19  Fancy green dens 

for bears (9) 

22  Not so heavy 

smoker�s 

accessory (7) 

25  Springy hat worn 

by English non-

smoker (7) 

26  Pelt island 

creature (5) 

27  Narrow escape 

when excavating 

without leader 

(4,5) 

28  Gyrated drunkenly 

to Bee Gees tune 

(7) 

29  Space group of 

journalists 

provides leader (7) 

 

DOWN 
 

1    Risked placing new 

church in country 

(7) 

2    Adjust back row 

(9) 

3    Unpopular team 

away from home 

(7) 

4    Reserves bed with 

bit of extra 

support (9) 

5    Clean compass  

(5) 

6    Break sculpture 

perhaps and begin 

again (7) 

7    Penny and 

Scotsman love 

quietly (5) 

8    Tell tales about 

revolting trainer 

(7) 

14  Dream of dark 

horse (9) 

16  Cost including epic 

rewritten for Cliff 

(9) 

17  Very legitimate 

petition (7) 

18  Reliant upon 

changing for 

convenience (7) 

20  Constant undoing 

regularly upset 

kitties (7) 

21  Makes offensive 

remarks about 

sliders (7) 

23  Greengrocer using 

apostrophes: 

�Vegetable�s and

topping�s for fruit� 
(5) 

24  Feeling frisky in 

outskirts of Rugby 

(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

C A M A R A D E R I E F A B
U O E E E M O A
R I O J A L E F T O V E R S
T N C T U T T K
A L B A T R O S S I R A T E
I E I A O L T
N U A N C E D L I N K
S M A A S N

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

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

NOW AND AGAIN
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On 5 August 2026, the Reserve 
Bank of India’s Monetary 
Policy Committee (MPC) 
unanimously decided to 

keep the repo rate unchanged at 5.25 
per cent and retain its neutral stance. 
The decision extends a policy pause 
that has been in place since December 
2025. Yet to interpret it as policy 
inertia would be a mistake. At a time 
when the global economy is navigating 
geopolitical conflict, volatile energy 
markets, and shifting trade patterns, 
the RBI has chosen strategic patience 
over premature activism. 

At first glance, the decision appears 
paradoxical. The central bank 
simultaneously raised its FY27 GDP 
growth forecast to 6.7 per cent from 
6.6 per cent and lowered its inflation 
projection to 5 per cent from 5.1 per 
cent. Conventional monetary logic 
would suggest that stronger growth 
accompanied by a softer inflation 
outlook creates room for rate cuts. 
However, far from being contradictory, 
the decision reflects a forward-looking 
assessment that monetary policy 
must respond not merely to current 
outcomes, but to the balance of risks 
embedded in an uncertain future. 

The rationale for a neutral stance 
rests on three considerations. 

First, there is no compelling case 
for emergency policy support. 

Domestic demand remains resilient, 
supported by buoyant private 
consump tion and rob ust 
manufacturing activity. High-frequency 
indicators continue to suggest 
growth momentum, with the RBI 
projecting output growth of 7 per 
cent in the first quarter of FY27 
and robust expansion over the 
remainder of the year. In such 
circumstances, a rate cut would do 
little to accelerate activity while 
potentially risking unnecessary 
macroeconomic vulnerabilities. 

Second, inflation risks remain 
predominantly supply-driven. While 
core inflation (excluding precious 
metals) remains broadly contained, 
CPI inflation is expected to average 
5 per cent during FY27, rise through 
the third quarter, and moderate 
only thereafter. The principal threats 
originate outside the conventional 
demand cycle: geopolitical tensions 
in West Asia, volatile crude oil 
prices, and weather-related disruptions 
linked to El Niño. These are not 
shocks that monetary easing can 
address. Lower interest rates cannot 
produce crude oil, repair disrupted 
shipping routes or offset adverse 
weather. What they can do is weaken 
inflation expectations if introduced 
prematurely. A neutral stance, 
therefore, is not indecision; it is an 
appropriate response to supply-side 
uncertainty. 

Third, the external sector reinforces 
the case for restraint .  India’s 
macroeconomic stability remains 
structurally sensitive to global energy 
markets. A sustained rise in crude 
oil prices feeds imported inflation, 
widens the trade deficit, strains the 
current account, and weakens the 
rupee. Recent trade data illustrate 
this vulnerability. In June 2026, 
exports of goods and services rose 
by 9.48 per cent year-on-year to 
$73.45 billion, but imports surged 
by 26.84 per cent to $88.76 billion, 
widening the overall trade deficit 
more than fivefold, to $15.32 billion 
from just $2.89 billion a year earlier. 

The rupee, which traded around 
95.20 to the dollar on August 6, 
and is still close to its record low of 
Rs 96.84 struck in May 20, has 
borne much of that pressure. Reserves, 
at a near four-month high of $692.9 
billion as of July 31, boosted by a 
June-launched scheme drawing 
foreign-currency deposits from 
non-resident Indians, which has 
already mobilised around $40 
billion, comfortably cover more 
than ten months of imports and 
90.8 per cent of external debt. 

However, this comfort has been 
actively purchased through sustained 
intervention rather than the currency 
finding its own level. This reinforces 
rather than complicates the case 
for holding: a weaker rupee itself 

feeds the same food-and-fuel 
pressures the MPC expects to prove 
transient, arguing against any haste 
to ease, while a currency propped 
up mainly through intervention 
leaves little room for a future cut 
either, since narrowing the India-US 
rate gap would test the reserve 
cushion just when external risk is 
elevated. Neutral, therefore, does 
double duty: anchoring inflation 
expectations and preserving room 
for currency defence at once. 

What can neutrality not deliver? 
A repo rate of 5.25 per cent against 
a 5.9 per cent Q3 CPI inflation 
forecast implies real rates turn 
meaningfully negative by the 
December quarter – a real loosening 
of effective policy without a nominal 
cut, testing the MPC’s 4 per cent 
(±2 point) mandate for a sustained 
stretch, not one quarter. More 
importantly, holding rates does 
nothing to shield households from 
food and fuel inflation, whose 
burden falls disproportionately on 
lower-income families where the 
stakes are the highest. 

On balance, the MPC’s arithmetic 
is sound. An immediate rate cut 
would have delivered limited gains 
for growth while increasing risks 
to inflation expectations, exchange-rate 
stability and external balances. Yet 
neutrality should not be mistaken 
for passivity. With inflation set to 
breach 5.5 per cent by Q4 FY27, 
real rates turning negative, and the 
rupee held near record lows only 
through active intervention, the 
RBI has a narrower corridor than 
the calm tone of the policy statement 
suggests. 

The real test comes not in August 
but in December, when the MPC 
must show inflation is truly moderating, 
and that the rupee’s defence can 
hold without recourse to the policy 
rate. For now, the RBI has chosen 
prudence over activism, which, 
under the current circumstances, 
seems more valuable than a premature 
display of policy activism. 

 
 

The writer is a faculty member in the Economics 
& Public Policy Area at the Indian Institute of 
Management (IIM) Ranchi. Views are personal.

PRAVIN KAUSHAL 
 

Buried in a slim government 
publication released last 
month is a number that 
deserves more attention 

than it has received. In 2023/24, 
private industry accounted for 45.2 
per cent of India's gross expenditure 
on research and development. Three 
years earlier, it was 32.2 per cent. 
Over  the  same p erio d,  the 
government's share fell from 54.5 
per cent to 48.2 per cent, below 
half for the first time in the history 
of the measurement. 

For a country whose research 
effort has been carried on the state's 
shoulders since Independence, 
through the atomic  energy 
establishment, the space programme, 
the defence laboratories and the 
agricultural research system, this 
is not a rounding error. It is a change 
in who pays for Indian science. 

The aggregate has moved with 
it. National R&D spending has more 
than tripled in a decade, from Rs 
79,356 crore in 2013/14 to Rs 2.45 
lakh crore in 2023/24, and is projected 
to reach Rs 3.13 lakh crore in the 
current year. As a share of GDP, 
R&D intensity has climbed from 
0.64 per cent in 2020/21 to 0.84 
per cent, an all-time high, with 0.90 
per cent projected for 2025/26. In 
purchasing power terms, India's 
research spending has roughly 
doubled in three years, to about 
$120 billion. 

The output figures point the same 
way. India's scientific publications 
grew from 78,135 in 2012 to 2,07,390 
in 2022, a compound rate of 10.25 
per cent against a world average of 
4.74 per cent, placing the country 
third globally behind China and 
the United States. Of the 1,10,375 
patent applications filed in India 
in 2024/25, 62 per cent came from 
Indian residents. The resident share 
of patents actually granted has 
risen from 15 per cent in 2013/14 to 

32 per cent. There are now 5.07 
lakh full time equivalent researchers 
in the country, 354 per million 
people, up from 262 three years 
ago, and 1.47 lakh of them, 29 per 
cent, are women, against 18.6 per 
cent in 2020/21. 

This is a real ascent, and it should 
be said plainly before the qualifications 
begin. Now the qualifications. At 
0.84 per cent of GDP, India still 
spends less than a third of what 
Korea, Israel or the United States 
commit, and roughly a third of China's 
2.58 per cent. Even the projected 
0.90 per cent leaves us below Brazil. 
The 2 per cent mark, which is the 
floor for countries that intend to 
compete at the technological frontier, 
is not reachable by government 
budgets alone. It requires the private 
share to keep compounding at 
something close to the 20 per cent 
annual growth of the last three years. 

The composition of that private 
spending also merits scrutiny. 
Multinationals now account for 71.3 
per cent of business R&D in India, 
up from 49.9 per cent in 2020/21, a 
category that includes 252 Indian 
private sector multinationals alongside 
124 foreign ones, so it is not simply 
a story of offshored back-office 
research. But the sectoral spread is 
narrow. Transportation absorbs 32.6 
per cent of industrial R&D and drugs 
and pharmaceuticals 21.4 per cent, 
with biotechnology at 8.6 per cent 
and information technology at 7.9 
per cent. These are mature industries 
doing mostly incremental work. 
Frontier bets, whether semiconductors, 
quantum, advanced materials or 
foundational AI, barely register in 
the numbers yet. 

And then there is the gap that 
has defined Indian research for 
thirty years: the distance between 
a patent and a product. We file at 
scale. We commercialise at a fraction 
of that scale. The reason is well 
understood and rarely fixed. Basic 
research is funded by grants; scaled 

products are funded by venture 
capital and revenue. In between 
sits the stretch where a laboratory 
result becomes a working prototype, 
the phase engineers call technology 
readiness levels four to six, where 
nobody wants to write the cheque. 
The risk is too high for a commercial 
fund and the work is too applied 
for a research grant. Extramural 
project funding across all central 
agencies came to Rs 3,356 crore in 
2023/24: 1.4 per cent of national 
R&D, with 73 per cent of it going to 
academic institutions. That is a 
thin bridge over a wide valley. 

This is what makes the Rs 1 lakh 
crore Research, Development and 
Innovation scheme consequential, 
and why it should be judged on 
execution rather than announcement. 
For the first time, public money is 
being routed into private sector 
deep tech rather than only into 
government laboratories. The design 
is deliberately arm's length. The 
state will not pick companies, but 
will capitalise second level fund 
managers, including SEBI registered 
alternative investment funds, 
development finance institutions 
and research park vehicles at the 
IITs, who will. The intent is patient 
capital, on timelines that suit a 
quantum sensor or a new molecule 
rather than a consumer app. 

The scarce input here is not money. 
It is fund managers who can underwrite 
science. Indian venture capital has 
served the country well for two 
decades, but its instincts were trained 
on a different asset class: fund lives 
of eight to ten years, product market 
fit within a year, scale by year three. 
Those clocks do not fit deep tech, 
and the mindset behind them is 
not something a corpus can purchase. 
Building that underwriting capability, 
people who can read a physics paper 
and a cap table with equal fluency, 
is the quiet, unglamorous work on 
which the whole scheme rests. 

Two other conditions matter as 

much. Infrastructure and talent 
must be accessible to a start-up 
that cannot build its own fabrication 
line or characterisation facility. And 
there must be a buyer. In defence, 
space,  health and energy, the 
government is the market, and 
procurement that favours a domestic 
prototype over a proven import is 
often worth more to a deep tech 
firm than another funding round. 

Some of this is already being 
assembled. The Anusandhan National 
Research Foundation has begun 
organising mission mo de, 
outcome-oriented programmes with 
industry participation. The National 
Quantum Mission runs four hubs, 
covering computing, communication, 
sensing, and materials and devices, 
with fourteen technical groups 
drawing on 43 institutions. A publicly 
backed consortium is building a 
sovereign large language model 
trained for Indian languages and 
contexts, on the reasonable view 
that a country which is among the 
world's largest users of foreign AI 
systems, and whose data trains 
them, should own at least one of 
its own. Thirteen scientific ministries 
now convene on a shared annual 
platform rather than operating in 
parallel. 

The underlying shift is cultural, 
and it is worth naming. India spent 
decades taking pride in jugaad, the 
improvised fix that worked around 
scarcity. Jugaad was a rational 
response to constraint. The constraint 
is easing, and the improvisation 
should ease with it. Structured 
innovation, defensible intellectual 
property and technology built to 
be owned rather than borrowed 
are what a country of this size and 
ambition should now expect of 
itself. 

Which brings me to the least 
discussed achievement in all of 
this. The survey behind these figures 
covered more than 8,000 research 
performing institutions and was 
revived after a gap of nearly three 
years. Numbers of this kind are 
not merely descriptive. They let 
policymakers, investors and industry 
look at the same picture, argue 
from the same baseline, and hold 
the system to targets it has publicly 
accepted. That is how a research 
economy becomes accountable 
rather than aspirational. 

The flywheel is turning. It now 
needs to turn considerably faster. 

 
 

The writer is an entrepreneur and columnist, and 
tweets as @ipravinkaushal.

India’s research economy has 
quietly changed hands

RBI’s neutrality is not passive
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SCIENCE

Scientists have used AI to design entire genomes
for bacteriophages, viruses that infect and kill
bacteria. Using ‘genome language models’, they
generated thousands of new DNA sequences,
then used them with a well-studied virus called
X174 as a template to yield 16 functional viruses.
These phages were di�erent from any found in
nature, and could together successfully kill
bacteria known to resist natural viruses. The
work o�ers a path to create treatments to �ght
drug-resistant bacteria.

Scientists use AI to design
viruses to kill hardy bacteria

Cepaea nemoralis snails produce �ve types of
mucus for di�erent tasks, such as crawling,
sticking to surfaces, and defence, ‘tuning’ the
properties using calcium. Most animal mucus is
slippery but snail mucus is versatile. Scientists
found that it contains collagen VI as the building
block, with the snails secreting calcium
carbonate granules to adjust thickness and
stickiness. This simple adjustment creates
anything from a lubricant to a protective barrier,
and could inspire new materials in medicine.

Snails tweak one ingredient
for �ve mucus recipes

Human engineering and land-use changes have
intensi�ed �ood risks on the Yangtze river in the
last 500 years. Scientists found that while �ood
frequency peaked during the Little Ice Age
(1500-1850), human interventions have made
recent �oods more severe. Embankments
increased the intensity of “100-year �oods” by
18% and lake reclamation by 8%. The �ndings
show how engineering projects intended to
control �oods have worsened their impact.

Records reveal engineering’s
e�ect on Yangtze �oods

SNAPSHOTS
�

Why do we feel a slightly
bitter aftertaste after
having sugary foods?
— Jesica Sandhu, New Delhi

There are a few reasons.
First, sweet foods activate
your sweet taste receptors
but not your bitter taste
receptors. But once the
sweet food has passed, the
sweetness receptors
become less responsive for
a short amount of time.
However, your bitterness
receptors are still sensitive,
and the taste of the
normally faint bitter
compounds in your saliva
or other lingering food
particles can become more
noticeable.
Another reason is that
many sugary foods also
include ingredients with

bitter notes. 
Next, oral bacteria may
rapidly metabolise leftover
sugars to produce acids.
Acids are generally sour
but they can interfere with
how you perceive other
tastes, which can also be
accentuated by the
dryness in your mouth
after eating something
sweet.
Finally, some people are
supertasters and perceive
bitter compounds more
intensely than others, so
they will also be more
likely to notice a bitter
�nish after sweet foods.
This ‘ability’ depends on
the TAS2R2 taste receptor
genes.

Question Corner

Bittersweet, literally

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

Picture a lizard the length
of your �nger clinging to a
tree branch. The cause of
its desperation is a 265 km/
hr wind threatening to peel
it o� like a sticker.

This happened twice to
a population of anoles in
the Turks and Caicos Is-
lands in September 2017.
So since then, these lizards
have evolved to cling
harder.

Four days before Hurri-
cane Irma made landfall,

scientists from Princeton
and Harvard Universities
had wrapped up a routine
survey of the Turks and
Caicos anole (Anolis scrip-
tus) on two islands, Pine
Cay and Water Cay.

They studied the limbs,
toes, and toepads, collect-
ed tissue samples, and
went home. They’d had no
idea a hurricane was com-
ing, let alone two. Irma ar-
rived on September 8 with
sustained winds of 265 km/
hr. Maria followed on Sep-
tember 22 at 200 km/hr.

The storms �attened ve-
getation and a great many
lizards.

Six weeks later, the team
returned to the islands and
found something peculiar
about the lizards that were
around. Compared to be-
fore the storm, the anoles
had longer forelimbs, shor-
ter hind legs, shorter toes
on those hind legs, and
larger front and back
toepads.

They reported these
changes in Nature in 2018,
describing them as the

handiwork of evolution.
But one detail from that

survey nagged at them: the
fourth hind toe, the longest
one, had actually become
shorter. If longer toes
mean better grip, why
would evolution shorten
one?

The answer has �nally
been reported in a new stu-
dy in Current Biology.

On a more recent trip to
Pine Cay and Water Cay,
the researchers found �ve
genes had independently —
over the two islands — be-

come more frequent after
the storms. All �ve genes
are known to be involved
in muscle and skeletal
development.

One in particular,
hs6st1, seemed to be res-
ponsible for the shorter
fourth toe in the surviving
Turks and Caicos anoles.

To con�rm, the team
turned to brown anoles
(Anolis sagrei). Using
CRISPR, they knocked out
hs6st1 in brown anole em-
bryos, which were born
with shorter fourth toes.

Next, they built a wind tun-
nel, placed brown anoles
on a wooden dowel, and
subjected them to winds of
118 km/hr. 

The footage revealed
that the lizards held on
with their front legs twice
as long as with their back
legs, on average.

Thus, two hurricanes 14
days apart had managed to
rewire the lizards’ genome
— an example of evolution-
ary biology on steroids.
(The author is a retired
scientist)

Hold tight: how two hurricanes forced a lizard to change its grip
D.P. Kasbekar

T
he gut micro-
biomes of eight
tribal popula-
tions across In-

dia have a unique diversity
shaped by their traditional
diets and are distinct from
those observed in indus-
trialised settings, research-
ers have reported in Gut
Microbes.

The e�ects of probiotics
depend on a population’s
diet and gut composition,
and the study o�ers a base-
line for India’s tribal com-
munities. It also points to
the research still needed
before such interventions
can be tailored e�ectively.

The study’s authors
have also stressed a need
to preserve these micro-
biomes in biobanks before
the diversity disappears.

India has a large indige-
nous population that fol-
lows diverse diets based on
location and culture. Ho-
wever, they are also under-
represented in global hu-
man microbiome studies,
making up less than 1% of
the human microbiome
samples.

“The Indian micro-
biome is very di�erent
compared to the Western
population, with an enor-
mous diversity within In-
dia,” said Dhiraj Dhotre, a
scientist at the National
Centre for Cell Science
(NCCS), Pune, and the stu-
dy’s co-corresponding
author. “Secondly, the en-
tire microbiome is shaped
by our long-term dietary
habits.”

The study was led by re-
searchers from NCCS in
collaboration with scien-
tists from other institutions

in India, Finland, and the
U.S.

In the study, the team
investigated the e�ects of
dietary variation across
eight tribal cultures on
their gut microbiomes.
These communities were
from four regions: Warli
from the western coast,
Madia and Gond from the
northeastern Deccan pla-
teau, Kabui from northeast
India, and Brokpa, Purig-
pa, Balti, and Boto from
the trans-Himalayas. Of
these, 76 healthy adults
contributed dietary data
and faecal samples for
study.

The team’s analysis re-
vealed that the diet of the
trans-Himalayan commun-
ities mainly included a va-
riety of grains and dairy
while those of the other
four tribes signi�cantly dif-
fered, as they included
home-brewed alcoholic
beverages, �sh, fruits, and/
or greens and stems.

The gut microbiota of

the trans-Himalayan popu-
lation was also more di-
verse and included a dis-
tinct strain of the
bacterium Bi�dobacterium
adolescentis. The research-
ers associated this pattern
with high dairy
consumption.

“The dairy component
in the diet has [exerted] an
evolutionary selection
pressure, due to which
speci�c microbes have
been established,” Abhijit
Kulkarni, lead co-author of
the study and former PhD
student at NCCS, said.

Bi�dobacterium bacteria
are known to improve gut
health and are a major
component of commercial
probiotics. However, Dr.
Dhotre cautioned against
considering it to be a un-
iversal marker of a healthy
microbiome.

“It is not that only
healthy individuals have
Bi�dobacterium and others
do not. Those consuming
diets other than dairy and

grains may harbour di�e-
rent organisms that can
provide similar health be-
ne�ts,” he said.

Among other species,
Bi�dobacterium bacteria
convert dietary carbohy-
drates into short-chain fat-
ty acids. In infants, the en-
zyme lactase converts
lactose in milk to glucose
and galactose. However, in
adults, bacteria like Bi�do-
bacterium take over and
help ferment lactose. The
trans-Himalayan popula-
tion’s microbiome showed
enriched pathways of lac-
tose and galactose metabo-
lism and plant-degrading
carbohydrate-active en-
zymes. The researchers al-
so compared the microbial
diversity from tribal com-
munities with that from
previously described sam-
ples from California, an in-
dustrialised setting, and
found that the tribal gut
microbiome was distinct.

“It becomes interesting
to see how your human bi-

ological evolution, micro-
bial presence, and cultural
trait of having dairy or milk
in your diet all go hand in
hand to create not only hu-
man diversity but also af-
fect the microbial diversi-
ty,” Dr. Shantanu Ozarkar,
a co-author and a biologi-
cal anthropologist from Sa-
vitribai Phule Pune Univer-
sity, said.

Researchers did note
that the study’s sample size
was small — yet they were
able to identify 14 putative-
ly novel bacterial taxa from
76 participants. The work
in this study led to the con-
ceptualisation of the In-
dian Human Microbiome
Initiative, which concluded
recently with the goal of
“sampling more than
3,400 individuals across
[India] from 10 endoga-
mous and 7 tribal
communities.”

“The data is very robust
because [the study] em-
ploys better and novel ana-
lytical, statistical, and
bioinformatic tools,” Moji-
bur Khan, of the Institute
of Advanced Studies in
Science and Technology,
Guwahati, and an indepen-
dent expert, said. 

Researchers also
stressed the importance of
preserving these microbial
communities in biobanks. 

“After a few decades,
when we need them for
corrective measures or for
clinical applications, we
will not have any represen-
tations left of these ancient
microbes. This microbial
biodiversity must hence be
preserved.”
(Rohini Karandikar works
with the TNQ Foundation,
and is a science communi-
cator and educator)

Traditional diets shape unique
gut microbes of Indian tribes

Rohini Karandikar

Research on Indian tribal populations shows that traditional diets foster unique gut bacteria; the �ndings show an urgent

need for biobanking to preserve microbial diversity and develop region-speci�c probiotic therapies as required

It is estimated that in India
on an average day, about
19,500 people celebrate
their 60th birthday. The
size of India’s population
aged 60 and above is ex-
pected to surpass the pop-
ulation aged 0-14 years by
2046.

Accompanying this ‘sil-
ver tsunami’ is the dizzying
pace of new technologies,
which go from being useful
to becoming indispensa-
ble. And there is so much
more available for you to
learn. Learning, before 60
or long after, is no longer
about stepping out of re-
tirement. It is a lifelong
process that can keep us
connected, sharp, and
thriving.

In India, learning in the

later years of life has large-
ly been focused on impart-
ing basic skills to the rural
elderly, who have not be-
ne�tted from formal edu-
cation. But this is transi-
tioning towards lifelong
learning for educated se-
niors and requires an eager
willingness and discipline.

Adding vitality
A narrow view of life is that
you study when you are
young, work for four de-
cades, and then retire.
Viewed this way, learning
is merely training for a job
— important when you are
working but not in later
years. However, learning is
also about enriching our
lives, and in the process
keeping cognitive decline
at bay. Thus, wanting to
learn goes beyond work-
place requirements. It
adds enthusiasm and re-
duces anxieties and
loneliness.

When you compare 80-
year-olds, women outnum-

ber men by a ratio of 5:3.
But late-life learning pre-
sents unique hurdles for
women, who are more
likely to be �nancially de-
pendent and have more
ongoing caregiving respon-
sibilities. To balance these
demands, women learners
often thrive on �exible,
bite-sized learning
formats.

Extending life without
preserving health is not a
worthwhile gain. In India,
healthy life expectancy at
birth lags behind overall

life expectancy by nearly 11
years, meaning the average
Indian spends their �nal
decade battling chronic ill-
ness. Continuous learning
o�ers a remarkably e�ec-
tive bu�er against this de-
cline. By building cognitive
reserve and preserving
functional independence,
lifelong curiosity doesn’t
just add years to your life.
It adds vitality to your
years.

Real-life learning
Just as going to the gym

builds physical stamina to
comfortably climb extra
�ights of stairs when need-
ed, cognitive reserve
builds a functional safety
net — a form of reserve
strength you can draw on
when needed. Cognitive
reserve allows you to cope
with the inevitable age-re-
lated damage to the brain.
The neuronal connections
made during learning new
things help keep your
brain functionally robust
in attributes such as me-
mory and conversational
skills, even when your
brain deteriorates to the
same extent as a person
with dementia.

Staying curious in our
later years also results in
improved health literacy.
We rarely worry about
good nutritional choices or
how much to sleep when
we are young. Acquiring
such practical knowledge,
along with reduced stress
and greater mental well-
being, helps us live health-

ier, longer lives.
The scope of learning

can extend beyond courses
to hands-on workshops
and even travel. Online
communities abound in
this �eld. ‘GetSetUp India’
is one such example. You
can practice skills such as
creative writing, classical
music or cooking, with the
enthusiastic support of
others.

But then, quality of life
thrives on human interac-
tion, and real-life shared
learning can be invaluable.
Whether through universi-
ty weekend programmes,
community workshops or
like-minded groups, �nd
something that sparks your
wonder today — even a
new language — and never
stop asking questions.
(The article was written in
collaboration with Sushil
Chandani, who works in
molecular modelling)
sushilchanda-
ni@gmail.com
dbala@lvpei.org

SPEAKING OF
SCIENCE

D. Balasubramanian

Staying curious can help preserve vitality in old age

Ageing gracefully: Merely extending life without preserving mental

and physical health is not a worthwhile gain. UNSPLASH 
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FAQ

The story so far:

S
o far, payments made on the Uni�ed
Payments Interface (UPI) platform have
been free. However, the Taxation and

Other Laws (Amendment) Bill, 2026 seeks to
change this, by empowering the government to
allow banks and UPI companies to charge
merchants for certain UPI payments. There is
fear that these merchants will, in turn, pass
these charges on to customers. 

What is the MDR charge?
A Merchant Discount Rate (MDR) is a fee that
merchants have to pay banks and payment
processors for the use of their networks. A
typical MDR charge has four components — an
interchange fee, processing charges, a network
fee, and tax. The interchange fee is paid to the
bank that has issued the credit or debit card.
The processing charges are paid to the payment
processor or gateway such as RazorPay, PayU,
CCAvenue, and BillDesk. The network fee is paid
to payment networks such as Visa, Mastercard,
and the National Payments Corporation of India.
The tax on these services — the Goods and

Services Tax — is
paid to the
government. 

Since 2020, the
government has
mandated that
transactions on UPI
and RuPay debit
cards will not attract
any MDR charges.

However, other card transactions do. The MDR
varies by payment method: it is 0.4%-0.9% for
non-RuPay debit cards, 1.5%-2.2% for domestic
credit cards, 1%-1.5% for netbanking, and
3%-4.5% for international credit cards. 

Who currently pays the cost of UPI
transactions?
In a recent press conference, Reserve Bank of
India Governor Sanjay Malhotra said “someone
will have to pay the cost” of UPI transactions. At
the moment, some of this cost is being absorbed
by banks and payment processors, and some is
being borne by taxpayers. 

In December 2021, the government launched
the ‘Incentive Scheme for Promotion of
Low-Value BHIM-UPI Transactions
(Person-to-Merchant)’ under which it provides a
subsidy to banks for UPI transactions of less
than ₹2,000 in value done at small merchants.
This is then shared among other stakeholders.

According to the government, it paid ₹1,389
crore as this subsidy in 2021-22, which grew to
₹3,631 crore by 2023-24. Budget documents
show that this �gure has subsequently been
falling, with the government budgeting ₹2,000
crore for the current �nancial year 2026-27. 

As for the MDR on other forms of electronic
payments, the merchants are currently paying
those charges. Some pass these charges on to
customers, while others absorb them. 

What is the government’s proposal?
So far, the government has not made any o�cial
announcement regarding its plans to allow MDR
charges on UPI. The only o�cial move is in
Parliament as part of a new law that allows the
government to allow such charges to be levied.

Currently, the Payment and Settlement
Systems Act of 2007 instructs banks “not to
impose a charge for using electronic modes of
payment” if they are conducted using methods
listed in Section 269SU of the Income Tax Act,
1961. Section 269SU lists debit cards powered by
RuPay, and UPI and BHIM-UPI transactions,
including those done by QR code. In simple
terms, a combination of these two Acts has so
far ensured that UPI and RuPay debit card
transactions are free from MDR charges.

This is set to change. The Taxation and Other
Laws (Amendment) Bill, 2026, passed by the Lok
Sabha on August 6, modi�es the provision in the
Payment and Settlement Systems Act to say that
the government can notify the kinds of
transactions that can attract such a charge. 

Apart from this, sources in the government
say that a possible MDR charge could be levied
on large merchants — with an annual turnover of
more than ₹1 crore-1.5 crore — and on
transactions that exceed ₹2,000 in value.
According to them, this would exclude about
95% of current UPI transactions from the charge.
They also say that the government is considering
an MDR charge on UPI transactions of 0.25-0.4%
of the transaction value. 

Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman said
that the �nal rates of the MDR have not yet been
decided. She added that such a charge would
“support banks and �ntech to invest more on
infrastructure, innovation, and security” and
“all users of UPI will reap the bene�ts of this
investment”. 

What are the concerns?
The main concern among users is that UPI will
no longer be free. It is, however, unlikely that
the government would impose a charge on most
UPI transactions. Digital and �nancial inclusion
is an important pillar of its ongoing reform
programme. One of the most attractive aspects
of UPI is that it has been free. The government
will likely not risk pushing users back to cash by
making UPI transactions more expensive.

Why are users
worried about
UPI charges?
Who pays for UPI transactions? Will this

change? What does a new Bill say?

Since 2020, the
government has
mandated that
transactions on UPI
and RuPay debit
cards will not attract
any MDR charges 

T.C.A. Sharad Raghavan The story so far:

O
n August 7, the Delhi High Court
raised concerns over the continued
use of Jantar Mantar as the
designated venue for protests in

Delhi. Justice Amit Mahajan said that Delhi
should not be “put to ransom unnecessarily” by
demonstrations. The court said this while
hearing a petition by the All India Dalit Christian
Rights Protection Committee seeking a direction
to Delhi Police to decide on its request for
permission to protest at the site on August 10. 

This observation came on the heels of the
Supreme Court directing the Centre earlier last
week to consider a plea seeking to remove Jantar
Mantar as a designated protest site and instead
make Ramlila Maidan the principal venue. 

Why is the location of Jantar Mantar
important for protesters?
For more than three decades, Jantar Mantar,
located in the heart of Delhi, has been the focal
point of democratic dissent. But despite being
referred to as the Jantar Mantar protest site, it is
not the 18th-century astronomical observatories
where protests are held; the designated site is on
the road opposite the monument, at the
intersection of Jantar Mantar Road and Sansad
Marg (Parliament Street). This location allows
protesters to carry out demonstrations within
sight of the political establishment while
remaining outside the high-security zones of
Parliament. Its proximity to Parliament has also
enabled political representatives to step out of
Parliament and address protesters. 

How did Jantar Mantar become the
designated protest site in Delhi?
Before the 1990s, Delhi’s principal venue for

demonstrations was the Boat Club lawns along
Rajpath (now Kartavya Path). The site witnessed
some of independent India’s largest political
rallies. Om Prakash Mishra, a former IPS o�cer
who served in various positions in the Delhi
Police, said, “As part of crowd-control measures,
it is important to have enough space for the
movement of both protesters and policemen. In
case of police action, protesters should have
space to retreat. That kind of maneuvering was
possible at the Boat Club lawns.”

The turning point came in 1988 when a
massive farmers’ rally, led by farm leader
Mahendra Singh Tikait, drew lakhs of protesters
to the Boat Club lawns. Multiple protests held by
farmers between 1987 and 1989 led to the
formation of the Bharatiya Kisan Union. “The
scale of the gathering raised concerns about
security and disruption in the capital’s
administrative centre,” Mr. Mishra explained. 

Following the rally and the heightened
security concerns during the Ram
Janmabhoomi-Babri Masjid movement, the Delhi
administration discontinued large
demonstrations at the Boat Club lawns. By 1993,
the police had begun directing protests to Jantar
Mantar, justifying the move on the grounds of
tra�c management and crowd control.

However, there was no statute or formal
government noti�cation designating Jantar
Mantar as Delhi’s o�cial protest site. Instead,
the venue acquired that status through
consistent executive practice, before being
formally regulated under Delhi Police Standing
Orders in the following decade.

In 2003, the Delhi Police issued Standing
Order 309, mentioning Jantar Mantar and the
15-acre venue Ramlila Maidan as the o�cial
places for protests, rallies, and processions.
Rajan Bhagat, former Deputy Commissioner of
Police, said, “The number decided the protest
site. If it was less than 5,000, Jantar Mantar
could be the site. If it was more than 5,000 but
less than 50,000, protesters had to be guided
towards Ramlila Maidan for their
demonstrations. If the footfall was to be greater
than 50,000, Burari grounds was to be the site.
If it was even bigger, protesters were guided
towards Narela.”

Mr. Bhagat said Jantar Mantar has, over the
years, become synonymous with peaceful public
demonstrations, including the Anna Hazare-led
anti-corruption movement in 2011-12, the
Nirbhaya protests in 2012, protests by
ex-servicemen demanding One Rank One
Pension, and by farmers’ groups, students,
women’s rights groups, government employees,
disability rights campaigners, and other civil
society organisations. “For many organisations,

gathering at Jantar Mantar has become an
established way of taking grievances directly to
the nation’s policymakers,” Mr. Bhagat said.

Why did it become contentious?
While its central location — less than 3
kilometres from Parliament — has made Jantar
Mantar a symbolic substitute for the erstwhile
marches to Parliament (which were banned in
1966 following agitations against Indira Gandhi’s
anti-cow slaughter law), it has also been a source
of contention for residents living nearby.

In 2017, the National Green Tribunal (NGT)
directed that protests be stopped at Jantar
Mantar after residents raised concerns over
noise, tra�c congestion, and prolonged sit-in
demonstrations. Authorities have also cited
security challenges arising from demonstrations
near important government institutions.

These competing interests have fuelled a
long-running debate over how best to balance
citizens’ constitutional right to peaceful protest
with the need to maintain public order and
minimise inconvenience to local residents.

What have the courts said?
In October 2017, the NGT suggested that
demonstrations be shifted elsewhere. The
tribunal cited three grounds while issuing these
directions: there is no executive order that
demarcates Jantar Mantar as a ‘protest site’; that
it is marked as a ‘residential area’ in the Delhi
Master Plan; and that protests cause noise
pollution. The order triggered widespread
criticism from activists and civil society groups,
who argued that it restricted the right to protest.

In July 2018, the Supreme Court held that
public protests could not be completely banned
at Jantar Mantar or the Boat Club. Instead, it
directed authorities to frame guidelines that
would balance the rights of protesters with those
of residents. The Delhi Police then released
Standing Order 10 in 2018, demarcating Jantar
Mantar as a protest site for up to 1,000 people.
For higher numbers, permission is to be given
only for Ramlila Maidan, the order said.

What is the position today?
Jantar Mantar continues to function as Delhi's
principal protest venue, though demonstrations
are regulated through permissions issued by
Delhi Police. Organisers must give an
undertaking of compliance to guidelines related
to crowd size, duration, use of loudspeakers,
and security arrangements.

Mr. Mishra said Ramlila Maidan (run by the
North Delhi Municipal Corporation) is an “ideal
venue “as it has separate gates for VVIP
movement and for participants.” 

“It is an enclosed space which establishes an
overall security architecture,” he said.

Ramlila Maidan, continues to be available for
protests or any large gatherings or events, but
the cost is around ₹50,000 a day, while Jantar
Mantar is available free of cost.

Why is Jantar Mantar in Delhi facing scrutiny?

While its
central
location has
made Jantar
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symbolic
substitute
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Where were protests in Delhi held in the �rst few decades of independent India? How and when

did Jantar Mantar become the designated protest site? Why has it become contentious and what

have courts said? What are alternative sites for demonstrations in Delhi? 

Shrimansi Kaushik

A cleanliness drive at the protest site of Jantar Mantar in New Delhi. PTI

The story so far: 

A
Supreme Court report published on
August 3 makes recommendations
aimed at enhancing gender sensitivity
in how judges write judgments and

conduct proceedings in cases involving sexual
o�ences and vulnerable persons. 

Who prepared the new report?
Titled ‘Judgments and Gender: Sensitivity and
Compassion in Writing Judgments’, the report
was drafted by an expert committee headed by
former Supreme Court judge and Director of the
National Judicial Academy (NJA) in Bhopal,
Justice Aniruddha Bose. It marks a shift from the
court’s 2023 ‘Handbook on Combating Gender
Stereotypes’, which focused primarily on
helping judges identify and avoid gender
stereotypes and patriarchal language. 

The new report, which will replace the earlier
handbook, broadens that approach by
recommending practical reforms spanning
courtroom management, victim protection,
judicial reasoning, and trauma-informed
adjudication. Before formulating its
recommendations, it examined 125 trial court
judgments from across the country with the
assistance of State Judicial Academies.

What prompted this intervention?
The need for a new handbook arose from the

Supreme Court’s February 10, 2026, judgment
setting aside an Allahabad High Court ruling that
had held that allegations of grabbing a
14-year-old girl’s breasts, dragging her towards a
culvert, and breaking the string of her lower
garment amounted only to “preparation” to
commit rape, rather than an “attempt” to rape.
The apex court had taken cognisance of the
ruling on its own after the High Court’s
distinction between preparation and attempt
drew criticism for its apparent insensitivity.

During the proceedings, questions were also
raised about the e�ectiveness of the Supreme
Court’s 2023 handbook, issued during the
tenure of former Chief Justice of India (CJI) D.Y.
Chandrachud, in preventing such �awed judicial
reasoning. CJI Surya Kant remarked that the
handbook was “too Harvard-oriented”,
suggesting that it was overly theoretical and did
not adequately re�ect the realities of the Indian
judicial system. Justice Kant instead called for
practical training. The court consequently
directed the NJA in Bhopal to constitute a
committee of domain experts, academics, and
lawyers to formulate fresh guidelines geared
towards the practical training of judges.

What does it say about gender-sensitive
judicial language?
The new report cautions that judicial
observations rooted in stereotypes can deter
survivors from reporting o�ences, reinforce
prejudices, and undermine con�dence in the
justice system. While both the 2023 handbook
and the new report contain glossaries of terms
that judges should avoid, they di�er in focus.

The 2023 handbook largely sought to replace
stereotypical, colloquial, or outdated
expressions with neutral and legally appropriate
terminology. For instance, it recommended
“street sexual harassment” instead of “eve
teasing”, “homemaker” instead of “housewife”,
and “woman who has engaged in sexual
relations outside of marriage” instead of
“adulteress”. It also challenged broader
assumptions about women, including the
stereotype that they are inherently emotional.

The 2026 report, on the other hand, focuses
on problematic expressions that frequently
appear in trial court judgments, particularly in

sexual o�ence cases. It recommends replacing
“prosecutrix” with “victim”, “survivor” or
“complainant”, noting that the former is
essentially a procedural label, while the
alternatives better acknowledge the lived
realities of those approaching the justice system.

The report also seeks to move judicial writing
away from language that views sexual violence
through the prism of morality, chastity, or
honour. Expressions suggesting that rape
“destroyed the soul of a helpless woman”,
“ruined her life”, or caused her to “lose her
chastity” should be avoided. Instead, judges are
encouraged to focus on the legal injury and its
consequences — for instance, by stating that the
survivor’s bodily autonomy was violated and
that the o�ence caused severe trauma.

The report further urges courts to use
respectful and contemporary terminology when
referring to people of diverse sexual orientations
and gender identities, and recommends the
globally recognised framework of Sexual
Orientation, Gender Identity, Expression and
Sex Characteristics (SOGIESC).

What changes does it recommend in
courtroom practices?
Beyond judicial language, the report sets out a
series of “compassionate court practices” that
judges should adopt proactively. It reiterates
that trials involving rape and other sexual
o�ences should ordinarily be held in camera (in
private, closed-door proceedings), as mandated
under the Bharatiya Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita,
2023. It also calls for strict protection of
survivors’ identities, including through the use
of initials or pseudonyms in court proceedings
and publications.

Describing witnesses as “guests” who assist
the court in arriving at the truth, the report
cautions against repeated adjournments,
prolonged waiting, and poor treatment. Judges
are also urged to enforce provisions of the
Bharatiya Sakshya Adhiniyam that prohibit
indecent, scandalous, or o�ensive questions
during cross-examination. In particular, the
report reiterates that a survivor’s previous
sexual history is immaterial in a rape trial.

A trauma-informed approach is another
recommendation. The report cautions judges
against drawing adverse conclusions solely from
delayed reporting, absence of physical injuries,
inconsistencies in testimony, or a survivor’s
demeanour, noting that people respond to
trauma di�erently. It also encourages pre-trial
counselling to reduce survivors’ anxiety.

How does the SC handbook rethink gender sensitivity?

The 2026
report 
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How does the 2026 handbook di�er from the 2023 version on combating gender stereotypes?

What does it say about the use of gender-sesnsitive language? In what ways does it go beyond

language to talk about courtroom practices that judges should adopt proactively?

Aaratrika Bhaumik

The Supreme Court's 2023 handbook faced questions about its e�ectiveness. 
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B
y the time Abdullah bin
Saud succeeded his father
as Emir of Diriyah (the �rst
Saudi state) in 1814,

Ottoman forces, under the command
of Muhammad Ali Pasha, had already
launched their military campaign
against the al-Saud reign. The
Ottomans sought to destroy the
emirate and bring the Arabian
Peninsula back under their control.
They entered Hejaz by the sea and
then marched into the heart of Nejd.
In 1818, Ibrahim Pasha, Muhammad
Ali’s son, reached Diriyah, the capital
of the Emirate, and laid siege to the
city until it surrendered. Abdullah, his
three sons and two supporters were
captured and taken to Cairo, before
being transferred to Constantinople,
where Sultan Mahmud II rejected a
request for a pardon. In May 1819, the
last Emir of the �rst Saudi state, along
with his sons and supporters, was
beheaded in a square near Hagia
Sophia. 

The Ottoman invasion, however, did
not prevent the Saudis from rebuilding
the state the Pashas had destroyed.
They established the second Saudi
state later in the 19th century and,
after its defeat, founded a third in the
early 20th century. The third state,
with British support, expanded its
authority across much of the Arabian
Peninsula, eventually giving rise to
modern Saudi Arabia. The Ottoman
Empire collapsed after the First World
War, with the Republic of Turkey
emerging as its successor. After the
Second World War, both Turkiye and
Saudi Arabia became close allies of the
U.S., but relations between the two
remained strained. Their historical
rivalry and contest for in�uence in
West Asia kept them at odds. 

Tensions deepened after Turkiye
took an increasingly Islamist turn
under Recep Tayyip Erdogan in the
21st century. When Turkiye supported
the Arab Spring protests of 2010-2011,
Saudi Arabia viewed the uprisings as a
threat to political stability. Relations
deteriorated further after Jamal
Khashoggi, a Saudi dissident, was
killed inside the Saudi consulate in
Istanbul in 2018. The kingdom and the

republic also found themselves on
opposing sides in several regional
con�icts, most notably in Libya.

But this rivalry has begun to melt
away in recent years, as West Asia has
witnessed a series of balance-shifting
developments. On August 7, 2026,
Saudi Arabia and Turkiye turned a
page in their long and often fraught
relationship by formally entering into a
trilateral defence agreement with
Pakistan. Under the Mecca Agreement,
signed in the Saudi holy city by Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman,
Turkish President Erdogan and
Pakistan Prime Minister Shehbaz
Sharif, the three countries pledged to
strengthen “collective defence” and
“collective deterrence”, and to treat an
armed attack against any one of them
as an attack against all three.

In search of strategic depth
A NATO-style collective security
alliance bringing together three major
Muslim-majority countries — a
nuclear-armed South Asian power, an
oil-rich Persian Gulf monarchy and a
NATO ally that straddles West Asia and
Europe — is something West Asia has
not seen before. In September 2025,
Pakistan and Saudi Arabia signed a

Strategic Mutual Defence Agreement
committing themselves to treat any act
of aggression against one as an act
against both. 

The Saudi-Pakistan agreement
showed both Saudi Arabia’s deepening
strategic vulnerability and Pakistan’s
increasing appetite to play a larger
security role in an increasingly volatile
region. Now, with the addition of
Turkiye, the alliance is seeking
strategic depth and military muscle. 

Each member of the alliance brings
its own strengths and vulnerabilities.
Pakistan is the Muslim world’s only
nuclear power, but its economy is
struggling to stay a�oat. Saudi Arabia,
one of the world’s largest oil exporters,
has deep pockets but faces daunting
security challenges, particularly from
Iran and the Houthis. Turkiye has a
rapidly expanding military industrial
base, including advanced
drone-production capabilities, but is
worried about Israel’s growing
militarism in its neighbourhood. 

Saudi Arabia, a close American ally
since the late 1940s, relied on the U.S.
for security, while, in return,
promising an uninterrupted �ow of oil.
The foundations of this alliance have
been shaken in recent years as the

U.S., faced with a rising China in East
Asia, began to deprioritise West Asia.
When Saudi oil facilities were attacked
in 2019 by Iran-aligned Houthis, the
U.S. did little in response. This
prompted the kingdom to explore
options beyond America’s security
umbrella. In 2023, Saudi Arabia
reached a normalisation agreement
with Iran, brokered by China. 

But Saudi Arabia’s security anxieties
only deepened when Israel started
�ghting a mini-regional war after the
October 7, 2023 Hamas attack. After
the U.S. and Israel launched the war
on Iran on February 28, 2026, Tehran
repeatedly attacked all Gulf states,
including Saudi Arabia. This war seems
to have convinced Riyadh that the U.S.
security guarantees to Arab states were
not as solid as they used to be. 

Turkiye, on the other hand, has
long sought to play a larger security
role in West Asia — the old �efdom of
Constantinople. It has cultivated
strong ties with Qatar and maintains a
troop presence there. An alliance with
Saudi Arabia would provide Ankara
with greater strategic space in the
region. Turkiye also has its own
security worries. As an increasingly
militaristic Israel expands its territory

through air strikes and incursions,
Ankara believes it should prepare for
potential con�icts in the future.
Although Turkiye is a member of
NATO, Ankara has doubts about
whether the NATO collective security
guarantees would hold in the event of
a con�ict with Israel, America’s closest
ally in the region. 

Pakistan, the third actor, brings to
the alliance its hostility with India. In
May 2025, it fought a brief aerial war
with India after the Pahalgam terror
attack. As India says it would hold
Pakistan responsible for terror attacks
on its soil, Islamabad is also trying to
strengthen its deterrence through
counter-alliances.

Shifting sands 
The trilateral alliance and its collective
security clause do not necessarily
mean that Pakistan would go to war
with Iran or the Houthis, or that
Turkiye would join a future
India-Pakistan con�ict. After the
Saudi-Pakistan agreement was signed
in September 2025, Pakistan clashed
several times with Taliban-ruled
Afghanistan, while Saudi Arabia came
under repeated attacks from Iran and
the Houthis. But neither country
intervened militarily on behalf of the
other. So there will always be
questions about the practical scope of
the alliance’s collective defence
commitment. 

Yet, the agreement remains
signi�cant because it brings together
three major powers in a common
security framework. Defence
partnership and military
interoperability among them could
expand at a time when an
overstretched U.S. is confronting the
limits of its power in the region. The
alliance also provides greater strategic
space for Turkiye and Pakistan in West
Asia. Other smaller states in the region
could be tempted to join, while powers
that have uneasy relations with the
alliance’s members, including India,
the UAE, Israel and Iran, could seek
their own counterbalancing
arrangements. 

West Asia’s security architecture
could therefore undergo profound
changes, accelerating the region’s
post-American transition. 

A new triple alliance in West Asia
Mecca Agreement

Confronting a diminished American strategic presence, oil-rich Saudi Arabia, nuclear-armed Pakistan and NATO-ally Turkiye have formally entered 
a trilateral framework promising ‘collective security’ and ‘collective deterrence’ amid growing regional instability 
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W
hen Abdul El-
Sayed, a 41-
year-old epide-

miologist born to Egyptian
immigrants, defeated U.S.
Representative Haley Ste-
vens by a margin of fewer
than 15,000 votes out of
more than 1.5 million cast
in the Democratic primary
elections held in Michigan
state in early August, the
result caught national and
international attention. 

The playing �eld had
been weighted heavily
against him. Outside
groups spent more than
$60 million supporting Ms.
Stevens, against roughly
$3.5 million in indepen-
dent expenditure backing
Mr. El-Sayed, and she had
the endorsement of the
Democratic establishment.
The single largest source
was the United Democracy
Project, the super PAC di-
rected by the pro-Israel
lobbying group AIPAC,
which poured $30.6 mil-
lion into the contest — the
largest sum it has ever
spent on a single race. 

Mr. El-Sayed’s win was
the latest in a recent run of
victories by progressive
candidates over establish-
ment-backed rivals,
though unlike several of
them, he has never de-
scribed himself as a social-
ist, saying “I’m just a capi-
talist who understands
how capitalism works”.
Mr. El-Sayed’s candidacy

was backed by prominent
�gures on the American
left, including Sen. Bernie
Sanders and Rep. Alexan-
dria Ocasio-Cortez. 

The reasons for their
backing were not too di�-
cult to fathom. Mr. El-
Sayed’s key policy plat-
form was to call for “Medi-
care for All” — a universal
single payer health care
system in which one public
insurer covering everyone
replaces the private insu-
rance industry and is fund-
ed through taxation, akin
to Canada’s Medicare sys-
tem. Mr. El-Sayed also
evinced a strong critique of
Israel’s genocidal actions
in Gaza, going on to call the
country a rogue state and
an ethno-state, and has
pledged to end the U.S.’s
funding of its military ap-
paratus, besides that of
Saudi Arabia, Jordan and
Egypt. 

He has also been a tren-
chant critic of President
Donald Trump and his an-
ti-immigration policies and
the notorious U.S. Immi-
gration and Customs En-

forcement (ICE), which he
has called for abolishing. 

Another issue that binds
Mr. El-Sayed to those ad-
hering to the Democratic
Socialists is support for
regulating campaign �-
nance and keeping “mo-
ney out of politics”, an is-
sue that has resonated with
young people across the
U.S., and in Michigan in
particular, who rallied for
Mr. El-Sayed. 

Not an easy race
Mr El-Sayed, who complet-
ed his DPhil in public
health on a Rhodes scho-
larship at Oriel College, Ox-
ford, also took a medical
degree from Columbia Un-
iversity, but went on to be-
come an epidemiologist.
At 30, he became Detroit
city’s health o�cer. He ran
for Governor in 2017, with
Mr. Sanders and Ms. Oca-
sio-Cortez’s endorsement
but lost the 2018 primary
to Gretchen Whitmer, now
the State’s Governor. 

Despite his win in the
primary, the race in No-
vember will not be easy for

Mr. El-Sayed, who will be
the �rst Muslim to be elect-
ed to the U.S. Senate if he
succeeds. The Republicans
have sought to brand all
progressives and especially
the democratic socialists as
radicals and communists,
using a new version of the
Red Scare. Mr. El-Sayed
faces Mike Rogers, a form-
er Congressman, who has
Mr. Trump’s endorsement
and is well funded. After
Mr. El-Sayed’s win, Mr.
Rogers was quick o� the
blocks to accuse him, with-
out evidence, of support-
ing the Muslim Brother-
hood. 

AIPAC has also said it
will continue the �ght to
get Mr. El-Sayed rejected.
He, however, got the back-
ing of major Democratic
leaders, including those
who endorsed Ms. Stevens,
and the latter herself as
soon as the primary results
were out. Liberal commen-
tators are, however, unen-
thusiastic about the tri-
umph of progressives like
Mr. El-Sayed and other de-
mocratic socialists, whom
they call insurgents within
the Democratic Party and
who, they argue, do not
have the broad acceptance
in closely contested Rust
Belt States such as Michi-
gan. The Senate race in Mi-
chigan will be a litmus test
of whether the progressive
and democratic socialist
current can win beyond
Democratic strongholds in
the U.S.

A progressive’s progress
Abdul El-Sayed

Michigan’s Senate race will test whether the American Left can win outside 

the Democratic party’s strongholds

Srinivasan Ramani
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L
aunch more U.S.
open models, issue
more U.S. visas,

build more U.S. data
centres, and encourage
more U.S. competition —
these were some of the
panic-tinged solutions
swirling online after the
Chinese AI �rm Moonshot
released its Kimi K3 model
on July 16.

Kimi K3, with 2.8 trillion
parameters and a 1 million-
token context window, was
billed as the “world’s �rst
open 3T-class model”. By
comparison, one of Goo-
gle’s recent Gemma 4 open
models reported a size of
30.7 billion total parame-
ters. Moonshot AI candidly
noted that the overall per-
formance of Kimi K3 still
“trails” Anthropic’s Claude
Fable 5 and OpenAI’s GPT
5.6 Sol. However, the com-
pany claimed that Kimi K3
showed frontier-level per-
formance across its evalua-
tion suite. On July 27, the
�rm enjoyed a second
burst of adulation when it
released the model
weights, allowing users to
modify and run Kimi K3 as
per their commercial
needs under a far more
�exible licence.

Kimi K3 cost about a
third of Anthropic’s Fable
model in terms of the input
and output token prices.
While business use cases,
operational needs, and
other overheads in�uence

the �nal cost of deploying
models, such price compa-
risons can put makers of
more expensive models on
edge. 

Over 270 companies, in-
cluding Amazon, Google,
Meta, Microsoft, Nvidia,
OpenAI and SpaceX, have
now signed an open letter
titled ‘Open Weights and
American AI Leadership’,
calling for policy measures
to support open-weight
models, in order to keep
innovation in the U.S. and
ensure its technological
dominance.

Far from uniting U.S.
tech �rms, however, the
open letter revealed a
jagged split when Anthrop-
ic did not sign. The Claude-
maker instead issued a sep-
arate warning stressing the
risks of open-weight mo-
dels, and pushed for chip
restrictions against China. 

Furthermore, the AI
�rm backed by Amazon
and Google had in Febru-
ary alleged that Moonshot
was one of the AI labs that
generated millions of ex-
changes with Claude

through hundreds of “frau-
dulent” accounts in order
to illicitly target the U.S.
model’s agentic reasoning
and tool use, coding and
data analysis, computer-
use agent development,
computer vision, and rea-
soning traces.

In September 2024, an
X user asked OpenAI CEO
Sam Altman when a specif-
ic AI feature would be re-
leased. Instead of a date,
the asker received a mock-
ing response. “[H]ow
about a couple of weeks of
gratitude for magic intelli-
gence in the sky, and then
you can have more toys
soon?” posted Mr. Altman,
triggering both laughter
and criticism online.

Relations with users
But AI company-customer
relations have sharply
changed in 2026. Users
need not wait for a “couple
of weeks” and express
their “gratitude” for closed
model updates when Chi-
nese AI contenders such as
Alibaba, DeepSeek, and
Moonshot are inviting

them to try out more open
models at lower prices.

The success of Kimi is
not exclusively a techno-
logical triumph; it marks a
win in terms of optics as
well. The release of Kimi
K3 — and later, its model
weights — has boosted the
company’s standing and its
claim to “empower eve-
ryone to be superhuman”.
Though not named in o�-
cial missives, Kimi K3 has
triggered Big Tech soul-
searching in the U.S. as top
companies co-sign letters
of concern, express sud-
den support for accessible
models, and brainstorm
ways to race ahead of
China.

That Anthropic has ac-
cused Moonshot of illicit
distillation actually works
in favour of the Chinese
�rm’s reputation. This may
as well be an advertise-
ment for an easier and
cheaper way to access
Claude-grade capabilities,
regardless of Anthropic’s
hand-wringing about “sig-
ni�cant national security
risks”.

As more open-weight
Chinese AI models enter
the arena with competitive
prices and licences, com-
panies and users will vote
with their wallets. The
coming weeks and months
will shed more light on
whether Kimi K3 was a
one-shot wonder, or if Chi-
nese �rms have truly
raised the bar in marketing
more open AI tools. 

Moonshot’s rising star
Kimi K3

The July launch of the Chinese company’s AI model has prompted much soul-searching among

U.S. Big Tech giants over their approach to open models and AI competition

Sahana Venugopal
AFP
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There are Indian festivals in which the kitchen
announces celebration through the hiss of hot
ghee, the rhythm of grinding stones and the fra-
grance of food rising from an active stove. Sheetala
Ashtami begins with the opposite sound: silence.
The fire that normally sustains the household is
allowed to rest, the cooking vessels have already
completed their work, and the meal is served cool.
Known widely as Basoda or Basora, the observance
transforms food prepared on the previous day into
an offering of devotion. What might appear to be
a simple practice of eating yesterday’s food is, in
fact, a carefully ordered culinary tradition built
around restraint, seasonal transition, maternal care
and remembrance.

Sheetala Ashtami was observed on Wednesday,
11 March, on the Ashtami tithi of the Krishna Paksha
in Chaitra. Since the festival follows Holi, it arrives
as winter recedes and the first warmth of summer
enters northern and western India. The principal
cooking is completed on the preceding day, com-
monly associated with Sheetala Saptami, after
which the hearth is cleaned and left unlit. Regional
calendars differ, and some families worship on
Saptami or another locally prescribed day after Holi,
but the central practice remains the preparation
of food in advance and its offering in a cooled state.

The festival is dedicated to Sheetala Mata, whose
very name comes from the idea of sheetal, or cool-
ness. This is more than a description of the
goddess, for cooling provides the organising prin-
ciple of the entire observance. Historically,
Sheetala was invoked particularly in relation to
fever, eruptive illnesses and smallpox, a disease
characterised by high fever followed by painful
skin eruptions. If illness was experienced as dan-
gerous heat within the body, Sheetala represent-
ed its opposite. Soothing, cooling and relief. Her
traditional imagery reinforces this association
through the vessel she carries, together with the
broom and neem leaves that came to signify
cleansing and protection. The household trans-
lates this symbolism into ritual action. Its great-
est source of heat, the cooking fire, is extinguished;
freshly cooked dishes give way to food that has
rested; curd and cool water assume particular
importance; and the meal offered to the goddess
is itself consumed cool. In symbolic terms,
Sheetala cools the body, the hearth and the house-
hold together. Historically, her worship offered
communities a religious language through which
the fear of epidemic disease, particularly small-
pox, could be understood and endured.

This history also explains why the idea extends
beyond a single festival name or region. Basoda
or Sheetala Ashtami is especially prominent in
Rajasthan, Haryana, Uttar Pradesh and Madhya
Pradesh, but Gujarat preserves an especially
close parallel through Randhan Chhath and
Shitala Satam. Randhan Chhath is the cooking day,
when food is prepared in advance, while on Shitala
Satam the stove remains unlit and the previous
day’s food is offered and eaten. Further south, the
practice is not identical, but an interesting echo
appears in the worship of Mariamman in Tamil
Nadu, another protective goddess historically asso-
ciated with heat, illness and eruptive disease. At
some Mariamman festivals, cooling preparations
such as koozh, a porridge traditionally made using
millet, form part of the offering. These traditions
should not be treated as interchangeable, but
together they reveal a wider Indian cultural

vocabulary in which protective

goddesses, bodily heat and cooling foods
repeatedly intersect.

The name Basoda is commonly associ-
ated with baasi bhojan, but translating
this simply as “stale food” misses the
ritual meaning. The meal is deliber-
ately prepared on the previous
day, allowed to cool, stored and
then offered without lighting the
hearth again. The act of cooling is
itself devotional. On most festive
days, sacred food is created
through the transformational
power of fire. Basoda reverses
that relationship. Fire has already
completed its work, and abstaining
from fresh cooking becomes part of
the offering. The timing after Holi also
places the festival at a seasonal thresh-
old, when northern India begins moving
towards greater warmth. Traditional ideas
of cooling the body, reducing excess heat and
favouring foods that could be eaten without further
cooking therefore sit naturally within both the reli-
gious symbolism and the changing season.

Among the most distinctive preparations is
Meetha Oliya, particularly cherished in Rajasthani
and Marwari homes. Cooked rice is cooled before
being folded into smoothly whisked yoghurt
with sugar, milk, cardamom and, in richer versions,
saffron and nuts. Its gentle sweetness and cool
texture embody the character of Sheetala worship
more precisely than almost any other dish. The rice
softens further as it rests, while the yoghurt carries
the fragrance of cardamom through the mixture.
It may be offered during the morning puja and later
served as part of the family meal, occupying a space
between dessert, prasad and cooling nourishment.

The same idea appears in Namkeen Oliya, the
savoury counterpart in which cooled rice and
yoghurt are combined with salt and lightly
crushed cumin. Some families add black pepper,
mustard powder, raisins or dried fruit, creating an
unusual balance of tartness, spice and sweetness.
Unlike curd rice that receives a hot tempering in
many southern traditions, Oliya is often kept free
of any fresh sizzling tadka on the day of worship.
Its preparation demonstrates how Basoda cuisine
creates flavour without depending upon last-
minute heat.

From the coolness of Oliya, the meal moves
towards the dry, durable foods of Rajasthan.
Pachkuta brings together preserved desert ingre-
dients such as ker, sangri, kumat, gunda and dried
mango. These are soaked, boiled where required
and cooked with oil, asafoetida, cumin, coriander,
chilli and amchur until intensely flavoured but rel-
atively dry. Its presence links Basoda with
Rajasthan’s ecological intelligence, where commu-
nities learned to turn hardy berries, pods and stored
produce into food capable of surviving scarcity and
heat. When prepared on Saptami, Pachkuta devel-
ops greater depth overnight and can be eaten
without reheating.

In homes that do not make the complete
mixture, Ker Sangri may appear independently. The
desert berries and beans are soaked to remove
excess sharpness, then cooked with spices,
yoghurt or dried mango according to
household practice. Beside it,
Kairi ki Launji provides a
glossy, sweet-sour
accompaniment
made by
cooking raw
mango with
jaggery or
s u g a r ,
f e n n e l ,
nigella, cumin
and chilli.
Because launji
keeps well, it is particu-

larly suited to a festival that prohibits fresh
cooking. Its sourness also cuts through fried
breads and sweets. Rajasthan’s official tourism
material identifies ker and sangri as characteris-
tic ingredients of the state’s arid landscape and
cuisine.

Gram flour contributes another set of prepara-
tions that remain satisfying after cooling. Sukhe
Gatte are made by kneading besan with yoghurt,
oil and spices, shaping the dough into cylinders,
boiling them and cutting them into pieces. Instead
of returning them to a gravy, they are tossed into
a dry masala of cumin, coriander, chilli and
amchur. Besan ki Roti, kneaded with spices and
sometimes ghee, offers a firm bread to accompa-
ny Pachkuta or launji. In millet-eating households,
Bajre ka Sogra, a thick pearl millet roti shaped by
hand, may be cooked the previous day and eaten
with curd, jaggery or preserved vegetables.

The fried savouries of Basoda are selected for
their ability to hold their texture. Moong Dal Kachori
encloses a filling of coarsely ground lentils, fennel,
asafoetida, coriander and chilli within a crisp flour
shell. The filling is cooked until dry so that the
kachori remains stable overnight. Mathri, made
from stiff dough enriched with ghee or oil and sea-
soned with ajwain, cumin or black pepper,
becomes even crisper as it cools. Khichia or Papad,
roasted or fried on the preparation day, adds a
brittle contrast to yoghurt and rice. Together these
foods turn the absence of freshly cooked food into
a meal of deliberate contrasts.

Yoghurt returns through Dahi Bade, in which
lentil dumplings are fried, soaked in water, gently
pressed and placed in seasoned curd before the
festival morning. As they rest, they absorb mois-
ture and become soft enough to break with a
spoon. Roasted cumin, black salt, red chilli and a
little sweet chutney may be added before the
hearth rests. In some parts of northern and
western India, Kanji Vade provide a sharper vari-
ation. Small lentil dumplings are immersed in water
fermented with ground mustard, salt and chilli, pro-
ducing a tangy preparation associated with the

period around
Holi. Its sourness, created through time rather than
last-minute cooking, fits naturally into Basoda’s
cuisine.

A simpler but meaningful offering is Sukha Kala
Chana. The chickpeas are soaked, boiled and tossed
with cumin, asafoetida, coriander and dried
mango until the moisture has evaporated. Served
with breads and launji, they add substance
without requiring a gravy and may also be distrib-
uted in small portions as prasad. The dish reflects
an important feature of Basoda food: ingredients
are often cooked fully and kept drier than they
would be for an everyday meal.

Sweetness is equally important, and Meethe
Chawal often form one of the central offerings. Rice
is cooked with sugar or jaggery, cardamom,
saffron, cloves, raisins and nuts until each grain is
perfumed and lightly glazed. When cooled
overnight, the flavours settle and the rice becomes
firmer, making it easy to portion during worship.
The dish sits comfortably beside Oliya because the
two use the same staple in very different ways, one
creamy and tart, the other fragrant and jewel-like.

Fried sweets provide some of the festival’s most
recognisable aromas on the day before worship.
Pua is made from a batter of wheat flour, milk or
water, sugar or jaggery, fennel and cardamom, then
fried into small, soft-edged rounds. Gulgule use a
thicker jaggery-sweetened wheat batter and are
dropped into hot oil as irregular dumplings. Both
remain pleasant after cooling, but their textures
differ: pua is flatter and tender, while gulgule are
plumper and chewier. Prepared in generous
batches, they are offered to the goddess, shared
with children and carried to neighbours.

Grain takes a richer form in Lapsi, where
broken wheat is roasted in ghee and cooked with
jaggery or sugar until the grains swell but retain
a slight bite. Cardamom, raisins and nuts may be
added, though many households prefer its rustic
simplicity. Churma begins with wheat or millet
dough shaped into thick breads or dumplings,

cooked, cooled and crushed
with ghee and jaggery.

The two dishes
express contrast-

ing uses of grain:
Lapsi preserves
each granule,
while Churma
deliberately
breaks the
bread into a

f r a g r a n t ,
crumbly sweet.

For a more luxu-
rious offering,

some families

prepare Moong Dal Halwa, slowly roasting ground
soaked lentils in ghee until their raw aroma gives
way to deep nuttiness, then adding sugar syrup,
cardamom and nuts. Because it requires patience,
its preparation on Saptami becomes an act of devo-
tion. Rabri offers a cooler richness. Milk is simmered

as layers of cream are gathered and returned to
the reduced liquid, which is sweetened and
flavoured with cardamom or saffron. Once
chilled, it may be offered in small bowls with
pua, gulgule or crisp Shakkarpare, whose
fried flour pieces are coated in sugar or made
from sweetened dough.

Beverages are less uniformly prescribed
than the foods, yet they complete the cooled

meal in many homes. Chaas, whisked from curd
and water with roasted cumin and salt, lightens

the richer fried dishes. Meethi Lassi or Namkeen
Lassi may be prepared before the cooking restric-
tion begins and kept chilled. Thandai, still season-
ally familiar after Holi, may appear with milk, fennel,
pepper, cardamom, nuts and rose. The liquid from
Kanji can itself be sipped as a sour fermented drink,
while cool water offered to Sheetala Mata remains
the simplest and most symbolic refreshment.

Sheetala Ashtami also carries a lesson that feels
increasingly relevant in an age of food waste. For
younger generations accustomed to associating
freshness only with food cooked at that moment,
the festival offers a different understanding. Food
prepared the previous day is not automatically infe-
rior or unwanted. When cooked thoughtfully,
stored safely and consumed appropriately, it can
remain nourishing while also carrying memory,
ritual and meaning. Sheetala Ashtami therefore
encourages a more respectful relationship with
food, one that values preservation over waste and
continuity over constant replacement. The dishes
prepared for the festival were chosen precisely
because they could rest, retain their flavour and
still be shared the following day. Passing this knowl-
edge forward can help younger generations
understand that sustainability is not always a new
idea. Indian culinary traditions have long contained
practices of careful storage, preservation and
respect for every ingredient. On Sheetala Ashtami,
yesterday’s food is not treated as a compromise.
It becomes prasad, and in doing so reminds us that
valuing food is itself a form of responsibility.

Sheetala Ashtami ultimately asks a household
to recognise that care can be expressed not only
through abundance and activity, but also through
restraint. For one day, the stove falls silent, yet the
kitchen continues to speak through rice softened
in yoghurt, desert berries preserved against
scarcity, grain roasted in ghee, lentil dumplings
transformed through time and sweets prepared
for sharing. Its history also reminds us how food
once helped communities respond culturally
and emotionally to illness, long before diseases
such as smallpox could be defeated through
modern medicine. The ritual did not cure the
disease, but it gave cooling, care and protection
a language that families could understand and
practise together. To carry Basoda forward, future
generations must therefore inherit more than the
instruction to eat food prepared the previous day.
They must learn why the hearth rests, why
Sheetala came to represent relief from burning
illness, how Oliya differs from an ordinary bowl of
curd and rice, why Pachkuta belongs to Rajasthan’s
ecology, how Gujarat carries a related tradition
through Shitala Satam, and why the first portion
becomes prasad before it becomes a meal. 

When the methods, meanings and memories
behind these foods are passed forward together,
Basoda ceases to be merely a custom from
another age. It remains what it has long been: a
living conversation between food and faith, heat
and coolness, health and hope, and one 
generation and the next.

ANIL
RAJPUT
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“START WITH CHANGING UNHEALTHY
EATING HABITS TO HEALTHY ONES  AND

MAKE THEM YOUR FAVORITES”
— SAHARA SANDERS

SHEETALA ASHTAMI

TEAM AGENDA

August brings a long line of hol-
idays, but the fifteenth always
takes older generations right
back to their early school days.
You remember the drill. Waking
up at dawn, wrestling into a stiff

uniform, and standing in the
assembly ground while the princi-

pal hoisted the flag. We sang
the anthem with full throats,
though half our minds were
fixated on the reward waiting
at the end.

That treat was usually the
classic yellow paper packet.
Finding a warm samosa, a

sweet laddoo, and a cold

fruit drink inside felt like hitting the
jackpot. Sometimes a lucky few got
a bigger cardboard box filled with
kachoris, sandwiches, and extra
sweets. Entire generations grew up
linking national pride with those
simple snacks, creating a tradition
people still crave decades later.

Families can bring that exact
feeling back today by planning a
menu around the Indian flag. Saffron,
white, and green carry deep histor-
ical meaning, standing for bravery,
peace,  and progress .
Bringing these specific
shades to the dining
table feels right and
gives the day a wonder-
ful festive spirit.

Planning this kind of
menu takes a l ittle
imaginat ion.  Home

cooks can start the
morning with hot

tr icolour  idl is
coloured with
carrot and spinach

puree, or
serve soft and
layered dhoklas. For lunch, they can
transition to colourful dumplings in
the national shades, along with tra-
ditional dishes like saffron |sweet
rice, rich palak paneer, and plain
white raita.

By late afternoon, local bakeries
start displaying tricolour cakes and
tidy stacks of ribbon sandwiches.
Round off the day by handing out pis-

tachio-and-saffron kulfi to
the children on your street

— it turns the national
holiday into a true neigh-
bourhood celebration.
Which school memory
will you bring back to the
table this Independence

Day?

Food remains our favourite way to show
national pride on August 15. Whether we crave
nostalgic schoolyard snacks or share vibrant

feasts with neighbors, eating together perfectly
celebrates our freedom

These golden ladoos remain

the absolute heart of

Independence Day, bringing

back our favourite childhood

schoolyard flag memories

Tricolour-

themed popsicle add

a festive touch to the

streets as

Independence Day

approaches,

bringing

flavours and

the colours

of the

national

flag

Where devotion rests upon a cool platter

Plating the colours 
of courage and peace GYANESHWAR DAYAL

Uttar Dakshin, a unique
‘sangam’ of northern and
southern dishes, sets the
smoky, robust flavours of
the north against the fiery,
coconut-and-curry-leaf soul
of the south. The festival’s
real achievement is restraint.
Rather than a scattergun
tour of “Indian cuisine”, it
plays two established culi-
nary idioms against each
other, dish by dish.

The vegetarian spread
does this well: the Mathania
Mirch Paneer Tikka carries its
Rajasthani heat with confi-
dence,  while  Kuzhi
Paniyaram, dusted with
milagai podi, brings a prop-
erly Tamil bite to the same
table. A curry-leaf-tempered
Hari Mirch Aloo and the
Lucknowi Kathal Biryani sit
a few feet apart, each unmis-
takably from its own region.

Non-vegetarian offerings
lean on TGKF’s real strength
- the tandoor. The Malabari
Spiced Kalmi Kabab
and Khijra Murgh Boti
Kabab carry coastal
spice into the grill, while
Meen Varuval and Andhra
Masala Prawns keep the
south’s fire honest.

Hyderabadi Kachhe
Gosht ki Biryani

anchors the meal’s
centre, and a slow-
cooked Dak
Bungalow Chicken

Curry adds old-

world comfort. The cleverest
handshake, though, is the Amritsari Fish — a Punjabi

classic dusted with a gun-
powder spice mix borrowed
from further south.

Desserts close on the right
note. A Pineapple Jalebi with
Kesar Rabdi and a Mysore
Pak Brownie make the same
point as the mains, more
gently: that fusion, done
with intent, doesn’t need to
feel forced.

TGKF’s format does the
concept a favour. Kebabs
are cooked using seven tra-
ditional methods, from
tandoor and sigri to kadhai
and stone grill, backed by a
recipe bank of over 450
dishes. With unlimited serv-
ings, the menu changes 
daily while the standard

remains. And for the
Lucknow versus
Hyderabad biryani
debate, the answer is
simple: order both. Both

are Indian flavours.

Uttar Dakshin: When North meets South

UTTAR DAKSHIN
CELEBRATES INDIA’S

UNITY THROUGH A
VIBRANT CULINARY
JOURNEY BLENDING

THE DISTINCTIVE
FLAVOURS OF NORTH

AND SOUTH INDIA

Images are for representational purposes only



AMMA (SRI MATA AMRITANANDAMAYI DEVI)

A king once went hunting in the forest
in disguise. In the course of the hunt he
was separated from his companions
and lost his way, and at last, worn out
and hungry, he came upon a small hut.
The forest-dwellers who lived there did
not know him, and they gave him
some fruits to eat. 

He bit into one and said, “But this is
bitter.” They sighed. “What can be
done? The king who rules this land is
utterly selfish, given to pleasure, and
cruel. He wrings heavy taxes from the
poor, and those who cannot pay he puts
to death. It is because of his unrighteous
ways that even fruits that are sweet by
nature have turned bitter.”

Back in his palace, the king could not
forget what he had seen in the forest. “It
is because of me that my people suffer
so,” he thought, and was filled with
remorse. He resolved to give the rest of
his life to their good. He cut the taxes
deeply, and began to give in charity and
to help his people in their need. 

After some time he again went
hunting in disguise, and visited that
same hut. The family gladly gave him
fruits. When he tasted them, each and
every one was sweet. 

When he asked the reason for the
change, they said, “Our king has wholly
changed. He rules now with great
goodness, and all his subjects are
happy and content. Because of his
good deeds, a positive change has
come over nature as well, and that is
why these fruits are sweet.”

What is the heart of this story? In this
universe everything has its rhythm. The
wind and the rain, the sea and its waves,
our own breath and the beating of our
hearts — each keeps its own measure. 

There is an undeniable relationship
between all of creation and every being
in it, both living and non-living. This
cosmos is like a vast interconnected

orchestra. Suppose one instrument is out
of tune. Even just one phrase from it is
heard and felt by all the musicians. 

Similarly, whether we are aware of it
or not, all of our actions reverberate
throughout creation, whether performed
as an individual or as a group. We are 
not individual islands but links of a
common chain. 

For the health and long life of body and
mind, that harmony must be preserved.
It is our thoughts and deeds that become
the music of our lives. When the rhythm
of our minds goes offbeat, it echoes in our
actions. The result is discordant noise that
affects everything around us.  

Mother Earth then responds to the
behaviour of Her children. When our

deeds are out of
alignment with the
music of the uni-
verse, Her cadence is
thrown into disor-
der; when we tune
in, She answers in
kind, and our lives
become beautiful
music for others.

Today, we exploit
the environment
beyond all measure,
and the balance of
our world has been
thrown awry; the
selfish deeds of
humankind rebound
upon all that sur-
rounds us. Behind dis-

asters such as tsunamis,
landslides and earth-
quakes resounds,
above all, nature’s
broken rhythm. 

So each of us must
take care to mend our
ways. When the greater
part of humanity turns
to good deeds, our col-
lective rhythm will be
restored. Peace and
prosperity will prevail
upon the Earth, and the
music of love and com-
passion will bring joy to
the very heart of creation.

SADHGURU

#1  Reflect  on  what  is  around  you
Your inner world, if you want to call
it that, should only be a reflection of
what is around you. This may be dia-
metrically opposite to some moral
theories that say the outer and the
inner should not touch each other,
otherwise you would immediately
get corrupted by everything around
you. That is not true. You get corrupt-
ed by what is around you only when
you have opinions about everything.

You look at one thing as good, some-
thing else as bad. You get attached to
what you consider as good. You desper-
ately try to avoid what you consider as
bad, and of course that will rule you
from inside. This is not the way to

be.Seeing every-
thing just the way
it is – that is the
way to be within.If
you see something
other than what is
there, it means
you are contami-
nating the world
with your opinions
and prejudices.

Creation is
made so that you
see it the way it is,
not to make it the
way you want to
make it. This is an
obscenity that
humanity is com-

mitting upon the Creator’s creation.
Such a magnificent creation – what is
there for you to do? Absorb it, if you can
– nothing more – and even that is not
simple because creation is phenome-
nally multi-tiered. There are not just
things; so many phenomena are hap-
pening right here – one inside the other,
all in one space, all in one time.

Everything that you think is past,
everything that you think will be future
is right here. If you see everything the
way it is, if the whole creation reflects
within you, if you can contain creation
the way it is within you, you become
the very source of creation. That is the
way to be, inside and outside.

#2  Don’t  be  a  psychological  case
Either you exist here as a piece of cre-
ation, which is pretty good, or you
become like the very source of creation,
which is fantastic. But being a psycho-

logical case is not a good thing. To be
just a psychological case, you need not
have put your mother through the
trouble of delivering you. She could
have delivered a file, and someone
could have studied the case. It is not
worth being a psychological case. If you
consider only your thoughts and emo-
tions as your life and there is nothing
beyond that for you, you are a psycho-
logical case. You should not die as a psy-
chological  case — a bundle of  
thoughts, emotions, opinions, and
prejudices.You must become a vibrant,
full-fledged life.These are the most
important things in life.

Touching the ultimate, rather than
defining yourself through patterns of
thoughts and emotions, is the greatest
and one of the most important things
in life you can do. You should strive to
become an absolutely full-fledged life.
A full-fledged life does not mean going
out and doing all kinds of exploits in the
world. It means allowing yourself to
grow to full depth and dimension. Every
human being should do this.

#3  Doing  what’s  really  needed
What we do is determined by what is
needed. These days, wherever I go,
people recognize me as someone who
planted so many trees, is educating so
many children, built so many hospitals,
and so on. I squirm at the thought that
this is what I am known for. It is most

unfortunate that most people
cannot think beyond food, edu-
cation, and things like that.

Suppose the country or the
world was doing really well –
everyone had enough to eat,
everyone was well educated,
everything was happening well
– what meaning would it have
to start an Isha Vidhya school
and to give a midday meal?
Right now, when the children
have not eaten properly, the
midday meal seems like a great
blessing. It is a blessing only
because of  the cruelty  of
poverty. It is not a true blessing.
Only because we created human
beings without having the nec-
essary food for them, serving
them a meal feels like a great
thing. I don’t think it is. It is
unfortunate that such things
are still needed in the world.

Even if everyone had eaten
well and they had everything

they wanted, enhancing the experience
of life to its ultimate possibility would
still always be relevant. Ultimately, this
is the purpose of all life – to blossom
to its fullest potential. Whether it is a
little plant, a tree, an elephant, an ant,
a man, or a woman – the ultimate goal
is to become a full-fledged life.

But being in the world, we have to
play some game. Let us play a game
that is of maximum usefulness and
meaning to everyone around us. If
you reflect creation just the way it is,
there is no personal need to play a
game and no compulsion to be a part
of any game. Whether you withdraw
into a cave or plunge into the market-
place, it is still a game. The only way
to not be part of any game is to dis-
solve. That is a great thing to do, but
when human beings attain to a
certain clarity within themselves,
they are of immense value to every-
one around, so it is good if they hang
around for a while and bring a little
more clarity to others.
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Bhagwan Nilkanth Varni’s historic journey across
India embodied the universal values of

compassion, courage, service, and unity, inspiring
millions across generations to transform
themselves and the world around them

DR SWAMI GYANANANDDAS

Two hundred and thirty years ago,
after long wanderings, Bhagwan
Nilkanth Varni once arrived at a city
called Bansi (UP). At some distance
from the town flowed a river where he
bathed daily, absorbed in divine
remembrance. One day, while bathing
in its calm waters, he witnessed a
painful sight. Two royal hunters struck
down a rare and beautiful bird. The
wounded creature cried out in
unbearable agony before falling life-
less. That cry pierced twelve-year-old
Varni’s compassionate heart. Deeply
moved, tears of empathy flowed
within him.

Unable to bear the sorrow, he
fasted that day and avoided entering
the city. He spent the night alone in
the forest, yet the pain in his heart did
not lessen. Around midnight, over-
whelmed by grief at the cruelty he had
witnessed, words escaped from him:
“Hell with this city.” Such was the
power of his words that the utterance
immediately manifested. Flames
engulfed the city.

The city started to burn. Everyone
was running here and there in search
of their life. Seeing them, Varni was
filled with intense remorse. “I have
come to remove suffering, not to
cause it,” he thought. With urgency
and compassion, he rushed to the
river, plunged into the waters, and
cried aloud, “Cool down, cool down!”
Instantly, the flames subsided.

Yet he felt no peace. Reflecting
deeply, he resolved that even unin-
tended words should never bring
harm. In a rare act of spiritual mastery,
he cursed his own speech: “Let my
words become fruitless when they
may cause pain to others.” Such was
the immense and unparalleled com-
passion of Nilkanth Varni. It was not
only for humanity but for all beings. 

Born as Ghanshyam in the small
village of Chhapaiya, Uttar Pradesh, on
Chaitra Shukla Navami (3/4/1781),
Nilkanth’s childhood itself bore unmis-
takable signs of divinity. Wisdom
flowed naturally from him, compas-
sion radiated effortlessly, and spiritu-
al depth manifested spontaneously.
Yet, what makes his life profoundly
stirring is not merely his divine iden-
tity, but the path he chose to reveal it.
At an age when the world still clings
to comfort and affection, Nilkanth
Varni renounced everything. At just
eleven years old, with no posses-
sions and no companions, he stepped

into the unknown, not as a helpless
child, but as a fearless divine Yogi,
beginning a journey that would
become one of the most extraordinary
spiritual pilgrimages in history.

Barefoot and unprotected, he tra-
versed the length and breadth of
India for seven long years. Through the
icy silence of the Himalayas, the
dense forests echoing with unseen
dangers, the flowing rivers, and the
scorching plains, he walked more
than 12000 KM with unshaken compo-
sure. This was not merely physical
endurance; it was the living expres-
sion of absolute detachment and
unwavering purpose. Hunger did not
disturb him, harsh climates did not
weaken him, and solitude did not

burden him. In every step, there was
a quiet proclamation: that one who is
anchored in the divine remains
untouched by the fluctuations of 
the world.

Yet his journey was not one of iso-
lation; it was one of deep engagement
with humanity. His solo mission was
to help humanity. So, wherever he
went, he encountered seekers, schol-
ars, ascetics, and ordinary villagers. He
did not merely observe; he ques-
tioned, guided, and transformed. His
inquiries into the nature of the soul,
the supremacy of God, and the path
to liberation were not intellectual
exercises; they were divine revelations
disguised as dialogue. Many who con-
sidered themselves learned found
their understanding reshaped in his
presence. Others, burdened by suffer-
ing or confusion,  found clarity 
and peace. 

What makes Nilkanth Varni a
beacon of universal values is the
seamless way in which his life embod-
ied the highest ideals. Fearlessness
was not a virtue he taught; it was the
way he lived. Walking alone through
perilous terrains, he demonstrated
that true courage arises from faith, not
from physical strength. Compassion
was not selective in him; it flowed
equally towards all beings, transcend-
ing boundaries of caste, creed, or
status. His renunciation was not rejec-
tion but realization, that the transient
can never satisfy the eternal within.
His discipline was not imposed; it was
the natural rhythm of a mind estab-
lished in purity. And his wisdom was
not acquired; it was innate, flowing
from the very source of truth.

At a time when spirituality had
become burdened with empty rituals
and forgotten values, Nilkanth Varni
emerged as a silent reformer. He did
not reject tradition; he restored its
true purpose. He taught that genuine
religion is not about outward display
but inner transformation, not mechan-
ical rituals but heartfelt devotion,
and not division but seeing God in all.

When his spiritual journey led him
to Gujarat, Nilkanth Varni became
known to the world as Bhagwan
Swaminarayan. The universal values
he lived and taught continue to inspire
millions and are beautifully exempli-
fied today in the life and teachings of
Mahant Swami Maharaj.

Nilkanth Varni: 

A Beacon of

Universal Values

The Most Important Thing in
Life to Fulfill Your Potential

(Dr Swami Gyanananddas is a dedicated 
follower of the Swaminarayan tradition and has

earned a PhD from MS University)

Restoring the Rhythm 
of the Universe

GURUDEV SRI SRI RAVI SHANKAR

Joy is found only in the present moment.
Yet usually we find the mind swinging
back and forth between the past and the
future. The final-year school kids are
anxious about what to do after gradu-
ation. At the start of their career, people
worry about achieving career goals.
Professionally settled people want to
purchase a new house, find a good life
partner, and get married. After getting
married, people want to have chil-
dren. When they become parents, they
wait for their children to settle down.
It is like you prepared the bed to sleep
all night without sleeping at all!

We keep postponing our happi-
ness and peace of mind. We imagine
life is about securing a job, building a
bank balance, and creating the perfect
family. One desire gives rise to
another, and the race never ends. In
the process, we become miserable.
And when misery takes over, we lose
our health, our peace, our relation-
ships, and even our reputation.

Life is a celebration. Life is commit-
ment. Life is wisdom. Life is seva-selfless
service. We are here on this planet for
only a short while. So why suffer, and
why make others suffer? Who said what,
when, or why-how long can you hold
on to these things?

When life revolves around commit-
ment, care, service, celebration, attain-
ment of wisdom, and upliftment of the
human spirit, grace replaces misery. And
when life becomes a celebration, then
money, reputation, relationships, and
health all come back to us. It is ironic
because what we spent our lives
chasing was always with us.  

We are here for a very short period
of time on this planet. Have you noticed
how most of us spend our time here?
Suppose we live for 80 years. In those
80 years, we spend around 26 years and
8 months sleeping. Each day, we spend
2.5 hours on food and nearly 6 years and
8 months just eating over an 80-year life-
time. Similarly, we spend 2.5 years in the
toilet. If we live in a big city like New York
or Mumbai, we spend nearly 3 to 5 years
in traffic. We hardly get around 30 years
to do something productive. This is the
time when we truly live our lives.

Let us observe our mind. We spend
an enormous amount of time thinking
about the past. Yet the past is past. It is
gone, finished. Why should we waste
time thinking about something unalter-
able? The same holds for worrying
about the future. We postpone our hap-
piness until some future date, but it
never arrives. If we live life now, tomor-

row will take care of itself. 
We must remember that every

season in our life has had an impact on
us. It has made us grow, given us
strength. Rain brings mud, but it has also
brought rainbows, and rainbows have
brought colors into our lives. Peacocks
wait for the rain. When they see dark
clouds gathering in the sky, they open
their colorful feathers. And when it rains,
they dance so beautifully!

Similarly, when darkness comes in
our lives, it doesn’t forebode the end.
The phases of darkness also pass away
with time. There are 2 ways to go
through the dark phases: we either cry,
complain, and blame, or we sing and
dance through it. And when we sing and
dance in the rain, we get soaked in joy. 

So, let us cultivate the habit of being
happy. Only we can do this for ourselves.
Nobody else can do this for us.

The strength of our happiness is
measured by the number of adverse sit-
uations we can smile through. It is easy
to be happy when life is smooth. But if
we can smile through all kinds of
opposing situations that life brings, then
we have grown. Let’s tell ourselves,
‘Whatever happens, I am not going to
be unhappy.’ This inner strength and
‘santosha’ (contentment) are qualities
we must develop. And I tell you, this can
definitely be done. It is possible. 

There is a famous Mullah Nasreddin
story around this. Mullah Nasreddin
used to grumble all the time. He was a
farmer, and he would grumble about
the shortfall of rain, ‘Oh, there is no rain,
and no crops are growing.’ Next year,
there was abundant rainfall, and Mullah
had a bumper harvest. People thought,
‘This year Nasreddin wouldn’t grumble.’
So people went to greet him, ‘Oh,
Mullah! How are you? You seem to be
doing very well. Mother Nature has
bestowed you with a bountiful harvest

of crops. The lush green crops look so
amazing.’ But Mullah wore the same
grumpy look. He said, ‘Yes, the yield is
great but now I will have to do more
work in the fields!” In all these dry years,
I didn’t have to do anything. But now
with so much produce, I have to harvest
and sell it in the market. It is a big
headache.’ Whether there were crops
or not, Mullah continued to grumble.

The same is true in our lives. We are
unhappy about what we don’t have
and we are unhappy with what is
there already. Those who don’t own
a car are unhappy, while those who
do often worry about high mainte-
nance costs, traffic congestion,
parking scarcity, rising fuel prices, and
insurance and taxes.

One needs to develop the habit of
being happy. We have to take respon-
sibility for our happiness. If our happi-
ness depends on a person, a thing, a sit-
uation, or time, it will only be tempo-
rary.  Somebody once asked me, “What
was the happiest time of your life?’ I
said, ‘What? The happiest time of my
life? Why do you connect ‘time’ with
‘happiness’? I am happiness!’ 

The nature of time is that it is always
changing. Life is a mix of good times and
bad times. If we connect our ‘happiness’
to ‘time’, our state of being happy also
changes with time. When we have this
conviction that happiness has nothing
to do with time, we can be happy
forever. And this is the wisdom of life.
All we need to do is disassociate our joy
from people, places, situations, or time
and realize that our innate nature is hap-
piness. This is the highest knowledge of
life. It may sound like a very difficult
state of mind to attain, but it isn’t. Any
fool can be unhappy when things aren’t
okay. But it takes courage to be happy
even when things are falling apart. And
we all are courageous and strong.   

(Ranked amongst the fifty most influential people
in India, Sadhguru is a Yogi, mystic, visionary and a
New York Times bestselling author. Sadhguru has

been conferred the Padma Vibhushan by the
Government of India in 2017, the highest annual

civilian award, accorded for exceptional and distin-
guished service. He is also the founder of the world’s
largest people’s movement, Conscious Planet-Save

Soil, which has touched over 4 billion people)

(Sri Mata Amritanandamayi Devi, 
known simply as Amma, is a spiritual master and

humanitarian who has given her darshan in the form
of a motherly embrace to more than 4 crore people.
Listening to the cries of the suffering, Amma leads
an NGO that reaches across more than 50 coun-
tries, working in the areas of healthcare, disaster

relief, education, gender equality, and 
environmental restoration)

We postpone our happiness

POWERED BY DAIV BHAKTI

In this universe everything has
its rhythm. The wind and the

rain, the sea and its waves, our
own breath and the beating of

our hearts — each keeps its
own measure

BHAGWAN NILKANTH VARNI
ONCE ARRIVED AT A CITY

CALLED BANSI (UP). AT SOME
DISTANCE FROM THE TOWN
FLOWED A RIVER WHERE HE

BATHED DAILY, ABSORBED IN
DIVINE REMEMBRANCE
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Beyond the classroom: Why life skills matter more than ever

THE SOFTNESS OF 
ELEPHANT SKIN

ACTRESS, ENGINEER, 
WIDOW JOIN SYRIA’S 
NEW WOMEN MPS

LIFE 
skills are often assumed 
to develop naturally. We 
expect children to learn 
to cook, manage money, 
solve everyday problems, 

communicate with others and care for 
themselves simply by growing older. 

Perhaps that assumption made more 
sense in another generation. Life moved 
more slowly then. Children spent more 
time alongside adults. They learnt by 
watching, helping and gradually becom-
ing capable. Everyday life itself was the 
classroom.

Today, childhood looks different. 
Much of life happens behind screens. 
Shopping arrives at the door. Directions 
come from a phone. Conversations hap-
pen through messages. Problems are 
answered by search engines. Conveni-
ence has quietly removed many of the 
ordinary moments where confidence 
once took root.

At the same time, the world has be-
come infinitely more complex. Today, 

children are expected to know how to 
navigate social media or protect their 
privacy. We also expect them to under-
stand artificial intelligence and resist 
online manipulation. In the past, we 
never had access to so much information 
and so little guidance on how to judge it 
wisely.

Children spend thousands of hours 
in classrooms learning mathematics, 
science, languages and history. These 
subjects are important and academic 
learning opens doors to higher education 
and future careers. Yet lives today are far 
more complex than classroom curricu-
lum is capable of teaching.

Ask any child today and they can 
probably explain how the human heart 
works, but they wouldn’t know what to 
do if someone suddenly collapsed beside 
them. 

Increasingly, I meet adolescents who 
perform well academically but lack 
confidence in the everyday tasks that 
support independence.  Family life has 

“KHOB 
KHUN KA, 
Rapunzel, 
kha!” she 
said to my 
favourite girl 

while running her fingers through 
her brown curls.

Vivian, a spa therapist in 
Phuket, was friendly, but not in 
the typical Thai polite way. 

It felt more personal, more 
tailored, reminding me of some of 
my colleagues in Muscat who like 
to jokingly say things like “habibti 
Arusa” (sweet bride) when I wear 
something colourful and shiny to 
the office.

For a moment, I even imag-
ined that “kha” meant “sister” or 
“sweetheart” in Thai. But I learned 
that it is more like a polite particle 
used to soften the end of a sen-
tence.

I appreciate this kind of warm 
communication between women, 
wherever they are from, lifting 
each other up with compliments 
accompanied by a brief touch of 
the hand, a smile, a blown kiss, or 
an endearing nickname.

At my office, if you have chil-
dren, you become known as the 
mother of your firstborn rather 
than by the name you were given 
at birth. Colleagues also leave 
flowers on each other’s desks to 
welcome someone back from their 
Haj journey or celebrate a promo-
tion.

Perhaps that is why the small 
gifts from Mecca that my col-
league, who happens to share a 
name with David Bowie’s wife, re-
cently left on my desk after return-
ing from Haj felt like more than 
just souvenirs.

You tell an Omani, “Your dress 
is so beautiful” and they reply, “It 
is your eyes that are beautiful”. It 
is a way of saying that the beauty 
you see around you comes from 

MAHER AL MOUNES

In Syria’s first post-Assad parliament, women 
lawmakers stand out more for their diversity 
than their numbers: a famous actress, a Christian 
engineer, a Kurdish leader and the widow of a 
commander.

Women hold 22 of the 207 current seats in Syria’s 
parliament, or just over 10 per cent, similar to the 
previous assembly under longtime ruler Bashar al 
Assad, who was toppled by an Islamist alliance in 
2024 after more than a decade of civil war.

The parliament held its opening session in July, 
though some of its seats have yet to be filled.

With 15 of the women appointed by President 
Ahmed al Sharaa, the lineup likely reflects the new 
authorities’ keenness to demonstrate inclusivity 
following criticism that women and minorities have 
been under-represented in the country’s post-war 
transition.

Glamorous actress Rouzaina Lazkani, 36, known 
for television dramas, was catapulted into politics 
when she was among the 70 lawmakers appointed 
by Al Sharaa under the country’s transitional 
constitutional arrangements.

Lazkani, who studied dramatic arts in Damascus 
and never imagined playing a political role, 
learned of her appointment two days before it was 
announced publicly.

“I thought one of my colleagues was playing a 
trick on me”, she said in a TV interview. Her native 
Hama, in central Syria, is notorious for a 1982 
massacre under Assad’s father, Hafez, who cracked 
down on a revolt there. 

 Madonna Beshara, 38, one of parliament’s 
deputy speakers, was a civil engineering professor 
before being appointed by Al Sharaa. She said from 
her parliamentary office that she felt a “mixture of 
joy and responsibility”.

“The number of women may not fully represent 
the importance of the presence of women in Syrian 
society, but it is a good start”, she said.

Their “presence under this dome is the beginning 
of a path that must go beyond symbolism to 
legislation and influence”. Beshara expressed hope 
that she and her colleagues would lead “a legislative 
revolution befitting Syria” that would bring all 
citizens safety after more than 13 years of war.

Kurdish lawmaker Fasla Yousef, 56, was selected 
by an electoral body in the northeast province of 
Hasakeh. She is also part of the Kurdish National 
Council, a coalition of parties that opposed Assad’s 
rule but had no role in the Kurdish administration 
that for years controlled swathes of the country’s 
north and northeast.  — AFP

changed as well. Many children spend 
less time contributing to household re-
sponsibilities than previous generations. 

Busy schedules, academic pressures 
and the convenience of modern living 
often reduce opportunities to develop 
practical skills. As a result, some chil-
dren reach adolescence with limited ex-
perience of the everyday responsibilities 
that gradually build independence.

Life skills can be taught to children. 
Every child should be taught how to 
manage their money, their diet, stay safe 
online, do their laundry and cook a meal 
for themselves. Adulthood is universal 
and preparing for it should be too. 

 Our goal as educators and parents 
should extend beyond just focusing on 
high exam scores. Academic success is 
important, but it is only part of raising 
capable and independent young people. 
One day, the report cards will be packed 
away. What will remain are the habits, 
values and everyday skills that shape a 
lifetime.

BREGJE VAN 
BAAREN 

The writer is a 
freelance contributor

Children spend 
countless hours 
in classrooms, 
which lays the 
foundation for   
future careers. 

Many of the 
practical life 
skills needed 
to navigate 

everyday 
challenges 

remain beyond 
the scope of 

the traditional 
classroom 

curriculum

Elephant skin 
also serves 

as a barrier 
against pests 

and parasites. 
No wonder 
that having 

‘elephant skin’ 
means possessing 

emotional 
resilience and 
not allowing 
negativity to 

easily hurt you
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DR MASSRAT 
SHAIKH

The writer is an 
educational psychologist

your own perspective and heart. I 
love that.

Not all women have good and 
pure intentions, though. A sister of 
mine in the Netherlands responds 
to compliments by wishing people 
the same and even more, just in 
case they do not truly mean them.

“I love your new car and your 
son is so cute”, someone recently 
told her. “Thank you. InshaAllah, 
you will buy an even nicer car and 
may your children always treat 
you as well, or even better”.

One of my in-laws once showed 
me a photograph of herself as an 
infant, wearing a black bracelet 
her grandmother had given her as 
protection against the gaze of oth-
ers, the eyes.

After all, these looks can carry 
intentional or unintentional envy; 
they may even come from those 
who genuinely wish happiness for 
you, but who also long for what 
you have when what they see 
touches deeper feelings of incom-
pleteness, dissatisfaction, or even 
unworthiness.

Back to Vivian in Phuket, as, af-
ter Rapunzel, it was now my turn 
to receive a compliment. 

“Your skin does not feel rough, 
like an elephant or most people 
with Caucasian skin. It feels soft 
and silky, like us Asians”. “Cau-
casian” was her choice of word, 
not mine. I would probably have 
said fair, or occasionally pinkish 
because of the sun.

Ironically, we had just visited a 
freedom reserve in Phuket where 
rescued elephants are protected 
after being removed from riding, 
wood-pulling and circus perfor-
mances, all practices harmful to 
their bodies and usually involv-
ing abuse. There, I had touched 
elephant skin for the first time and 
I found myself unintentionally 
envying these majestic creatures, 

three females.
An elephant’s cracked and wrin-

kled skin is purposefully designed, 
obviously not by a human hand, 
to protect it from sun rays and 
changes in body temperature.

Just like human skin colours, it 
is a biological adaptation shaped 
by the need for protection from 
the sun.

Elephant skin also serves as a 
barrier against pests and parasites. 
No wonder that having “elephant 
skin” means possessing emotional 
resilience and not allowing nega-
tivity to easily hurt you.

When we first arrived at our ho-
tel in Phuket, I realised that some 
Thai women must have elephant 
skin, soft as silk or not. 

Two patient receptionists were 
taking the heat from a woman 
tourist shouting at them about 
the quality of the service in an 
attempt to get a discount, even cit-
ing international laws.

I immediately recognised the 
thick accent of English spoken by 
someone who came from a place 
she was likely to believe was “a 
land for a people without a land”.

Staying so calm and collected in 
the face of insults, perhaps these 
polite receptionists believed in 
‘Kreng Jai’. Apparently this is a 
Thai concept of respect, preserv-
ing face, avoiding conflict and 
being deeply aware of how one’s 
actions affect others. 

Ironically, in Dutch, “kreng” 
means nasty woman.

I am not sure if there is a name 
for this, but I have seen Omani 
women practice something simi-
lar to Kreng Jai by walking away 
and offering silent treatment after 
receiving deep insults from other 
women rather than responding 
with the same force.

They too have an elephant’s 
skin, albeit a soft one.

We welcome your opinions and views. Mail your articles (word limit 600) to editor@omanobserver.om
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I wrote in these pages last month
about the machinery behind a
question few people reflect

deeply on: What time is it? Civiliza-
tion runs on a manufactured consen-
sus about time, maintained by
atomic clocks and humble institu-
tions. Another deceptively simple
question—Where are we?—has a
similar answer.

The question seems absurd be-
cause we treat location as a fixed
property of the ground. It isn’t. In
2011 the Tōhoku earthquake carried
Japan’s main island roughly 8 feet to
the east in minutes. Every surveyed
coordinate in the country—boundar-
ies, bridges, runways—was suddenly
wrong. Australia rides a tectonic
plate northeast at a pace of almost 3
inches a year, the speed of a finger-
nail’s growth. The continent had
drifted so far from its official coordi-
nates by 2017 that the government
moved the entire nation almost 6
feet on paper to reconcile maps with
reality. Scandinavia rises from the
sea, relieved of its Ice Age glaciers.

Washington

R eports of his end have
been greatly exagger-
ated: “Justice Samuel Al-
ito, who wrote the Su-
preme Court’s opinion

reversing Roe v. Wade, is retiring,
the court announced Tuesday.” Na-
tional Public Radio’s Nina Toten-
berg wrote those words as the
court’s term ended on June 30,
stuck them atop a canned story,
and pulled the editorial trigger.
Her enormous scoop turned out to
be empty, and NPR retracted it in
minutes. Ms. Totenberg, 82, said
she had been confused by an an-
nouncement from Chief Justice
John Roberts about staff retire-
ments.

“Obviously I’m here for another
term,” Justice Alito, 76, says a
month later, during a rare summer-
time visit to his chambers. Some
conservatives have publicly sug-
gested he should retire and take
one for the team, as Stephen
Breyer did in 2022 and Ruth Bader
Ginsburg didn’t when Barack
Obama was president, both under
intense pressure from the left. Do
such calls bother Justice Alito?
“It’s not pleasant, in the sense that
it’s a reminder of mortality,” he

says. “It’s like, what are those vul-
tures doing up there? They are fly-
ing around. But it goes with life
tenure.”

I observe that he might also
take offense at the implication that
he and a younger replacement
would be interchangeable. “Yeah, I
think some of those who call for
the retirement of judges think that
way,” he says. “I don’t watch cable
news at all anymore, but I assume
this is still true. They’d have some
. . . 20-somethings to talk about
some important issue, ‘and he is a
Democratic strategist and she is a
Republican strategist.’ I never
knew what that meant. . . . So
yeah, 20-somethings, 30-some-
things, particularly if they’re not
lawyers, I’m sure that’s how they
see the court.”

June 30 marked the completion
of Justice Alito’s 20th full term, an
anniversary that has occasioned a
fair amount of retrospection. Two
biographies were published in
April, one admiring (“Alito: The
Justice Who Reshaped the Su-
preme Court and Restored the
Constitution” by Mollie Heming-
way) and one hostile (“Revenge for
the Sixties: Sam Alito and the Tri-
umph of the Conservative Legal
Movement” by Peter Canellos). His
own book, “So Ordered: An Origi-
nalist’s View of the Constitution,
the Court, and Our Country,” a col-
lection of speeches spanning his
time as a justice, is set for release
on the first Tuesday in October.

Mr. Canellos’s book has many in-
teresting details and might have
been good if he had written with-
out an ideological agenda or with
the skill to conceal it. Instead, his
premise pervades the narrative like
a Freudian fixation: that a conser-
vative worldview is deviant or
pathological and requires a psy-
chological explanation. Mr. Canel-
los puts Justice Alito’s philosophy
down to “intense feelings of anger
and betrayal” and trots out a se-
ries of gossipy quotes from people
who knew the young Sam Alito and
disapprove of the older man’s work
on the court.

A representative passage: “ ‘He
certainly at Princeton, I would
say, was just a nice guy, and bor-
dering on humble,’ said one friend
who went on to a legal career.
‘Nobody would describe him in his
written opinions or from the
bench as humble or a nice guy
anymore. . . . I listen to a lot of
Supreme Court oral arguments,
and sometimes I am shocked at
the tone and the nastiness of
some of his questions.’ ”

Anyone who has encountered
Justice Alito off the bench can at-
test that he is a nice and humble
guy, and he demonstrates his hu-
mility by responding diffidently
when I describe this line of criti-
cism from the book: “Well, I sup-
pose I don’t like to read about my-
self,” he says, “so I suppose I
should read it.” But why would
anyone assume that a confident
professional at the pinnacle of his
field must have an oversize ego?
As for “nastiness,” that’s probably
about substance more than tone.
By definition, liberals are the nice
people. When they anonymously
denounce their alleged friends, it is
in the service of a higher kindness.

To the extent that Mr. Canellos
advances a jurisprudential critique,
it is that Justice Alito doesn’t live
up to his billing as an originalist—
one who interprets the Constitu-
tion’s text based on its original
public meaning at the time it was
adopted. Justice Alito has called
himself a “practical originalist,”
and Mr. Canellos construes the ad-
jective as a self-conferred license
to cheat. “Sometimes, he would de-
viate from an originalist analysis
to raise practical concerns,” Mr.
Canellos writes of Justice Alito’s
early years on the court. “Usually,
these observations served to push
him in an even more conservative
direction.”

Mr. Canellos quotes sources who
agree. “David felt Alito’s judgments
became more ideologically moti-
vated than he expected they would
be,” says the widower of David J.
Stoll, who clerked for Judge Alito
on the Third U.S. Circuit Court of
Appeals in 1991-92 and later
worked for Lambda Legal, which
describes itself as “at the forefront
of the fight for legal and lived
equality for the LGBTQ+ commu-
nity and everyone living with
HIV+.” The widower reports that
Stoll found the justice’s views on
same-sex marriage “personally dis-
tressing.” But if Stoll formulated
an originalist argument for his po-
sition, it doesn’t make it into Mr.
Canellos’s book.

Somebody has offered such an
argument, and Justice Alito men-
tions it at the outset of our inter-
view when I ask him about his own
book. When the court was consid-
ering Obergefell v. Hodges (2015),
Steven Calabresi, an originalist law
professor at Northwestern Univer-
sity, joined a friend-of-the-court
brief arguing that the 14th Amend-
ment’s Equal Protection Clause
“prohibits caste legislation that
discriminates against a social
class” and that laws incorporating
the traditional understanding of
marriage did precisely that.

No justice adopted that argu-
ment or even cited the brief. In
dissent, Justice Antonin Scalia as-
serted the opposite: “When the
Fourteenth Amendment was rati-
fied in 1868, every State limited
marriage to one man and one
woman, and no one doubted the
constitutionality of doing so. That
resolves these cases.” The 5-4 ma-
jority decided the case principally
on due-process grounds, in the sort
of fluffy living-constitutional lan-
guage Justice Anthony Kennedy fa-
vored when the subject involved
sex.

Justice Alito wrote his own dis-
sent and didn’t join Scalia’s. He
took the Calabresi argument seri-
ously enough to rebut it respect-
fully in a 2025 speech, which is
adapted as the first chapter of his
coming book. He cites it as an ex-
ample of “Icarian originalism,”
one of six “wrong turns” that
originalists sometimes take. The
name comes from the boy in the
Greek myth who flew too close to
the sun.

“You can take an important
principle that is in the Constitu-
tion, like equal treatment,” Justice
Alito says, “and if you view it at a
very high level of generality, you
can say that the Constitution re-
quires equal treatment in a context
that never occurred to, or never
could have occurred to, those who
adopted the provision.” If they had
confronted the question, he has lit-
tle doubt they would have an-
swered no.

Justice Alito characterizes Mr.
Calabresi as “quite a brilliant origi-
nalist scholar” and clearly regards

his analysis as an honest mistake.
He has less patience for commen-
tators who seek to debunk origi-
nalism by measuring its practitio-
ners against a caricature of the
method.

“Some of those nonoriginalists,”
he says, “want originalism to be
unpalatable.” I ask for an example,
and he cites a quip Scalia once
made: “He said at the time of the
adoption of the Eighth Amend-
ment, it was acceptable to brand
people and put them in the stocks
and execute children of a young
age. He said, ‘Well, I’m a weak-
hearted originalist because I won’t
go so far.’ I think they love that
kind of an example.”

What is the practical original-
ist’s view of branding? “The prag-
matic view is that that is not an is-
sue that has come before us,”
Justice Alito says with a chuckle.

His broader point: “There is not
an algorithm that yields a defini-
tive answer to every question that
is asked, and determining the ap-
plicable level of generality requires
an analysis of what this provision
is getting at. What is the funda-
mental rule here? I think even Jus-
tice Scalia recognized that. Al-
though there were instances in
which I thought that his view of
original public meaning was too
mechanical.”

H e cites Brown v. Entertain-
ment Merchants Association
(2011), a clinic in how the

same jurisprudential method can
produce different results. By a 7-2
vote the justices struck down a
California law prohibiting the sale
or rental of violent videogames to
minors. Justice Alito joined the
judgment on narrow grounds but
disagreed with Scalia’s majority
opinion, which likened the games
to “The Odyssey,” “Lord of the
Flies” and other literary works de-
scribing extreme violence. Justice
Alito’s rebuttal: “We should not
jump to the conclusion that new
technology is fundamentally the
same as some older thing with
which we are familiar.”

Justice Clarence Thomas pro-
duced a third originalist opinion,
which diverged even more dramat-
ically from Scalia’s analysis. He
dissented on the grounds that
“ ‘the freedom of speech,’ as origi-
nally understood, does not include
a right to speak to minors (or a
right of minors to access speech)
without going through the minors’
parents or guardians.” The living
constitutionalists were split too.
While three liberal justices joined
Scalia’s majority opinion, Justice
Breyer filed a dissent that leaned
on social-science evidence of harm
from violent videogames.

Social science was also central
in another, more famous Brown
case. In Plessy v. Ferguson (1896),
the court upheld “separate but
equal” segregation, with Justice
John Marshall Harlan declaring in
a lone dissent that “our Constitu-
tion is color-blind, and neither
knows nor tolerates classes among
citizens.” Brown v. Board of Educa-
tion (1954) overturned Plessy—sort
of. It didn’t say the Constitution is
colorblind. Instead, the court held
that educational segregation “gen-
erates a feeling of inferiority” in
black children and thus is “inher-
ently unequal,” an empirical claim
it backed with sociological studies.

This June 2, over a dissent from
the three liberal justices, the court
issued an unsigned order in Allen
v. Milligan, a congressional redis-
tricting case from Alabama. It be-
gan by noting that Louisiana v.
Callais, decided five weeks earlier,
had resolved a “tension” between
“the Voting Rights Act of 1965 and
our colorblind Constitution.” It
was the first time the court as a
whole had called the Constitution
colorblind—and it did so with so
little fanfare that Justice Alito,
who wrote for the majority in Cal-
lais, didn’t notice the milestone.

“I was not aware that that was
the first time we had ever said
it,” he says. Then he double-
checks my claim, asking: “The
court hadn’t said it in Students
for Fair Admissions?” It hadn’t,
although that 2023 decision, writ-
ten by Chief Justice Roberts, ap-
provingly quoted Harlan’s Plessy
dissent, and Justice Thomas filed
a solo concurrence “to offer an
originalist defense of the color-
blind Constitution.”

A few days before Justice Alito
and I met, Justice Elena Kagan
gave a speech in which she offered
a qualified defense of the court. “Is
this court very conservative? Does
it do a bunch of things that are out
of the playbook of the conservative
legal movement that I think are
deeply wrong? You know, yes,” she
said. “But is this court the kind of
puppet for the current administra-
tion? I think definitely not.”

The president lost three major
cases in the 2025-26 term: Learn-
ing Resources v. Trump (tariffs),
Trump v. Cook (Federal Reserve in-
dependence) and Trump v. Barbara
(birthright citizenship). Each of the
decisions was written by Chief Jus-
tice Roberts and joined by the
three liberals and one or two of
Mr. Trump’s three appointees. Jus-
tice Alito (as well as Justice
Thomas) dissented in all three
cases.

This leads his critics to accuse
him of being a rubber stamp for
the administration. “As Trump

pressed for more power,” Mr.
Canellos writes in his prologue,
“the drumbeat of cases threatened
to reveal whether the conservative
legal movement was, in fact, de-
voted to a dispassionate reading of
the Constitution or simply clearing
a path for conservative politi-
cians.” His epilogue asserts that
“Alito was especially vulnerable to
a charge of partisanship.”

“I vote in every case the way I
think the case should be decided,”
Justice Alito says. “If that means
a high correlation with what
Trump wants, fine. If it means
zero correlation with what Trump
wants, fine as well. I think it’s
wrong, it’s absolutely wrong, to
say, ‘Well, you know what? I’m go-
ing to decide some cases this way
and some cases the other way so
that people will say, “Well, he’s
objective, because sometimes he
favors this side and other times
he favors that side.” ’ There have
been people who’ve recommended
to me that I do that. I’m not going
to do that. I’m going to decide
them all the way that I think they
should be decided. I explain why
I’ve done it. People can agree,
people can disagree.” One as-
sumes any liberal justice would
say the same about her votes
against the administration.

Much of today’s commentary
about the Supreme Court, from the
right as well as the left, is partisan
and legally shallow. Those of us
who regard the court as an essen-
tial institution find it particularly
distressing how personal it often
gets.

O ccasionally, though, that pro-
vides some levity. I can’t re-
sist inviting Justice Alito to

respond to a passage in Mr. Canel-
los’s book that I find hilarious. An
assistant to the author tracked
down Elaine Tarr, a retired high-
school English teacher, who shared
her thoughts on the student she
taught some 60 years ago.

“When he was on that short list,
and a couple of newspaper and TV
people came to interview me, and I
had remembered saying Sam had a
strong moral compass,” she says.
“That’s what I believed at the
time—he was straight and narrow.
I think he had a sense of right and
wrong. Where Sam has picked up
all of these ideas now, you’ve got
me. . . . How has he become this
ultra, ultra conservative?”

Then she takes a stab at psy-
choanalysis: “He was very respon-
sible, made sure everything was
on the dotted line. . . . Even his
penmanship was very well formed.
There was nothing sloppy about it.
He was very methodical, very me-
thodical. Does that equate with ri-
gidity? I’m not going to answer
that one. How flexible a thinker
was he? I’m not sure about that
either.”

It’s a prime example of results-
oriented judging. Does anyone
think Mr. Canellos and Mrs. Tarr
would draw a different conclusion
about Justice Alito if teenage Sam’s
handwriting had been atrocious?

Justice Alito listens as I read
him the passage, then answers
graciously: “She was a very good
teacher, and she did make an im-
portant contribution to my educa-
tion by urging me to read more
broadly. So I won’t say anything. I
didn’t know that she had said
that, and I didn’t know that her
views about me had changed in
that way. So anyway, that’s news
to me.”

Mr. Taranto is the Journal’s edi-
torial features editor.

‘Practical Originalism’ and Its Facile Critics
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The justice explains his
interpretive method and
defends it against a hostile
biographer—and his high-
school English teacher.

THE WEEKEND INTERVIEW with Samuel Alito | By James Taranto

The Intricate System That Lets You Find Yourself
Coastal cities sink. The Earth’s cen-
ter of mass wanders as ice sheets
melt and water shifts.

If the ground moves, position must
be measured against something that
doesn’t. Nothing on Earth qualifies.
So scientists anchor the world’s coor-
dinates to far-off stillness: quasars,
the luminous cores of galaxies billions
of light-years away, observed nightly
by radio telescopes across multiple

continents and cross-checked with la-
sers bounced off satellites. The result
is the International Terrestrial Refer-
ence Frame—civilization’s master an-
swer to “where.” Every deed and
flood map, every blue dot on every
phone originates from it. GPS is the
delivery system, and the quasar-de-
rived frame is the source.

Americans are about to feel this
abstraction directly. The federal

government is replacing the refer-
ence system underlying American
coordinates. The old one—built on
classic ground surveying—misplaced
Earth’s center by more than 7 feet.
When the new system becomes offi-
cial in the next year, latitudes, longi-
tudes and elevations across the
country will change by as much as
13 feet. Lenders and insurers will
pore over the new maps; home-
owners should study them too. Busi-
nesses that depend on precise posi-
tioning—construction, agriculture,
logistics, anything autonomous—
should be asking which reference
frame their data fit. Costly errors
can arise from the gap between here
and there.

For most of history, a few feet of
ambiguity cost nothing. Not anymore.
Driverless machines demand centime-
ter precision. Sea-level rise is mea-
sured in millimeters, so tiny drifts in
the reference frame prevent accurate
calculations of coastal risk. The frame
itself has no owner, no revenue and
no lobby. It survives on aging obser-
vatories, international cooperation
and a scientific community small

enough to fit in a lecture hall.
The United Nations passed a reso-

lution in 2015 urging governments to
sustain this system. It didn’t make
headlines. The U.S. rightly designates
GPS as critical infrastructure, but the
reference frame that gives every GPS
signal its meaning enjoys no such
protection.

Although GPS satellites are U.S.-
owned military hardware, the refer-
ence frame relies on an international
patchwork of aging radio-telescopes
staring at quasars, laser-ranging sta-
tions and physical ground markers
anchored to shifting tectonic plates.
If that network were designated
critical infrastructure, it would
mean funding and protecting those
ground nodes and data pipelines—
many of which survive on academic
grants.

“When” and “where” weren’t given
to us by nature. To keep from getting
lost, humans must engineer and
maintain both frames of reference.

Mr. Sahdev is a physicist at the
University of North Carolina at Cha-
pel Hill.

By Nishant Sahdev

The structure underlying
GPS uses distant quasars
to locate places on Earth.

OPINION
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Anthony Fauci, the Pandemic and Public Trust
Regarding Peggy Noonan’s column

“Anthony Fauci Unmasks Himself”
(Declarations, Aug. 1): I applaud Ms.
Noonan for disclosing the pettiness
and smallness of one of my heroes,
Dr. Anthony Fauci. The information in
Ms. Noonan’s column and elsewhere
is a lesson to me and others to exam-
ine critically those with whom we are
inclined to agree. Free and open dis-
cussion and access to information are
at the core of efficient and honest
government. We should be hesitant to
place halos around the heads of peo-
ple we admire, just as we shouldn’t
totally condemn those with whom we
disagree. The truth is usually far
more complex, something we need to
be reminded of frequently.

DAVID M. DORSEN
Washington

Ms. Noonan is spot-on: Even
though pleading the Fifth is a legal
right, Dr. Fauci should be ashamed of
himself for not answering the public’s
many questions. He was a public ser-
vant, and we all deserve answers.

JANE WRIGHT
Kenosha, Wis.

In her otherwise excellent critique
of Dr. Fauci, Ms. Noonan may have
drawn the wrong conclusion. She ends
her column by writing: “My fear is
that next time, and there likely will be
a next time, regular people will think:
There’s no one to trust. We’re on our
own. That won’t be a good thing.” If
there’s one thing the government’s re-
sponse to the pandemic should have
taught us, it is that trusting so-called
experts on matters of great public im-
portance can be dangerous.

KEN HEYER
Great Falls, Va.

Ms. Noonan ends her commentary
by writing that next time, regular
people will think they have no one
to trust. In fact, there were many
people during the pandemic whom
Americans could trust: courageous
first responders, doctors and
nurses, truth-telling public health
officials and commentators, vaccine
developers, delivery drivers, gro-
cery-store workers, nursing-home
staff and kindly neighbors. There is
no reason to believe that such he-
roes won’t once again rise to the
occasion.

MARK GODES
Chelsea, Mass.

Is it surprising that, in today’s cul-
ture of self-promotion, a man sud-
denly thrust into the center of a
global pandemic would occasionally
reveal pride and vanity in a private
journal? That hardly diminishes a
lifetime spent largely out of the spot-
light as a dedicated public servant.
Dr. Fauci should be judged by the to-
tality of his decades of public service,
not turned into a political piñata for
politicians or journalists.

ROBERT HAGELSTEIN
Palm Beach Gardens, Fla.

I’d like to stand up for Dr. Anthony
Fauci. During his nearly 40 years as
director of the National Institute of
Allergy and Infectious Diseases, he
stood up for us all. He advised each
of the last seven U.S. presidents on
new viral epidemics faced by the
world, including multiple recurrences
of Ebola, HIV/AIDS, Sars-CoV-1, H1N1
Influenza, Zika and then Sars-CoV-2,
which causes Covid-19.

KATHLEEN B. MACLEOD, M.D.
Los Alamitos, Calif.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

“My heart says yes, but my head
says no, and my gut tells me

to stop eating the caramel popcorn.”

THEWALL STREET JOURNAL

Letters intended for publication should
be emailed to wsj.ltrs@wsj.com. Please
include your city, state and telephone
number. All letters are subject to
editing, and unpublished letters cannot
be acknowledged.

The Fed Status Quo vs. Kevin Warsh

KevinWarsh began his tenure as Federal
ReserveChairman inMaypromising re-
form,andasnight followsday thecentral

banking-Wall Street statusquo
is fighting back. This includes
thealmostdailymediaeffort to
portray the lifelong inflation
hawk as a born-again dove to
please President Trump.

The latest story is that Mr.
Trump often calls Mr. Warsh, which is playing
as guilt by association. But this is unsurprising
to anyone paying attention to the TrumpPresi-
dency, or even to some other Fed Chairs. Alan
Greenspan talked often with Bill Clinton. Ben
Bernanke was joined at the hip to Treasury
chiefs Hank Paulson (GeorgeW. Bush) and Tim
Geithner (Barack Obama).

i i i

The test ofMr.Warsh isn’t whomhe talks to.
It’s whether he succeeds in restoring andmain-
taining stable prices. And on that score, the
charge is that he didn’t raise interest rates in his
first twoFederal OpenMarket Committeemeet-
ings. So he must be a sellout.

Never mind that the 9–3 vote in July not to
raise rates isdefensible.TheJune inflation figures
on consumerandproducerprices, aswell as per-
sonal consumption expenditures, all came in
lower than expected. Recent inflation is slower
than when the Jerome Powell Fed cut rates.

The threedissenterswere regional bankpres-
idents, meaning everyone on the Fed Board of
Governors joined Mr. Warsh to hold rates flat.
Mr.Warsh inherited that notably dovish board
when he took over fromMr. Powell, who has re-
mained as a non-chair governor.

It isn’t obvious that Mr. Warsh could have
carried the day for a rate hike with this crowd.
In any event, all thedecisiondidwasgive theFed
sevenweeks to absorbmore economic data be-
fore the next meeting in September. Friday’s
weak July jobs report, for one, hardly screams
“raise rates now.”

Ah, the critics reply, but what isMr.Warsh’s
“reaction function,” by which they mean how
does he respond to new data? He’s already told
us. “In terms of reaction function, let me sort
of disabuse people of a question that may or
may not be real and be out there,” he said at
his July 29 press conference. “Any central
banker, when he or she sees underlying infla-
tionmoving higher, he or she is more inclined
to tighten policy.”

Oh, but does hemean it?Well, in July he told
theHouseFinancialServicesCommittee: “Andthe
longer that prices have been above the inflation
target, it’s usually a bit harder to dislodge them
and get them lower. Our job,my commitment to

you is to take sticky prices and to unstick them.”
Where’s the ambiguity?

All of that is consistent with Mr. Warsh’s
years in public life. He has
written more than 30 times
for our pages, and readers
know what he thinks. He has
made price stability a lode-
star of his monetary method.
His critique of the Ben Ber-

nanke and Janet Yellen eras at the Fedwas that
they had become so focused on raising infla-
tion to 2% that they were doing more harm
than good to the economy, especially via quan-
titative easing (QE).

An irony of the complaints aboutMr.Warsh
is that he’s trying to suppress the dovish in-
stincts of the establishment criticizing him. He
said lastweek: “There is no soft inflation target,
there is no soft implicit target—not on this com-
mittee’s watch. There is only a target, and it is
2%.” That was directed at the idea that the Fed
should tolerate above-target inflation, or even
set a new target of 3%. But go ahead and call him
a dove anyway.

Another irony is that his criticswere only too
happy to applaud the dovish pre-Warsh Fed.
They cheered whenMr. Powell cut rates in two
rounds in 2024 and 2025 despite inflation well
above the 2% target.

Many of Mr. Warsh’s critics donned their
“TeamTransitory” jerseys alongsideMr. Powell
when he dallied as inflation entrenched itself in
2021. They also gave Mr. Powell an attaboy in
August 2020whenhe introduced anew inflation
framework inwhich theFedpromised to tolerate
above-2% inflation tomake up for prior periods
of slower price increases.

Some critics, especially on Wall Street,
mostlywant to goadMr.Warsh into giving them
forward guidance again. That’s oneway to inter-
pret the complaint that, despite his clear state-
ment on the 2% target,Mr.Warsh didn’t tell in-
vestors how he intends to achieve that goal.
Theywant him tomake their job of pricing risk
easier by sitting on long-term bond rates. But
that’s not the job of the Fed, or at least it wasn’t
before the 2008 financial panic and the onset of
QE and the bloated Fed balance sheet.

i i i

And that’s the real reason for theWarsh pile-
on. His criticswant him to cease-and-desist this
reform talk. The post-panic era has been very
good for big government,Wall Street and those
who hold assets. It hasn’t been so good for the
young and others who don’t. Mr. Warsh wants
a Fed that restores price stability to help those
forgotten men and women. Judge him by how
well he does that.

The new Fed Chair’s
critics are really out to
stop his reform agenda.

The Low-Hire, Low-Fire Labor Market

P resident Trump trumpets the U.S. econ-
omy as the best ever, but most Ameri-
cans disagree, judging from consumer

and political surveys. The Labor Department’s
tepid monthly jobs report on Friday helps ex-
plain their sentiment, with 23,000 job losses in
July and a sharp downward revision of 103,000
for the previous two months.

Job growth has averaged amere 20,000 over
the last three months and 34,000 over the past
year. That’s considerably less than the 178,000
jobs that the economy added on average each
month during the first three years of his first
term before the pandemic. It’s also a slowdown
from the last year of the Biden Presidency
(103,000).

The good news is that the private economy
on net is still adding jobs, with gains last
month in construction (22,000), healthcare
(22,000) and professional and business ser-
vices (18,000) and evenmanufacturing (5,000).
But declines in retail (-19,400) and leisure and
hospitality (-40,000) may indicate that con-
sumers are pulling back as inflation eats away
at their wages. Average hourly earnings were
flat last month, which means that incomes af-
ter inflation likely declined.

Local government education shed 49,600
jobs in July, which may be a consequence of
federal pandemic largess for schools drying up.

A decline in government employment can be
healthy for the economy if Americans can find
more productive private employment. But the
Labor Department’s household survey suggests
many workers are quitting the labor force. One
explanation is the aging workforce as more
baby boomers retire, and mass deportations
may be another.

The labor force participation rate has fallen
to 61.4% from 62.2% over the past year, as the
number of Americans who have left the work-
force increased by 2.8 million. This explains
why the unemployment rate has fallen slightly
over the past year (to 4.1% from4.3%). Full-time
employment has declined by 1.3million over the
past year while part-time employment in-
creased by 311,000.

All of this suggest a low-hire, low-fire labor
marketwith employers reluctant to add jobs, per-
haps because ofMr. Trump’swhipsawing tariffs
anduncertainty about the impact of AI. The Insti-
tute for SupplyManagement service andmanu-
facturing surveys increased lastmonth, suggest-
ing the economy is reaccelerating.

But the blah labormarketmay be one reason
a mere 30% of Americans approve of Mr.
Trump’s handling of the economy, down from
43% a year ago. Only a third of Americans back
his tariffs, one of the great self-inflicted policy
wounds in recent history.

Russia Hears From Lindsey Graham

The lateSen. LindseyGrahamsought allies
everywhere to stand forU.S. interests and
support freedom across the world. His

Senate colleagues honored his legacy Friday by
voting 86–11 to pass his legislation to use new
sanctions and tariffs to raise the pressure on
Russia to end its brutal assault on Ukraine.

Vladimir Putin pays for hiswarwith revenue
fromenergy exports. Graham’s bill would let the
U.S. President put tariffs up to 100% on the top
five countries that buy Russian oil and gas and
the top five that enableMr. Putin’s oil-sanctions
evasion.

One question is the wisdom of ceding more
tariff authority to the White House. President
Trump has a history of misusing trade powers
to push around evenU.S. friends, at the expense
of alliances and the economy. If theGrahamplan
passes, couldMr. Trump stretch it for purposes
beyondpressuringMr. Putin to quit bombarding
Ukraine?

That’s a fair concern, but the bill includes
some important restrictions on how the Presi-
dent can use it. The language limits the number
of countries that can be tariffed. These duties
“shall not be imposed” if a country’s purchases
are less than 15%of Russia’s total annual gas ex-
ports, provided it is taking “significant” steps to
wean off of Russian energy.

Georgia Sen. Raphael Warnock had worried
thatMr. Trumpmight preserve tariffs even after
a country modified its behavior. In a Thursday
letter to the Senator, U.S. Trade Rep. Jamieson
Greer said he would lack the legal basis for any
tariffs not explicitly approved by the legisla-
tion’s formula.

Graham’sbill alsohas additional sanctions, in-
cluding on the shadow fleet that Moscow uses
for illicit oil exports and other nefarious activi-
ties at sea.Other targets includeRussianpolitical
andmilitary figures, oligarchs, energy projects,
state-owned enterprises, financial institutions
and foreign supporters of theKremlin’s defense-
industrial base.

Mr. Trump has been reluctant to increase
pressure onRussia to end thewar, and this legis-
lationwould put the onus on him to act. Ukraine
understands that Mr. Putin won’t make peace
until he feels the pain, which is why it’s using
long-range strikes to pummel military and en-
ergy targets insideRussia. Enacting theGraham
bill is away for theU.S. to compoundMr. Putin’s
economic stress.

The Senate understands this, which is why
the legislation passed with strong bipartisan
support. After summer recess, the House will
have its turn. Let’s hopeMr. Putin can’t soon for-
get the name Lindsey Graham.

REVIEW & OUTLOOK

OPINION

Finally, Legal Certainty for Cryptocurrency
In “Clarity for Crypto, Sort Of” (Re-

view & Outlook, Aug. 5), the Journal’s
editorial board writes that key provi-
sions in the Senate’s Clarity Act, the
digital asset market structure bill, are
“worth supporting,” but then goes on
to criticize other aspects of the legis-
lation. These concerns are misplaced.

The current system leaves cus-
tomers vulnerable to another FTX-
style fraud. The Clarity Act would
provide much-needed legal certainty
after years of regulation-by-enforce-
ment that pushed American innova-
tion offshore. Congress is finally
willing to act.

The board argues that exchange re-
wards are a workaround to the Ge-
nius Act’s ban on stablecoin interest
payments, but this misinterprets the
law. The Genius Act prevents stable-
coin issuers from functioning like de-
posit-taking banks by banning them
from paying interest or yield to token
holders. By contrast, third-party ex-

change rewards such as trading fee
discounts or lower loan rates are
standard promotional perks (like
credit card rewards), not cash inter-
est yields. The board fails to make
the case for how exchange rewards
function like bank deposits.

The board’s argument that stable-
coin rewards could trigger a deposit
flight from small banks relies on a
hypothetical scenario rather than
market reality. Critics in the 1970s
made a similar argument about
money market mutual funds, but
those fears proved unsubstantiated.

Finally, the board compares decen-
tralized networks to eBay but over-
looks the Clarity Act’s strict legal de-
centralization test. This test would
ensure that bad actors can’t hide be-
hind fake decentralization to dodge
anti-money-laundering and know-
your-customer rules.

SEN. CYNTHIA M. LUMMIS (R., WYO.)
Cheyenne, Wyo.

Don’t Anthropomorphize Artificial Intelligence
The article “Anthropic AI Also Es-

caped From Test” (Business & Fi-
nance, July 31), describing an artifi-
cial-intelligence system that
“believed” it was operating in a simu-
lation before uploading a malicious
Python package, raises an important
issue, but the language warrants
greater precision.

Words such as “believed,” “thought”
and “decided” are convenient short-
hand, but they also risk attributing hu-
man mental states when the evidence
supports only observed behavior. Cur-
rent AI systems generate outputs by
modeling patterns and context.
Whether those processes constitute
anything resembling belief remains an
open scientific and philosophical ques-
tion, not an established fact.

This distinction is more than se-
mantic. Public understanding of AI
will shape corporate investment, reg-
ulation, education and public trust.
Anthropomorphic language can inad-

vertently shift attention away from
the real engineering challenges: en-
suring AI systems validate assump-
tions, distinguish simulations from
production environments and operate
within appropriate safeguards before
taking consequential actions.

As AI becomes increasingly influen-
tial, journalism should strive for the
same precision in describing these
systems that it applies to reporting
on medicine, economics or the law.
Our public discourse will be stronger
if we distinguish what AI does from
what we assume it experiences.

JACQUELINE MADISON
Brandon, Fla.

Democrats Cave to the DSA
In “Who’s Afraid of the DSA?” (op-

ed, July 30), Karl Rove urges Demo-
cratic leaders to stand up to Demo-
cratic Socialists of America
insurgents. But recent history doesn’t
provide much hope for profiles in
courage to appear, as mainstream
Democrats have acquiesced to the pro-
gressive agenda: oppressor-oppressed
identity narratives, biological sex hav-
ing no fixed meaning, retail theft
treated as a permissible form of redis-
tribution, merit treated as a racist
concept and so on. Senate Minority
Leader Chuck Schumer has all but
abandoned Israel in hopes of saving
his seat by appeasing the far left. Mr.
Rove is correct that appeasement will
only lead to the DSA overrunning
mainstream Democrats.

JOHN FOSTER
Portola Valley, Calif.

Pepper ...
And Salt

A Sabbath, if You Can Keep
It: Reclaiming a Day of Rest

Christians ought to take a lesson
from David Bashevkin’s “The Sab-
bath Is a Chance to Read Again”
(Houses of Worship, July 17) and
better remember our own Sabbath
Day. The Lord’s Day has become
little more than an opportunity for
retail commerce and youth
sports—neither of which is rest or
worship.

RAYMOND J. BROWN
Londonderry, N.H.
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S ocialism is not a passing
thing but an arriving
thing. It must be taken se-
riously as a factor in our
politics and the Demo-

cratic Party. A CNN/SSRS poll is-
sued this week reported 34% of
Democrats and Democratic-leaning
adults identify as “democratic so-
cialists.” That number won’t be de-
pressed by the success of Abdul El-
Sayed, who won the Democratic
nomination for the U.S. Senate in
Michigan on Tuesday by racking up
huge margins in progressive en-
claves and university towns.

Socialism’s opponents imagine
there is safety in its poor track re-
cord, which is obvious to everyone.
No it isn’t. Many of its proponents
wouldn’t know the history and
many wouldn’t care: Our version
will be better.

Here is some of what that ver-
sion involves, from an interview
two weeks ago by Shannon Bream
of “Fox News Sunday” with Megan
Romer, national co-chairman of the
Democratic Socialists of America.
Normally socialists are evasive or
euphemistic regarding their policy
goals. Ms. Romer wasn’t.

Bream: “Just give me sort of a
true or false on these. Abolish the
Senate?”

Romer: “True.”
Bream: “Replace the presidency

and Supreme Court as we now
know them?”

Romer: “Yep.”
Bream: “Abolish ICE?”
Romer: “Absolutely.”

As religion recedes,
politics takes its place. As
confidence fades, political
movements grow radical.

OPINION

on Wall Street paying a price. It
lessened his allegiance to the free-
market economic system.

A voter who is 25 also sees AI
rising, and wonders if the economy
as it exists today has a place for
him. Will he be able to afford a
house someday? Widespread home
ownership brings a feeling of in-
vestment, of stability and satisfac-
tion. What does its absence bring?

The Cold War has receded as a
living memory. The enforced com-
munism and socialism of the Soviet
Union and Warsaw Pact was a di-
saster—shortages, drabness, eco-
nomic lifelessness. Censorship, se-
cret police, all the bad things big
unaccountable governments bring.
That was long ago. “Socialism” now
is a dream of Scandinavia—national
healthcare, generous benefits, equal
enjoyment of resources.

As religion recedes, politics
takes its place. The young have
been educated within a general
framework of assumptions and lan-
guage of the left—structures of
power, oppressor groups, critical
theory, intersectionality.

When confidence in Congress,
the media, the university, churches
and courts declines, as it has, re-
form movements grow more radi-
cal, in part because they no longer
assume existing institutions can be

repaired. They no longer think
those institutions can check them.

And of course social media re-
wards ideological intensity on left
and right. If radical views get you a
following, why not? Online induce-
ments aren’t toward moderation.

It’s our view here that free-mar-
ket capitalism is organic and flows
upward from the human person—
man wants to build, trade, invent,
provide for and rise, and he erects
laws and a way of economic being
that allows the realization of those
desires. Economic freedom works
with human nature. The rules and
regulations it produces, the eco-
nomic framework it creates, are
like what Churchill said of democ-
racy: the worst system except for
all the others. Socialism is a more
abstract and ideological vision of
justice that doesn’t flow up but
must be imposed from the top
down. It isn’t based on the natural,
or on man as he is; it’s a construct
that involves coercion.

Capitalism can be brutal, unjust
in its own ways, and it can produce
painful outcomes. Thus the modern
welfare state, erected more or less
over the past century, to save those
who might fall too far, to stop their
descent, to see if it can be re-
versed. This mixed economy is a
mess—imperfect and costly, always

Socialism Is Here—and It’s Serious
Bream: “Abolish borders and

give amnesty to anyone currently in
the United States illegally?”

Romer: “As a long-term plan,
yep.”

Bream: “Defund the Pentagon?”
Romer: “Absolutely.”
Bream: “Abolish prisons, at least

in large part?”
Romer: “Yeah—again as part of a

long-term program, yeah.”
Bream: “Government or public

ownership of most large corpora-
tions?”

Romer: “Yeah, absolutely.”
Socialism’s most enthusiastic

promoters are quick and clever—
comparatively well-educated, very
online. Their talent lies primarily in
media, having been immersed in it
from birth—the internet, its apps,
its entertainment and information
flow. They know all about how peo-
ple get and absorb a feeling, an im-
pression; they know how to pro-
duce a sensation, as opposed to a
thought. One of the great tricks in
life is to have a talent suited to
your times, and they do.

I am sorry to say they never
strike me with their warmth, as,
say, your great-uncle Billy was
warm when he spoke about the In-
dustrial Workers of the World. To-
day’s socialists strike me as colder,
less human, fiercer and occasionally
sociopathic. In general, they appear
to have an idea of history rather
than attachments to existing people
and institutions. Most strike me
not as people who love America
and wish to make it better, but
people ready to exploit its free-
doms to build a movement that if
successful would transform Amer-
ica’s fundamental nature. It will no
longer be the freedom place but
something else, and more common.

This isn’t happening in our poli-
tics only because people “hate the
status quo” and “want change.”
Americans always hate the status
quo and want change. I believe
what we’re seeing traces back to
these factors:

A voter who is 25 was in grade
school during the 2008 economic
crash, and saw everything—fright-
ened parents, lost jobs. In the years
after, he saw bailouts and no one

in need of reform, always capable
of being made better and, in terms
of history, maybe as good as it
gets.

No economic system can elimi-
nate suffering, or injustice, which
the socialists if they win will find
out.

I’ve been reading André Malraux
this summer. He was a brilliant,
compelling and tricky fellow, a nov-
elist and political philosopher who
disentangled himself from early
communism and became culture
minister to Charles de Gaulle in the
1960s. In the biography “Malraux: A
Life,” by the journalist Olivier
Todd, Malraux criticizes the eco-
nomic thinking of the Left as “ex-
cessively precise”—this class is
abused in this way and will tri-
umph when this thing is done.

At a Gaullist campaign rally in
1968, Malraux put his finger on a
weakness of conservative economic
thought. “ ‘Capitalism’ does not
carry us in its heart,” he said. By
inference, it’s also hard to carry
capitalism in your heart. It isn’t a
great belief, only an economic sys-
tem. Socialism is a belief, and it
summons feeling. Capitalism is a
thing of reason, a disadvantage in
an age of sensation.

In a fiery speech against de
Gaulle’s leftist critics during the
latter’s final presidential cam-
paign, Malraux accused them of
not being constructive but destruc-
tive. He calls the Socialist Francois
Mitterand “a man who has never
liberated anything,” as de Gaulle
had, and has “dreamed up the
left.” What does Mitterand symbol-
ize? “A combination of touching
aspiration and predictable dema-
gogy implicit in an attitude of
eternal intention.”

That kind of passion from the
pulpit will have a place in the com-
ing debate. Our current socialists
have never created or “liberated”
anything. They are dreaming it up
as they go along—ban prisons, ban
prisoners, ban crime. And yes, they
live in an attitude of eternal inten-
tion. So far they’ve never proved a
thing—except that they can win
elections. And thus carry the fu-
ture. Which is rather a lot.

Abdel El-Sayed, the Democratic nominee for U.S. Senate in Michigan.
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DECLARATIONS
By Peggy Noonan

Tim Walz Has Hit the Wall
Minneapolis

Minnesota used to
be a model for other
states. That may
sound strange to
anyone who knows
the North Star State
from footage of
Minneapolis burning
in 2020, headlines
about staggering
welfare fraud, and

Gov. Tim Walz’s buffoonish perfor-
mance on the national stage. But in
earlier decades Minnesota was an
American success story with world-
class companies, high civic trust, a
remarkable education tradition and
a broad middle class.

For nearly eight years the state
has been badly governed and badly
embarrassed. The central figure in
that story is Mr. Walz—the man
Democrats put forward in 2024 to
be a heartbeat from the presidency.
He is wrapping up his final months
as governor.

Mr. Walz launched a campaign for
an unheard-of third term in Septem-
ber, before abandoning it four
months later as the state’s fraud
scandals multiplied. His term expires
in January, and many Minnesotans
will be relieved to see him go. Mr.
Walz’s approval rating sank to 39%
in a June poll, with a majority disap-
proving—the worst of his tenure.
Another poll found 67% of Minneso-
tans said Mr. Walz was right to quit
the race.

The inflection point was 2020.
The riots following George Floyd’s
death were a civic catastrophe. Busi-
nesses burned, and damages report-
edly totaled more than $500 million.
It was among the costliest civil dis-
turbances in American history. Peo-
ple died. Law-abiding residents
watched the most basic guarantee of
government—public order—fall to
pieces. The harm was physical, fi-

nancial and reputational. The world
learned that Minnesota’s leaders
wouldn’t protect their own people
when it mattered most. And the
damage to public safety persists:
The state recorded 170 murders in
2024, up 45% from 2019.

Then came the fraud. Feeding Our
Future—a roughly $250 million theft
from a child-nutrition program—
wasn’t an accounting error. It was a
historic failure of governance. Under
Mr. Walz, warnings were missed, ig-
nored or inadequately acted on.
Minnesota’s nonpartisan auditor
found the state Education Depart-
ment’s oversight of the program in-
adequate.

The U.S. Treasury said Minne-
sota’s child-nutrition fraud alone
could exceed $300 million. Investi-
gators uncovered suspected fraud

across other state programs, includ-
ing autism services, housing aid and
Medicaid. Minnesota’s then-acting
U.S. attorney, Joe Thompson, la-
mented that “our state is far and
away the leader in fraud now and
everyone sees it.” Mr. Thompson
would later estimate that the state’s
total fraud could surpass $9 billion.

Mr. Walz’s economic record com-
pletes the picture. Since 2018, Min-
nesota’s nonfarm jobs have grown
2.8% against 7% nationally. The state
imposes the seventh-heaviest state
and local tax burden in the country.
In 2023, handed one-party control
and a projected surplus of more
than $17 billion, Mr. Walz and the
Legislature spent it all—and more.

Forecasts projected a deficit ap-
proaching $6 billion before a newly
split legislature began clawing the
budget back toward sanity.

I’m a Minnesota business leader
who believes deeply in this state.
Minnesota’s private sector remains
extraordinary: brilliant entrepre-
neurs, disciplined family businesses,
innovative medical and technology
companies, farmers who feed the
world. The real Minnesota isn’t what
has been showcased on TV and so-
cial media.

That Minnesota deserves better
than Tim Walz. The national left
liked him because he embodied an
archetype: the folksy, flannel-wear-
ing schoolteacher who made pro-
gressive policies sound like common
sense. But American voters should
study the results before the next
homespun so-called moderate asks
for their trust.

Democrats have now endorsed
Sen. Amy Klobuchar for governor.
She is smart and disciplined and
leads in early polling. She has also
begun to distance herself from Mr.
Walz, saying she would have moved
faster against the fraud. The ques-
tion is whether, if elected, she
would break from the political cul-
ture that enabled the Walz years—
the interest groups that dominate
St. Paul, the reflex toward higher
taxes, the allergy to accountability,
the kookiness that becomes cable-
news fodder.

Minnesota’s fall is recent. It isn’t
permanent. The state isn’t defined
by burned buildings, stolen public
money or a governor who treated
accountability as optional. Minne-
sota is better than its departing
leadership, and we will prove it.

Mr. Schultz is president and CEO
of the Minnesota Private Business
Council and a contributing columnist
at the Minnesota Star Tribune.

Riots, fraud and economic
stagnation—Minnesota
has had it rough. Brighter
skies could be ahead.

CROSS
COUNTRY
By Jim
Schultz

DOW JONES MANAGEMENT:
Jason P. Conti, General Counsel; Dianne DeSevo,

Chief People Officer; Artem Fishman, Chief
Technology Officer; Lisa Fitzpatrick, General
Manager, Dow Jones Industries;
M. Scott Havens, Chief Growth Officer;
Dan Shar, EVP, General Manager, Wealth &
Investing; Ashok Sinha, Chief Communications
Officer; Josh Stinchcomb, EVP & Chief Revenue
Officer, WSJ | Barron’s Group

There’s Movie Potential in Dr. Fauci’s Diary
At 61, I was a
prime subject for
the Covid vaccine.
It cut my risks by
9 0 % — w h i c h
sounds like a lot
except it actually
meant cutting my
death risk from 1%
to 0.1%. For many
younger people,
the vaccine could

manage only to cut their risk from
almost zero to almost zero, yet try
finding an example of this being
explained at the time.

The vaccine had true utility but
not for everybody, and soon ideol-
ogy took over as it did with every-
thing else related to Covid.

The vilification of Anthony Fauci
goes too far. His diary is exactly
what you would want, recounting
who he saw and what they said. It
dwells on the conversations any-
body would want dwelled on, like
with President Trump and Chris
Christie as each recovered from
near-death Covid experiences.

His much-criticized media atten-
tiveness is a red herring. The im-
portant word in public health is
public. The most un-Fauci-like mo-
ment? FU, he says with respect to
a writer at the Atlantic.

A red-flag moment was his and
colleagues’ skepticism at the idea
of asymptomatic spread. When a
Chinese official who had first de-
nied human-to-human transmission
now admitted people without
symptoms were transmitting the vi-
rus, “GAME ON,” Dr. Fauci wrote.

Washington’s manic quarantining
of cruise-ship passengers, its re-
stricting of foreign entry, probably
did next to nothing to slow spread
until a vaccine and the less-virulent
omicron variants arrived, which
took a year.

But a problem jumps out of the
Fauci diary. He and other officials
zeroed in on, and became obsessed
with trying to control, death- and
case-count indicators while ignor-
ing every other variable relevant to
national well-being.

In the movie version, the climax
is the White House fight over re-
opening after the first wave. See
Mr. Trump’s interestingly chaotic
management style. See it coupled
with his instinct that in the fall
election the public would be more
with him than against him despite
the baleful trade-offs. (Daniel Day-
Lewis’s “Lincoln” portrayal, if you
add a couple twists, is more rele-
vant than you might think.)

This should have been Dr.
Fauci’s moment of real leverage,
advising how to protect the most
vulnerable while meeting the need
of the rest of America to get back
to normal. Instead, he keeps lec-
turing young people to curtail
their lives. Bizarrely, he insists on
more contact tracing, as if oblivi-
ous to the fact that identified
cases are a trivial proportion of
the pandemic. Contact tracing
wastes resources while offering
zero leverage over spread.

This is weird. The diary shows
him pressing early for random test-
ing (which we never got) to show
the real extent of the virus and
criticizing (accurately) the CDC for
incompetence. In the New England
Journal of Medicine, he predicted
(accurately) that Covid would likely
prove as deadly to individuals as a
severe flu. (Soon the press would
denigrate anyone who drew flu
comparisons because that’s some-
thing Mr. Trump did.)

These insights seem to disap-
pear in the crucial fight over re-
opening. The fight pitted Dr. Fauci
against Mr. Trump more in the
press than it does in Dr. Fauci’s di-
ary. But it remains supremely dra-
matic. It’s the moment when the
press, from its own psychology of
fear, decides to treat every infec-
tion, illness and death as a politi-
cal failure. I’m not kidding. In its
own moral panic, the press finds
comfort in showing how much it
cares by seeking authority figures
to accuse of malfeasance. Not for
our news media anything resem-
bling the real story—bumpy, un-
happy trade-offs as humanity
adapts to a new bug.

Dr. Fauci gets off a good line af-
ter Mr. Trump accuses him of
knocking a “trillion effing dollars”
off the stock market when a later
Fauci comment prompts a $4 tril-
lion rise (“He owes me $3 trillion”).

Dr. Fauci’s early advisers, almost
to a man, thought the virus suspi-
cious. He goes all Perry Mason him-
self when somebody forwards him a
published study that suggests a Chi-
nese lab preparing mice to simulate
human exposure to Covid months
before Covid was known to exist.

If he felt vulnerable because of
his past dealings with the Wuhan
Institute of Virology, it doesn’t
show. As a lifelong top government
employee, he also had to know

something the rest of us might not
appreciate: Only one person in the
executive branch gets to decide
whether to roll the geopolitical dice
and accuse China of manufacturing
a global pandemic—and so far Pres-
idents Biden and Trump both chose
not to.

Presumably to be handled in a
future installment of his diary is
Dr. Fauci’s sorry recent perfor-
mance pleading the Fifth before
Sen. Rand Paul’s committee. Then
again, this column has spent a de-
cade charting Washington’s shabby
descent into lawfare. Televised con-
gressional hearings are almost al-
ways a clown show. An 85-year-old
might well think: Who needs it?

Reviewers don’t know
drama if they missed the
2020 pre-election fight
over reopening.
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Anmol Jain

‘Such an influx of settlers reminds one of the
gold-fields. Only in this case health, not
wealth, was the magnet.’ — EH Ashworth

T
HEY came searching for game
and ended up founding one of
India’s most picturesque hill
stations! It was in 1823 — two
centuries ago — when two offi-

cers set foot on soil that would soon become
the Britishers’ getaway from the searing
heat of the subcontinental plains and the
administrative burden of managing the
Indian empire.

Captain Frederick Young, accompanied by
Superintendent of Dehradun FJ Shore, went
hunting in the hills adjoining Dehradun.
They trekked up to the north of the Doon Val-
ley, scrambling up narrow goat paths to
reach a high ridge, where they were met with

a stunning view. The valley
sprawled beneath them, a rich
and verdant canvas of untainted
flora, bounded by the Shivalik
peaks to the south; to the north,
snow-clad mountain ranges
shimmered in a soft, golden,
balmy sunlight.

Game was abundant, the
weather splendid. With time,
their visits uphill became fre-
quent. And soon, it was time to
‘leave their mark’ on the soon-
to-be town of Mussoorie. The
duo erected a ‘shooting box’ on
a hill — not on the Camel’s Back
Road, but near the present-day
Christ Church — facing the
Doon Valley. Before long, hordes

of Europeans trudged up the hills of the
horseshoe-shaped ridge, following eagerly in
the footsteps of Young and Shore. The Euro-
peans bore the same desires: to hunt and to
absorb the stimulating climate.

Today’s Mussoorie is crowded… but
things were apparently much different in
the formative years of this town; heavily
forested slopes offered little scope to erect
any kind of lodging. The Mussoorie of yester-
years comprised densely forested slopes,
cradling lush canopies of deodar and oak.

Come spring, crimson rhododendron flow-
ers would break the monotony of endless
green. The only semblance of any construc-
tion to be found were a few scattered huts
belonging to villagers from nearby Kyar
Kuli, Bhatta, Dudhli and some other villages.

Interestingly, the British empire did not
own these hills. The ownership lay with: a)
the Raja of Tehri Garhwal — of lands on the
northern slopes of Mussoorie and Landour
hills; b) the Mahant of Guru Ram Rai shrine
at Dehradun — who owned lands to the east
and also at the present-day Happy Valley
area; and c) zamindars from nearby Kyar

Kuli and Dudhli villages — who owned a
major part of the southern slopes of Mus-
soorie, including the present-day Mall Road,
Jharipani, Barlowganj, and also Cloud’s End
and Hathipaon to the west.

As the Europeans lumbered up these hills,
they looked to find suitable sites for their
summer abodes. While the sloping moun-
tain landscape offered little leeway for erect-
ing any kind of lodging, their only option
were the few ‘flats’ where local villagers had
built small hutments to house their cattle
during the summers.

There were around seven large ‘flats’ on
the Mussoorie Ridge. Besides, there were a
number of smaller flats. The large flats
caught the fancy of European settlers. And
thus began a ‘rat-race’ to own a property in
these sublime hills. Most of the sought-after
flats were owned by local village folk, and the
Europeans ‘constantly cajoled or badgered’
them to sell their lands. Many ‘sahebs’
deployed their servants to do the bargaining
for them, promising them large tips if they
were able to close the deals at low rates. The
native zamindars had to eventually bow
before the might of the empire, most of them
receiving ridiculously low compensation.

The construction of a ‘convalescent depot’
for European soldiers, an idea floated by
Young to his superiors in the army, was start-
ed at Landour in 1827, and made operational
in 1829. Mussoorie and Landour were initial-
ly two separate townships.

The number of houses had increased to

about 480 (340 European and 140 Indian res-
idences) by 1882-1883, which swelled to 1,406
by 1935. I earnestly endeavoured to find the
number of houses at present, but miserably
failed in the attempt. Under strict confi-
dence, an official disclosed that there might
be hundreds of illegal buildings of which the
municipality has no record! But just to give
an indication, at present, there are around
4,200 residential and 1,200 commercial water
connections in the town — and please keep
in mind that every building might not have
a separate water connection.

As the number of settlers swelled, along
came a Jewish gentleman called Lawrence,
perhaps the first entrepreneur to set foot in
the budding town in 1829 with merchandise
for the European community. If anyone so
much as glanced in his direction, the zealous
salesman would shout, ‘comin’, ‘comin’,
and rush towards them. Lawrence was soon
nicknamed ‘Comin’. Until our salesman
decided he had had enough! He promptly
dropped his Jewish surname and rechris-
tened himself Lawrence Cumming.

Lawrence’s venture came to a full circle
and within a few years, he managed to open
a store on the Mall, at the site where current-
ly the head post office is. In 1830, Henry
Bohle, a distiller from Meerut, rushed to the
hills to take advantage of the cool climate
and the wild yeast strains for brewing beer.
Bohle wasn’t successful in his first attempt
at brewing, and a tiff with Captain Young
forced him to shut down in 1832. But he did

lay the roots for a successful brewery busi-
ness in Mussoorie that continued till the end
of the 19th century.

As the ‘invalids’ (a colloquial term used by
the British for sick soldiers) began to arrive
at Landour’s convalescent depot, a market
appeared in the town, primarily to cater to
soldiers and other settlers. Shortly after this,
the ‘Kulri Bazaar’ was established, with
shops near the present-day head post office
and LIC building (erstwhile State Bank of
India). As settlers swarmed, the founding
fathers fretted about the need to develop
civic amenities. In 1842, they requested the
North-Western Provinces government to
introduce the Municipal Act in Mussoorie. A
12-member Mussoorie Municipal Commit-
tee was constituted in 1842 — the first such
body amongst the hill stations.

After Bohle shut down his brewery in 1832,
his property was purchased by Mr Parsons
and from him by Bohle’s son-in-law, John
Mackinnon. Mackinnon established Masuri
Seminary School in 1834 at the site of the old
brewery near Hathipaon. Regarded as the
first school for Europeans in the Himalayas,
the school continued at the site of the old
brewery until 1850, when it was shifted to the
site where Hotel Savoy currently is.

The Mussoorie Library was made opera-
tional in 1843-1844 through subscriptions to
meet the cost of the building and the cost of
books. This library is a treasure trove of more
than 16,000 books that include old trave-
logues, surveys, journals and rare books.

The Himalaya Club was formed in 1841
with 148 members, and the town’s founder
Colonel Young was the first president. It was
very expensive, exclusive and naturally, in
high demand. Situated atop a steep ridge
above the road that led to Landour, the club
offered stunning views. Membership was
open only for ‘men’ of European origin. By
the early 1880s, the membership had swelled
to 759 (including 258 temporary members),
and it was regarded as one of the best clubs
in India. The club closed down after World 
War I, and the property was put up for sale.

A racecourse in the mountains! Yes, as ear-
ly as in the 19th century, there was a race-
course in Mussoorie — albeit small — at Hap-
py Valley. The Estate was purchased by
Vincent Mackinnon, a rich brewer, in April
1904. Shortly thereafter, it was decided to
establish an amusement club at Happy Val-
ley. The club meant the death knell for the
racecourse as its area was taken over for
developing tennis courts, along with a bil-
liards room, card room, reading room, a
library and a field for cricket and hockey.

Apparently, the Europeans did not fancy a
club without equestrian sports. Soon, a hill-
side was dug up near Herne Del — about a
mile below Happy Valley — to make way for
a new racecourse and polo ground. Soon the
‘ Polo Ground’ became quite popular for
holding equestrian events, a ‘gymkhana’.
The last gymkhana was held at the Polo
Ground on 19 June 1943 to raise funds for
the Red Cross during the war. In the subse-
quent years, the club was closed and the
property put up for sale. 

In 1959, a part of the Happy Valley Club was
acquired by the government to establish the
Lal Bahadur Shastri National Academy of
Administration (LBSNAA) for training civil
servants. A horse riding ground, a shooting
range and the sports club of LBSNAA have
come up on the premises of the erstwhile club.

As a child, the spelling of our town befud-
dled me. ‘Why do you always forget that it is
spelled with a double “s” and double “o”?’
Mrs Shepherd, my language teacher, would
point out. ‘Perhaps the name has a British,
Irish or Scottish origin and hence the quirky
spelling,’ I’d muse. I was pleasantly sur-
prised that our town’s name has an Indian
origin — named after a shrub called Mansur
or Mansuri (botanical name Coriaria
nepalensis), which was plentiful in these hills
(not anymore, though).

The native population called these hills
‘Mansuri’ and the Europeans simply
dropped the ‘n’. Over the years, the spelling
was completely distorted by the British. The
town assumed various written forms:
‘Masuri’, ‘Mussoori’ and even ‘Mus-
sooree’. The current spelling was made pop-
ular by a local advertisement bulletin, which
started writing ‘Masuri’ as ‘Mussoorie’.

— Excerpted from ‘Mussoorie 
Nostalgia’, with permission from Rupa
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Rahul Verma

ONE of the great pleasures of life
is a mutton curry that many
households call the Sunday
special. In our house, too, the

curry — with juicy, fried potatoes in it — is
often cooked for lunch on Sundays. It is a
simple curry, prepared with the basic
masalas. Cooked in mustard oil, it is rich,
and helps you snore gently after lunch. I
am essentially a gravy-and-potato person,
but I am particular about the cuts of meat.
I usually ask for the lean and tender parts
of the shoulder, neck, and leg. 

The topic of meat cuts came up recently
when I was chatting with a chef. He was
convinced that what made a really good
mutton curry was not so much the masalas
or the way of cooking, but the quality of the
meat. The taste of the meat also depends
on where the goat comes from. A meat dish
in Rajasthan, for instance, may consist of
lean pieces, for the goats are lean, largely
because of the vegetation in the region.

Then there is the meat of castrated goats
— which has a higher fat content. In some
restaurants in Kolkata, a kilogram of this
khashi meat consists of four large pieces —
which I guess appeals hugely to die-hard
meat eaters.

But to my mind, the best part of a meat
curry is that it can take so many forms,
depending on what you cook it with. The
masalas may remain the same, but the
taste of the dish can change drastically
depending on the ingredients that you add
to the meat. And vegetables play a major

role in this. I recently had a meat dish
cooked with green chillies at a restaurant.

The gravy was hot, but not so hot that I
needed a fire extinguisher. It had a rich
green colour, which, the chef said, came
from the chillies and a spinach paste. 

It was so good that I was left licking my
fingers clean.

Spinach, of course, is a common ingredi-
ent in mutton curries. In winter, when you
get fresh greens, you can cook meat with
mustard leaves, too. And in the summer
months, a host of vegetables can be added
to the curry — for taste, and a touch of
lightness. For avowed meat-eating fami-
lies, adding vegetables is a great way to
ensure a balanced meal. 

I have not had lauki meat, but a friend
swears by it. The meat is cooked as usual,
then the bottle gourd is added. Since the
gourd releases water, the meat cooks in it,
resulting in a dish full of flavours and a soft
texture. Likewise, pumpkins add colour, tex-

ture, nutrients and flavours to the meat. A
friend from Sikkim cooks the best ishkhush-
meat dish that you can have — meat cooked
with squash that you find largely in the hills.
Beet is another great ingredient — it adds
colour to the gravy and gives the meat a
pleasant, mildly sweet kick.

A friend is known for her meat dishes
cooked with vegetables. I love the dish that
she cooks with arbi. You need to add some
lime juice to arbi gosht to give it a tart
touch. The friend has given me the recipe
for her bhindi gosht, too. The first time she
cooked it, though, it was a disaster. Newly
married, she prepared it for her in-laws —
but added the bhindi, without first frying
it, to the meat. The outcome was a gooey
and sticky mess, which her polite in-laws
ate without a murmur. 

She called up her mother, and learnt that
she had to fry the okra separately. She has-
n’t made this mistake ever since!

— The writer is a food critic

The right vegetables 
can transform a simple
mutton curry, adding 
flavour, texture, colour, 

and balance to every bite

METHOD

When bhindimeetsmutton
■ Heat oil in a pressure

cooker. Add the whole
masalas. Add cumin
seeds. When these splut-
ter, add the onions and
fry. When brown, add gin-
ger-garlic paste, and fry for
2-3 minutes. Now put the
tomatoes. Stir till the tomatoes
become pulpy, and the oil sepa-
rates. Add the powdered masalas (except
garam masala) and stir well. Now add the
meat and fry till the colour changes.

■ Once nicely browned, add water. Mix well.
Secure the lid, and pressure cook until 2-3
whistles, followed by 7-8 minutes on low heat.

■ In another pan, add oil, and fry the bhindi.
Keep the fried bhindi aside. 

■ Once the pressure cooker lid opens, add 
the bhindi. Sprinkle garam masala and 
mix. Serve with roti or rice.

A new book recounts the triumphs and travails of the hill station

Clockwise from above: A late 19th-century photograph of The Himalaya Club (courtesy: Hotel Savoy, Mussoorie);  
Captain Frederick Young, the founder of Mussoorie and Landour, also the founder of Sirmoor Rifles; and

Frederick John Shore, the joint magistrate and superintendent of Dehradun from 1823 to 1829. 

MUSSOORIE NOSTALGIA:
A LEGACY OF TWO 
HUNDRED YEARS

by Anmol Jain.
Rupa.

Pages 232. ~595 

How Mussooriecame into being

INGREDIENTS
Mutton 500 gm
Onions (chopped) 2
Tomatoes (chopped) 2
Ginger-garlic paste 1 tbsp
Cumin seeds 1 tsp
Coriander powder 1½ tsp
Chilli or Kashmiri chilli powder 1 tsp
Turmeric powder 1 tsp
Garam masala 1 tsp
Salt To taste
Water As needed
Mustard oil For frying
Bhindi (cut into large pieces) 200 gm 

WHOLE MASALA
Cinnamon stick 1 inch
Green cardamoms A few
Black cardamom 1
Cloves 3-4
Peppercorns A few

RAVI KUMAR

BHINDI GOSHT
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Mandira Nayar

G
EETANJALI SHREE refuses
to be boxed in and has charted
her own course in her novels.
It is no different with ‘Once
Elephants Lived Here’, a short

story collection, newly translated into Eng-
lish by Daisy Rockwell. One short of a
dozen, these stories are unlike any other
that may exist on the shelves.

“I know this is no way to tell a story, to tell
the ending so soon, but for one thing, I
haven’t come around to this business of
clear divisions,” the narrator says in the title
story. “I find it more attractive when there’s
no clear shape; no sequential steps, like first
this, next this and next that, then the end.”

This could be the philosophy to enter Gee-
tanjali’s world. Character names aren’t
important, nor is the usual framework of a
story. You enter the stories in the middle of
conversations and very often leave before
closure — yet they stay with you. The
author discards conventions and the con-
ventional. And with the familiar landmarks
missing, she forces you to feel everything,
be aware of each word that is written to find
newer ways to engage with the story.

‘Once Elephants Lived Here’ is reminis-
cent of Partition and her International Book-
er-winning ‘ Tomb of Sand’. It is set in the
city that was made “famous” by the riots.
Not by the riots themselves, but by the glit-
ter and glamour that most definitely result-

ed from the riots. Here the factions exist “so
neatly” and “all the traces of the past are
paved in cement and asphalt roads”.

In this compartmentalised metropolis
appears an old lady who refuses to forget.
Ephemeral, delicate and deep, Geetanjali
forces you to grapple with the wiping away
of the past and the cost of moving forward.
The core of the titular story is the knocking
down of an old haveli in the city that
dreams of being Shanghai. The author
weaves this almost everyday occurrence in
cities around India into a story.

Another story, ‘These Days’, deals with the
tensions in Geetanjali’s other book, ‘Our
City That Year’. Divided by religion, the city
is on edge. There is a curfew and young men
have stopped coming out. The narrator is sit-

ting in the verandah of his home, pretending
to be fearless. But then fear isn’t a straight-
forward thing, the author writes; it doesn’t
always pop up for discernible reasons. “It
blows about madly in the breeze, and wher-
ever it goes, it’s apt to invade anyone who
accidentally inhales it,” she writes.

Death, vulnerabilities of age, memories —
always, memories — Geetanjali’s stories
grapple with the business of life, and it is this
grief of time running out that makes them
poignant and urgent. And to think that these
stories were written when she was young.

In ‘The End’, the author explores the
death of a father, the indignity of old age
and the overwhelming sadness of the
clothes left behind in the bathroom. Gee-
tanjali’s world is filled with characters not
in their prime of life, who are faded or are
fading, invisible to the world; only, they are
not on the margins but central to the story.

There is also love — again, not the all-con-
suming feeling of youth, but the intimacy
of the middle-aged. ‘Echo’ is a story of
heartbreak, of the revisiting of a college
love affair, one that finds a vocabulary over
who will read the newspaper first in the
morning. This battle plays out in a hotel
room for the six days they are together.
“The newspaper gave us a vocabulary:
cursing, chiding, banter, babbling, any-
thing and everything,” she writes. Haunt-
ing, and achingly sad, the story carries with
it the weariness of being alone. 

In ‘Fatigue’, in which two lovers meet at

a cemetery in Japan, what they had was not
“childish” but happiness and that “infect-
ed” the moments when they were not
together. Yet it was clear that this would not
be a forever relationship.

The author takes everyday occurrences
and turns them into the pivot around which
stories are spun to explore complex thoughts.
In ‘Echo’, it is reading the newspaper first,
and in ‘Out for a Spin’, the morning walk
that the “lady writer” can’t seem to skip. She
says she steps out while it is still dark because
she doesn’t want to be seen; “we are revealed
in the eyes of others”. Geetanjali’s stories sur-
prise you with new ways of seeing.

Scattered across the pages are stories of
women: the one who wears her husband’s
socks and refuses to hold the hand of her
lover in ‘Fatigue’; the 70-year-old mother in
‘March, Ma and Sakura’, who arrives in
Japan to visit her son and forms a friendship
with a boy she meets on a plane from India;
‘Bulldozer’ features a terminally-ill woman
riding a bullet train in Japan, remembering
her childhood, thinking about her child with-
out her and the inevitability of her death.

The book belongs as much to Daisy Rock-
well, her partner-in-crime (as the dedica-
tion reads), as to Geetanjali Shree. To trans-
late a story where the threads are gossamer
thin requires not only patience, but skill,
passion and love. This sense of cama-
raderie shines through their books and will
continue to light up bookshelves.

— The reviewer is a literary critic

Short stories that stay a lot longer

Shireen Quadri

I
N her second novel, ‘The First House’,
Avni Doshi follows a woman’s emo-
tional and psychological unravelling
after the collapse of her 13-year mar-
riage. The unnamed narrator has built

her adult life around her husband, their two
daughters and the home they share. When
he unexpectedly asks for a divorce, she is
forced to confront the possibility that she
never fully knew the man beside her. What
she believed was a shared life now appears
shaped by secrets and acts of control she
had trained herself not to question.

Doshi draws the husband without turning
him into a conventional villain. He is selfish,
evasive and casually cruel, but his power also
comes from the narrator’s investment in the
marriage. She has spent years accommodat-
ing him, defending him and preserving the
idea of their family. His betrayal makes her
reconsider not only who he was, but also who
she became while living with him.

One disturbing memory comes from the
early years of the marriage. He brings home
medication and tells her that both of them
must take it to treat a sexually transmitted
infection. When she asks whether he has
slept with someone else, he denies it and
claims the infection may have remained dor-
mant for years. She fears it might affect her
ability to conceive. Her tests show that she is
safe, but the episode leaves a mark: he may
have exposed her body to harm and expect-
ed her to accept his explanation.

This concealed corruption is echoed in the
recurring image of the cicadas. Buried
underground for 13 years (almost their
entire lifespan), the cicadas emerge, engage
in mating and begin a new life cycle. More
disturbing is the infected male cicada whose
body has been taken over by fungus, but it
continues to attract mates and transmit the
infection. The parallel with the husband is
unmistakable: a damaged creature seeks
intimacy while hiding the danger it carries.

The metaphor works because metamor-

phosis is not made beautiful. 
Doshi also draws a parallel with the narra-

tor’s marriage, which has been an under-
ground existence in which her individual
self remained submerged beneath domestic
duties and emotional dependence. The
divorce is an emergence, but Doshi does not
romanticise it as liberation because the nar-
rator is comfortable with the life they had

made, and the scaffolding of a family. To
come into the light is also to be exposed. She
is frightened, financially uncertain and
unable to imagine a life no longer arranged
around her husband.

Astrology and mythology offer other ways
of reading the collapse. The first house in an
astrological chart concerns the self, while a
statue of Diana, the Roman goddess of the
hunt, stands in a neighbour’s garden with a
bow drawn. She becomes an image of vigi-
lance and self-possession, though the nov-
el’s symbols sometimes feel overworked.

The wider family offers no easy refuge. The
narrator’s parents are supportive but intru-
sive. She has been estranged from her elder
sister, Didi, after defending the husband
who abandons her. Didi, unmarried and
helping run the family business, initially
represents the life the narrator rejected.
Their gradual return to one another gives the
novel some of its most affecting moments.

Doshi is attentive to the daughters, who
ask practical questions about their absent

father while continuing with school. They
are neither symbols of damage nor conven-
ient instruments of healing. Their mother’s
love is real, but motherhood does not auto-
matically make her whole.

Like ‘Burnt Sugar’, Doshi’s Booker
Prize-shortlisted first novel, ‘The First
House’ is interested in the intimate violence
of family life. In both the books, love is
inseparable from resentment, dependency
and power. However, while ‘Burnt Sugar’
focused on the difficult bond between a
mother and daughter, the new novel looks at
the dismantling of a marriage.

The novel is not simply about surviving
divorce, but about recognising how com-
pletely a person may disappear inside a rela-
tionship and how difficult it is to return to
oneself. The narrator remains uncertain,
grieving and unfinished.  

The end of a marriage does not immediate-
ly create freedom; it first creates an empty
space. What might she build there?

— The reviewer is a freelancer

ONCE ELEPHANTS LIVED HERE 
by Geetanjali Shree. 

Translated from the Hindi by Daisy Rockwell. 
Penguin Random House. 

Pages 195. ~599

BACKFLAP

GRIEF BURNS LIKE FEVER
by Minakshi Thakur.

Westland.
Pages 205. ~499 

As the second wave of the pandemic
forces lockdowns across the world, an
ambulance driver at a hospital in Del-
hi finds his days and nights taken
over by the task of ferrying patients
and bodies to makeshift crematoria
across the city. He meets the grieving
and the depraved, but also, black mar-
keteers hoarding oxygen and traffick-
ers preying on orphans. Everywhere,
life is hard, but networks of empathy
and shared kindness build quietly as
well. The book is an elegiac evocation
of the pandemic years.

THE FIRST HOUSE 
by Avni Doshi.
HarperCollins. 

Pages 224. ~599

THE MASTERS OF ETHEREAL FOOTBALL
by Surdeep Singh. 

Unistar Books.
Pages 116. ~395 

The book is a collection of 20 reflec-
tive chapters on the most influential
football players of the 21st century,
written in a contemplative and narra-
tive way. It aims to describe the inner
worlds, conflicts, transformative
moments and the legacy-defining
virtues and principles of these fig-
ures. Each chapter dives deep and
intersects with the players to deter-
mine what made them stand out,
including the moments which led to
their superstardom. The book also
contains statistics and tactical quali-
tative data about the players.

Returning to oneself after dismantling of a marriage

Twist in the fusion tale
Pushpesh Pant

R
OHINI RANA is an Indian
princess who got married at a
young age to the scion of an
aristocratic family in Nepal.
For years, she traversed the

length and breadth of Nepal with her
husband, who served in the army and
rose to the rank of commander-in-chief.

Her collection of recipes is exceptional-
ly rich, ranging from refined delicacies
served in the grand palaces of Nepal to

what the commoners subsisted
on in the far-flung regions of the
landlocked country. Her focus
isn’t solely on the recipes; she
enriches them with anecdotes
and memories.

This is her third book and, like
the previous two, is pho-
tographed brilliantly and laid
out attractively. The title is
intriguing: ‘Memories on a Plat-
ter’. The sub-title offers a clue:
‘My Fusion Cookbook’.

Fusion, now, is a much-abused
word, but the author uses it in a
specific sense. She talks of
‘global inspirations’ that have
shaped her culinary journey.

India, China, Nepal, Thailand, Pakistan,
Japan and France, along with Cambodia,
Malaysia, Indonesia and Singapore, are
palpably present. Curiosity is aroused
when Qatar, UAE, Kenya, Lebanon and
Israel step into her kitchen, followed by
Australia and the Czech Republic.

The arrangement of recipes is interest-
ing. She shares the recipe of the original
dish — such as samosa — and then fol-
lows the siblings. For instance, the sam-
bousa is enjoyed mainly in non-vegetari-
an form in Turkiye with a filling of meat,
feta cheese and nuts. We encounter sam-
bousek stuffed with lentil paste in
Ethiopia. This pastry comes with a variety
of fillings in Central Asia; the author’s
favourite is spinach-mushroom.

The same treatment is accorded to gol-
gappas that go by many names: pani-
puri, puchka, batasha. Chefs have exper-

imented with different fillings, but
Rana’s fusion creations take them to
another level. Her golden golgappa shells
enclose savoury delights like scrambled
eggs and smoked salmon, corn with
either capsicum or edamame.

Cornmeal is widely used in porridge-like
concoctions called dheodha (or dindo) in
some parts of Nepal. Fused with Italian
flavours by Rana, it reaches dizzying
heights. Prawns and sardines in oil are
paired with Nepali-style dried fish. The
tomato chutney gives it a twist. Chargrilled
vegetables are the perfect accompaniment.

A fascinating recipe is pizza balls with
veg and non-veg filling. Calzone, the half-
moon avatar of pizza, is certainly interest-
ing but these golf-size balls are absolute-
ly mind-blowing.

Rana offers interesting takes on millets
and coarse grains. Buckwheat lace crepes
with chicken chaamp or paneer ki bhu-
jiya transform a French delicacy into a
Nepali beauty. Her buckwheat squares
are an Indian rendering of quesadillas.
There are some strange bedfellows —
droolworthy though — like potato rosti
with kung pao chicken.

The only niggle here is that the author
is partial to small bites and has a fond-
ness for expensive ingredients, unafford-
able for most of us.

She gently draws our attention to the
fact that fusion is not restricted to
recipes; it can also be reflected in a care-
ful blend of serving vessels, plates and
pots. Mountain ebony may sound like an
import from foreign lands, but is nothing
but our own kachnaar. Its buds are used
to tickle the vegetarian palate in unusu-
al mock meat recipes.

Nepali shikarny is a close cousin of Indi-
an shrikhand. It is called shikarny in Kar-
nataka too. Light and refreshing, this
mildly sweet dessert dons a gourmet garb
when garnished with dragon fruit, kiwis
and strawberries. Rohini Rana tempts the
readers to try out its many variations —
mango sikari with sago pudding and zar-
da pulav nestled in sikari.

A fascinating volume.
— The reviewer is a food historian

Complexities of loyalty & duty 
Aradhika Sharma

T
HROUGH four generations of the
Uppal family, Priya Hajela’s ‘For
Whose Dear Sake Our Fathers
Died’ explores the complex rela-
tionship between Sikhs and the

British Empire across a century of war,
upheaval and political awakening.

Describing the novel as “an attempt to
understand this association and co-depend-
ence between the British rulers and Sikhs”,
Hajela grapples with a question that continues
to provoke debate: why did so many Sikhs sup-
port the British during the uprising of 1857?
Rather than offer ideological answers, she sit-
uates that question within the lived experi-
ences of those who witnessed the fall of the
Sikh Empire, the consolidation of British rule,
and the emergence of Indian nationalism.

The story unfolds through the memories of
Beant Kaur, granddaughter, sister, and custo-
dian of family history. Her voice gives the nar-
rative both structure and purpose. As she
explains, “The stories are my inheritance. I
have kept them alive by telling them to myself.
I don’t just have the duty to preserve what
happened, but also to reclaim the honour of
men who had been branded as collaborators
when they were truly warriors.” This determi-
nation to recover complexity rather than pass
judgment shapes the novel throughout.

Beginning with Iqbal Singh Uppal, a soldier
in Maharaja Ranjit Singh’s Khalsa Army,
Hajela traces the fortunes of a family shaped
by conquest, rebellion, frontier warfare, migra-
tion and political change. 

At the centre of the novel stands Balwant
Singh Uppal. Son of Iqbal Singh, who fought
in the First Anglo-Sikh War, Balwant grows
up in the shadow of a lost kingdom before
joining the Ferozepur Sikh Regiment of the
British Indian Army. He is neither a colonial
flag-waver nor a nationalist hero retrofitted
into the 19th century, but a man wrestling
with competing loyalties. As he reflects,
“Sometimes you have to separate the group
from the individual. As a group, the East
India Company is evil... But then there are
people like Henry Lawrence... and my own
Colonel Jeremiah Brasyer, who I will die for.”

Hajela explores these tensions most effective-

ly in her portrayal of 1857. The massacres at
Kanpur, the siege of Lucknow, and the brutal
reprisals that followed are rendered with vivid
detail, yet the narrative resists reducing the con-
flict to a contest between heroes and villains.

The third generation is represented by Har-
jit Singh Uppal (1862-1892), a gifted scout in the
famed Punjab Frontier Force, whose service in
the North-West Frontier reflects a changing
relationship with empire. If Harjit provides the
action, Sindhu provides the emotional core.
Along with Harsharan and later Khushi, she
anchors the family through loss and change.

Hajela is equally at home in domestic set-
tings, capturing the textures of Punjabi life.
Her women do more than witness history; they
preserve and interpret it.

The fourth generation introduces Amrik
Singh Uppal, whose world is shaped less by
soldiering than by law, journalism and nation-
alism. He belongs to a generation increasingly
willing to question colonial rule. The
heartrending Komagata Maru episode
becomes the defining event of his life. Hajela
concludes with a brief reference to the Jallian-
wala Bagh massacre of 1919, the moment that
finally shattered Punjab’s long and complicat-
ed relationship with British rule. By then, the
novel’s central question has come full circle.

Through the lives of the Uppals, Hajela shows
how loyalty, duty, and identity were reshaped
by changing historical circumstances. Rather
than dividing the past into patriots and collab-
orators, she restores its ambiguities, reminding
us that history is often more complex than the
categories imposed upon it.

— The reviewer is a freelancer

FOR WHOSE DEAR SAKE OUR FATHERS DIED 
by Priya Hajela.
Speaking Tiger.

Pages 324. ~599

MEMORIES ON 
A PLATTER: MY 

FUSION COOKBOOK
by Rohini Rana.

Penguin Random House. 
Pages 312. ~2,499

BHANG JOURNEYS 
by Akshaya Bahibala.

Speaking Tiger.
Pages 198. ~499

From 1998 to 2008, Akshaya Bahibala
was in the grip of cannabis — smok-
ing ganja, drinking bhang; living the
highs and lows of an addict on Puri’s
beaches with hippies, backpackers
and dropouts from the West and the
East. Then he came back from the
edge and tried to make a life. This
book comprises startling, fragment-
ed memories of that lost decade.
Beyond that, it is both a celebration
and a warning about India’s most
popular intoxicant.
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L
AST week, as news broke of the
acquittal of former Wrestling Fed-
eration of India chief Brij
Bhushan Sharan Singh in the
sexual harassment case filed by

several women wrestlers, the country
immediately split into familiar camps. One
side declared it proof that the allegations
never stood up to scrutiny. The other called
it a betrayal of women. But there is another
question that deserves far more attention.

What does a judgment like this mean to
the ordinary Indian woman? Not to TV pan-
ellists, politicians, or activists, but to the 24-
year-old intern wondering whether she
should complain about her boss. To the
domestic worker who has nowhere to turn.
To the college student deciding whether

reporting harassment is worth the humilia-
tion. To the journalist, the nurse, the corpo-
rate executive, the factory worker and the
entrepreneur.

Women do not watch landmark sexual
harassment cases as spectators. They watch
them as previews of their own future. That
is why cases involving public figures carry a
burden that extends far beyond the court-
room. Whatever the legal outcome, these
shape public confidence in our institutions.

The court’s responsibility is clear: it must
decide cases solely on the evidence before it
and the standard of proof required by law.
Courts cannot convict to satisfy public senti-
ment, nor should they. But the responsibili-
ty of a democracy does not end with a judg-
ment. Governments, legislatures, police,
employers, sporting bodies, educational
institutions and civil society must all ask a
more uncomfortable question: do Indian
women believe the system will protect them
if they speak up? If the answer is increasing-
ly “I’m not sure,” then we have a problem.

India has made remarkable progress on
paper. We have stronger laws against work-
place sexual harassment. We have the POSH
Act. We have fast-track courts, helplines,

awareness campaigns and the powerful
message of Beti Bachao, Beti Padhao.

The Prime Minister has repeatedly spoken
about women’s dignity, sanitation, educa-
tion and financial inclusion. Millions of girls
have benefited from policies that encourage
them to stay in school and participate in pub-
lic life. But laws and slogans are only half the
story. Trust is the other half. It cannot be leg-
islated. It must be earned.

The tragedy is that many women still cal-
culate the cost of speaking up before they
calculate the harm they have suffered. “Will
anyone believe me?” “Will I lose my job?”
“Will my family support me?” “Will I spend
years in court?” “Will my private life become
tomorrow’s headline?”

These are not hypothetical fears. They are
the questions women ask every day. High-
profile cases amplify those fears. When
nationally celebrated athletes spend years
pursuing legal remedies, endure relentless
public scrutiny and then see a case end in
acquittal at the trial stage, countless women
naturally ask themselves what such a jour-
ney might look like for someone with far less
visibility, influence or support.

That is not a criticism of the court. It is a

reflection on the system. Justice is not meas-
ured only by outcomes. It is also measured
by confidence. A legal system may follow
every rule correctly and still leave citizens
feeling alienated if the process is painfully
slow, emotionally exhausting or inaccessible.

That gap between legality and legitimacy
is where democracies must pay attention.

This is not unique to India. The #MeToo
movement demonstrated how many women
chose silence for years because they believed
speaking up would cost them more than
staying quiet. In Britain, repeated scandals
forced police forces to confront allegations
that women lacked confidence in reporting
abuse. In the United States, universities, cor-
porations and newsrooms have spent years
rethinking how complaints are handled —
not because every allegation is true, but
because every complainant deserves a
process that is fair, timely and credible.

The lesson is simple. Women’s faith in
institutions is built long before a judge deliv-
ers a verdict. It begins with the police officer
who records a complaint with dignity. It con-
tinues with an investigation that is profes-
sional, impartial and prompt. It depends on
witnesses feeling safe, evidence being col-

lected thoroughly and proceedings moving
without unnecessary delay. 

This is where India must do better. First,
investigations into sexual harassment cases
involving positions of power must be faster
and more transparent, without compromis-
ing fairness. Second, witness support sys-
tems need serious investment. Third, Inter-
nal Committees under the POSH Act cannot
remain box-ticking exercises. Every institu-
tion — public and private — must ensure
that they are independent, trained and trust-
ed. Fourth, we need greater public legal liter-
acy. Too often, people confuse an acquittal
with a declaration that nothing happened, or
an allegation with proof of guilt. The law is
more nuanced than our hashtags.

Finally, we must reject the toxic habit of
treating every case as a political contest.
Justice cannot wear party colours. Neither
can dignity. We cannot ask women to
dream bigger if we do not also give them
confidence that when they seek justice, the
system will stand beside them. That is the
faith we must protect. Because once
women lose faith in justice, justice itself
begins to lose its meaning.

— The writer is an acclaimed author

Jassi Sidhu’s last story

Sacred side of educational enterprise
WHEN Samuel Vedanayagam Pillai

(1826-1889) wrote the first Tamil novel,
‘Prathapa Mudaliar Caritharam’, in

1879, he, like many of his contemporary writers,
placed education at the heart of his work. The
protagonist of the novel, a wealthy landowner’s
son, had once refused to go to school, saying,
“Ayya, do I need to study? Are not my wit and
common sense enough? The poor do need to be
educated, no doubt, as they have to earn their
living. But is that necessary for me? If there is
something to be read or written, don’t we have
our clerks? And accountants?” This amusing
display of adolescent arrogance from a century
and a half ago may seem preposterous, but its
relevance is strikingly contemporary.

Learning, in our highly technologically
advanced society, is now valued chiefly for the
economic opportunities it offers. Degrees have
become tickets to better-paying jobs. What pur-
pose do science and technology serve, except to
bring unprecedented luxury within our reach?
Ironically, prosperity often weakens our under-
standing of what education is for. There may be
other factors operational in a society, but it is
material gains that lead to the final snapping of
ties between learning and potential learners.
This tension between commerce and learning
is not unique to our age. It has surfaced repeat-
edly in history, and one of its clearest expres-
sions can be found in Reformation Europe.

Martin Luther’s crusade against ecclesiasti-

cal corruption, in the early decades of the 16th
century, had turned common people suspicious
towards the revered monasteries and nunner-
ies, which were also the seats of medieval learn-
ing. The halo around the institutions related to
the established Church was fading and the
bonds of popular allegiance were loosening.

The period was also marked by a commercial
revolution. Trade and commerce became
incredibly lucrative. Many well-meaning
traders in Germany began to withdraw their
wards from schools, and pushed them into

trade; traders, like farmers, could always do
with more hands.

This created another crisis in Western
Europe. Reformation needed more preachers
and teachers, not fewer. Luther was con-
strained to write his famous sermon ‘On Keep-
ing Children in School’ in 1530. In it, he argued
that it was the “real masterpiece of the devil’s
art” to keep children away from learning, and
sacrifice them at the altar of mammon. He
called upon communities to bring children
back to schools to be trained to occupy holy
offices to lead the flock in righteous living, and
to guide the prince in dispensing justice.

Arguing for mass education for both spiritual
and temporal ends, Luther laid the foundation
of the second education revolution in the West,
the first one being King Charlemagne’s
groundbreaking efforts in the 9th century AD.
History testifies that renewal of its spiritual
foundations is the way to make learning a
meaningful human pursuit.

The wise mother of that overconfident
Mudaliar child counsels: “Without education,
can we comprehend the nature and divine
attributes of the almighty, or the teachings of
the scriptures and spiritual tracts? Can we
know anything of sciences like geography or
mathematics…?” In a single breath, she evokes
both the spiritual and the material, both the
sacred and the scientific. We often forget the
sacred side of the educational enterprise.

— The writer teaches in Prayagraj

What the Brij Bhushan ruling means for women

WITHOUT LIMITS
Aditya Gupta

O
N May 22, 2019, pre-
dawn, somewhere on the
icy shoulder of the
world’s highest moun-
tain, he must have over-

taken me without either of us knowing
it. I stood on the summit of Everest at
7.30 am, one climber among many,
overwhelmed and grateful simply to
have arrived, after 43 days of negotia-
tions with the Sagarmatha. Two hours
earlier, on that very same day, a Nepali
climber named Nirmal “Nims” Purja
stood on that same summit, then
turned around and, in 10 hours and 15
minutes, stood on the summit of neigh-
bouring Lhotse as well — a transition
so fast it rewrote what the climbing
world believed was possible. 

Two days later, he summited Makalu
too, completing an Everest-Lhotse-
Makalu triple within 48 hours. He
“arrived” on the scene like an ava-
lanche of records, and has gone
already, far too soon.

On July 30, 2026, an avalanche
struck a 10-member expedition on
Pakistan’s Broad Peak, the world’s
12th-highest mountain, which Purja
was leading for his company, Elite
Exped. He did not survive, and nor did
his trusted climbing partners and
guides, Pur Bahadur “Yukta” Gurung
and Nima Sherpa. Days earlier, Pur-
ja’s message now reads like a premo-
nition: “Broad Peak, I ask for nothing
but safe passage up and back down.”

Nims did not grow up dreaming of
Everest. He was born on July 25, 1983,
in Dana, a small village in Nepal’s
Myagdi district, into a family of modest
means. His family later moved to Chit-
wan so the children could go to school.
Like his father and brothers, he joined
the British army’s Brigade of Gurkhas
at 18. In 2009, he became the first
Gurkha ever selected for the Special
Boat Service, Britain’s elite maritime
special forces, and spent a decade there
as a cold-weather warfare specialist,
including tours in Afghanistan. 

“Giving up is not in the blood, sir,” he
once said — a line that could as easily
describe a Gurkha regiment as it could
a man who would later stand on the
world’s highest points on no sleep. It
was during a break from that military
life, on a trek to the Everest Base Camp
in 2012, that the mountains first took
hold of him. “Don’t be afraid to dream
big... you can show the world that noth-
ing is impossible,” he would later say, in
the opening line of the documentary
that made him famous.

In 2018, with 16 years of service
behind him, he walked away from the
army, gave up his pension, and
remortgaged his house to fund a plan
almost everyone told him was reck-
less: climbing all 14 of the world’s
8,000-metre peaks — a feat that had
previously taken the fastest climbers
nearly eight years — in just seven
months. “I was told that my plan was
impossible. So I decided to name it
Project Possible,” he said. He finished
it in 189 days, a record that stood until
2023, when Norwegian climber
Kristin Harila and her Nepali climb-
ing partner Tenjen Sherpa did it in 92.
But Purja was never done. 

Between May 2022 and October 2024,
he became the first person in history to
climb all 14 eight-thousanders a second
time — this time entirely without sup-
plemental oxygen — one of the 18
Guinness World Records he would go
on to hold. He then set out to do the 14

peaks, and the Seven Summits, a third
time each: his self-declared ‘Hat-Trick
Project’. “I have to compete against
myself to be better than who I was yes-
terday,” he explained. 

In that extraordinary week of May
2019, he also captured the famous pho-
tograph of a human traffic jam strung
along Everest’s summit ridge, an
image that forced an uncomfortable
global conversation about crowding
and commercial mountaineering. 

In January 2021, without bottled
oxygen himself, he led an all-Nepali
team — including Mingma David
Sherpa, then the youngest person to
have climbed all 14 eight-thou-
sanders — to the first winter ascent of
K2, a mountain that had turned back
every previous winter attempt for
decades. That same year, the Netflix
documentary ‘14 Peaks: Nothing Is
Impossible’ carried his story to mil-
lions. In the film, he distilled what
those mountains gave him into a sin-
gle line: “On the summit, your soul
becomes part of the mountain.”

What set Nimsdai apart was never
only speed. During his Annapurna
mission, he abandoned the summit
push to help rescue Dr Chin Wui Kin, a
Malaysian climber stranded near
26,500 feet without oxygen for some 40
hours — a rescue he approached with
the same clarity he brought to every-
thing above 8,000 metres: “If you give
up, you die.”

He used his growing fame to insist
that Sherpas and Nepali climbers be
recognised as elite mountaineers in
their own right, not merely as support
staff for foreign expeditions. 

He was not without critics who
argued that his oxygen-assisted, heli-
copter-supported style of climbing was
reshaping the Himalayan quest in ways
purists lamented. Purja’s answer was
that speed need not come at the cost of
safety when skill matched ambition: “I
like people that do and not chat.”

I keep returning to something I wrote
after my own Everest climb: every suc-
cessful ascent is only the mountain’s
permission — granted for now, and
never guaranteed again. Nims pushed
that permission further than almost
anyone in history. 

Rest in peace, Nimsdai. Thank you
for showing the world what a Nepali
son of the mountains could achieve.

— The writer is an Everest
summiteer and author

S
OMEWHERE in the shadows, in the
long creases of light, in the darkness
of night, in the noise of the crowd
and the silence of sound, death
lingers, stalking us all. It shapes our

past, inhabits our present and impacts the
future we plan. Yet we live as though it were
absent, until it arrives with the only certainty
that life has ever promised.

These meditative reflections arise from a
death that was violent in its suddenness. A jour-
nalist colleague lost his life in a road accident,
leaving the sporting fraternity grappling not
only with grief but with questions that death
has always provoked.

Does life possess an inherent meaning or pur-
pose, or is it merely a succession of random
episodes that memory and imagination weave
into a narrative with a beginning, middle and an
end? These reflections are not an attempt to
inhabit that unsettling space where loss strips
away certainty and compels us to confront the
deepest questions about our own existence.

I do not intend, for the moment, to pursue this
larger philosophical question. Instead, I want to
remember Jassi as he was for many of us: a man
of considerable strength and unmistakable
weaknesses, whose life, like that of most of us,
defied easy judgment. Jasvinder Sidhu had a
rebellious streak which many in the establish-
ment mistook for mischievous irreverence, see-
ing in it not an independent spirit but a threat to
their own authority.

I first met him on India’s cricket tour of Pak-
istan in 2006. In fact, it was his voice that I
heard before I even saw him. The long, linger-
ing drawl with which he addressed Greg Chap-
pell as “coach” caught my attention instantly. I

turned around to see the face of the man who
had uttered the word with such quiet confi-
dence. More than the richness of his baritone,
what struck me was the respect that infused
his voice, which was warm and genuine, never
slipping into servility or the breathless awe of
a star-struck admirer.

A tall, broad-shouldered young man, who
could easily have passed for an elite athlete,
greeted me. His confidence and quiet self-assur-
ance left a lasting impression that slowly, almost
imperceptibly, grew into an unspoken bond.

Jassi from Hoshiarpur wore his Sikhi as a
badge of honour. He was at that time working
for one of India’s largest Hindi dailies and was
among the handful of journalists from the ver-
nacular press covering international sporting
events. Forthright, outspoken and uncompro-
mising, Jassi was by temperament anti-estab-
lishment, never comfortable with entrenched
hierarchies or unquestioned authority, be it in
the cricket administration or in the various
newsrooms he worked in. He was like a child
who, in his eagerness, was willing to work tire-
lessly on a story as long as his efforts were
recognised and his journalism valued.

He could easily get offended if his work was
not appreciated or dumped over the tone and
tenor of his stories, which were mostly anti-
establishment. A man who loathed hierarchies
was slowly realising he himself was a victim of
a mindset that gave primacy to English lan-
guage in most forms of reporting, including
sports writing. His desire to break that chain
and his skills as an investigative reporter got

him a job in Hindustan Times, a newspaper I
was associated with at the time.

Jassi took his new job as a challenge, getting
neither overawed nor intimidated and ensured
the paper got the stories that became news-
breaks. He worked on his new language of
expression and was soon comfortable with its
idiom. His entry into English journalism, how-
ever, coincided with the increasing control of the
establishment over news stories and content
that restricted a reporter’s reach to strike at
administrative wrongdoings.

In this new world order, Jassi was being tamed
and he was upset. He already had a reckless
streak in him that would surface in moments of
stress, leading to confrontational situations
with those in powerful positions. He quit but
never lost his verve and passion to look for sto-
ries that challenged the established patterns.

His moment of glory came when P Sainath,
then with The Hindu in Mumbai, was on the
lookout for an intrepid reporter who could make
sense of the complicated, exaggerated and nepo-
tistic IPL business structure. Jassi was the man
he turned to and what followed was a series of
hard-hitting stories that rattled not just cricket’s
top hierarchy but even the journalistic fraterni-
ty. They had not dared to do this expose.

Yet he never found a permanent job anchor,
though his skill-sets were never in doubt. His
two documentaries, one on Sachin Tendulkar
and the other on the first Indian to compete in
the luge event of the Winter Olympics, Shiva
Keshavan, won him many admirers. Shiva, in a
condolence meeting held at the Press Club of
India, spoke eloquently about the multifaceted
talents Jassi possessed. In a moving tribute on
Zoom from Italy, Shiva talked of his unusual
approach and the fearlessness with which Jassi
shot him in action.

Jassi, at 56, left his friends and family far too
early. Beneath his shifting emotional intensity
and non-conformist persona was a simple man
who longed for validation of his integrity and
honest journalistic work — that lay at the heart
of his sense of self.

— The writer is the author of ‘Not Quite
Cricket’ and ‘Not Just Cricket’

The tension between
commerce and learning 
is not unique to our age
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Ujwal Jalali

T
HE timing was striking. As
protests intensified in Pakistan-
occupied Kashmir (PoK) over
governance issues, electoral
reforms and allegations of exces-

sive use of force, Islamabad moved to tight-
en controls over reporting from the region.

New guidelines required journalists
working for international outlets to seek
government approval before reporting out-
side Islamabad, Lahore and Karachi. The
restrictions also placed additional require-
ments on local journalists, and contributors
working with foreign organisations.

The Committee to Protect Journalists crit-
icised the move, warning that it could fur-
ther restrict independent reporting from a
region already facing intense scrutiny.

The question that follows is unavoidable:
why has Pakistan struggled to contain the
anger in a territory it officially calls ‘Azad
Jammu and Kashmir’?

The answer lies in a long-running debate
over autonomy, political representation and
the balance of power between Muzaf-
farabad, Islamabad and Rawalpindi. For
decades, critics have argued that Pakistan-
occupied Kashmir has democratic institu-
tions on paper but limited independence in
practice. The latest unrest has brought those
questions back to the centre of the debate.

WHY DID THE PROTESTS ERUPT?
The current crisis did not emerge overnight.
The protests were driven by a combination
of economic grievances, demands for politi-
cal reform and anger over the functioning of
governance institutions.

What began as opposition to specific poli-
cies gradually transformed into a wider
movement questioning whether the peo-
ple of the region have meaningful control
over decisions affecting their lives.

The Joint Awami Action Committee
(JAAC) became the leading force behind
the agitation. Its demands included elec-
toral reforms, reduction in government
privileges, economic relief and changes to
the political system. One of the most con-
troversial issues was the provision of seats
reserved for “refugees from Jammu and
Kashmir” in the Legislative Assembly.
Protesters argued that the arrangement
gives political parties in Islamabad dispro-
portionate influence over local politics.

Pakistan’s government has rejected
such criticism, maintaining that the con-
stitutional framework of the region pro-
vides representation and democratic
rights to its people. But, for many protest-
ers, the issue is whether elections genuine-
ly translate into political power.

Officially, PoK has its own President,
Prime Minister, Legislative Assembly and

judiciary. The political structure gives the
impression of self-rule. However, critics
have long argued that crucial decisions
involving security, constitutional matters
and strategic policy remain heavily influ-
enced by Islamabad.

The 1974 Interim Constitution created
the present institutional framework, but it
also preserved Pakistan’s supervisory role
over several important areas.

This has created what critics describe as
a contradiction: a territory with elected
institutions but limited authority over the
most important questions of governance.

Supporters of Pakistan’s position argue
that the special constitutional arrange-
ment exists because of the unresolved
Kashmir dispute and that the region
enjoys substantial political representation.
Opponents contend that democratic insti-
tutions cannot be considered fully
autonomous when major decisions remain
dependent on the federal government.

That debate has remained at the heart of
political dissatisfaction in the region.

THE RAWALPINDI FACTOR
For years, political opponents, analysts
and sections of Pakistani civil society have
alleged that the army, headquartered in
Rawalpindi, exercises decisive influence
over strategic affairs in PoK.

The criticism is not simply about the
presence of the security setup. It is about
whether elected representatives possess
enough authority to make independent
decisions. The phrase often heard is that
governments may sit in Muzaffarabad, but
the final word comes from Rawalpindi.

Pakistan has consistently rejected alle-
gations that the military controls political
affairs in the region, insisting that its insti-
tutions function within a constitutional
framework. However, the persistence of
these accusations highlights the central
fault line: the gap between formal autono-
my and perceived real power.

PROTEST TO CONFRONTATION
As demonstrations expanded, the con-
frontation between protesters and author-
ities became increasingly severe.

Clashes resulted in deaths, injuries and
arrests. Communication restrictions and
Internet disruptions were imposed. Interna-
tional media organisations and rights
groups reported the use of excessive force,
while Pakistan defended the response as
necessary to maintain public order.

India’s Ministry of External Affairs has
claimed that more than 90 persons were
killed during the security response and
accused Pakistan of suppressing demo-
cratic aspirations in the territory. Pakistan
disputes the characterisation of events,
saying that its security forces were

responding to unrest and violence.
With competing claims from both gov-

ernments, casualty figures and responsibil-
ity for individual incidents remain contest-
ed. However, the scale of the confrontation
has ensured that PoK’s internal issues
have received international attention.

ELECTIONS DEEPENED CRISIS
The controversy surrounding elections
further intensified the political divide.

The Pakistan Muslim League (Nawaz)
emerged as the dominant political force
after the polls, but the process was accom-
panied by allegations of manipulation and
criticism from Opposition groups. The
Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI), which had
previously been influential in the region,
refused to participate, arguing that condi-
tions were not conducive for a fair contest.

Opposition parties alleged political inter-
ference, restrictions on campaigning and
pressure on dissenting voices. The govern-
ment argued that the elections demon-

strated the functioning of democratic insti-
tutions and pointed to voter participation
as evidence of public engagement.

The dispute over the elections reflects a
larger problem: in PoK, questions about
political legitimacy often begin long before
polling day and continue long after the
results are announced.
PoK has witnessed repeated periods of

political tension, protests and accusations
of interference. Every new crisis has
exposed similar fault lines: demands for
greater autonomy, frustration over gover-
nance, and allegations that elected institu-
tions do not possess sufficient authority.

The current protests are therefore not
merely about one election or one govern-
ment decision. These are part of a much
longer political conversation about identi-
ty, representation and control.

The restrictions on journalists have
added another layer to the controversy.
When governments limit access to a region
experiencing unrest, questions about

transparency naturally follow.

INDIA’S POSITION
India has consistently maintained that the
entire Jammu and Kashmir, including the
territory occupied by Pakistan, is an inte-
gral part of India. New Delhi refers to the
region as Pakistan-occupied Kashmir and
has repeatedly criticised Pakistan’s con-
stitutional and political actions there. 

Pakistan maintains that the future of
Kashmir must be decided according to the
aspirations of the Kashmiri people.

The turmoil in PoK is ultimately about
who has the authority to decide the future of
the people living there. The history of PoK
shows a recurring pattern — protests
emerge, governments respond with force,
voices are restricted, and the underlying
questions remain unanswered. The biggest
challenge for Pakistan will not be control-
ling the story coming out of PoK. It will be
addressing why so many people there feel
compelled to tell a different one.

Disputed polls, use of excessive force, media crackdown expose deep fault lines over governance & representation
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N
OW that the cockroaches
have brought the issue of
NEET and other examina-
tion paper leaks to centre
stage, prompting the govern-

ment to initiate a series of measures to tack-
le this growing menace, I would urge it to
also restore all matters concerning the edu-
cation sector under the purview of the Con-
sumer Protection (CP) Act. This would once
again provide students who suffer due to
deficiencies in service, negligence or other
unfair practices in the education sector an
effective forum to seek accountability for
the wrongs committed, and compensation
for the harm they have endured. 

When the CP Act of 1986 first brought all
paid services under the ambit of the law, the
consumer courts rightly interpreted that
students and parents could seek redress of
their grievances pertaining to unfair trade
practices, deficiencies and negligence in
the field of education. In fact, it would not
be an exaggeration to say that the con-
sumer courts opened the floodgates of stu-
dents’ grievances in the sector.

From the ‘examination hall admit card’
mess-up to the wrong evaluation of answer
sheets; from mistakes in marks cards to
unfair trade practices in the admission of
students; from misleading education
claims to poor quality of teaching; from
non-refund of deposits and fees to fatal
accidents caused by the negligence of
schools and colleges; students and parents

hauled up examination boards, universi-
ties, schools, colleges and coaching institu-
tions for violations of their rights as con-
sumers. And they got justice.

In the Bhupesh Khurana vs Buddhist
Mission Dental College and Hospital case
in 1994, for example, 11 students sought
compensation from the college for ruining
their academic year with false promises of
affiliation to Magadh University and recog-
nition by the Dental Council of India. The
National Consumer Disputes Redressal
Commission directed the college to refund
the fees along with 12 per cent interest and
pay a compensation of ~20,000 to each of
the students (2,000). 

Both parties went in appeal before the
Supreme Court and the apex court upheld
the order of the National Commission and
gave the students an additional ~1 lakh
each as compensation and ~1 lakh each
towards costs of litigation (2009).

In the S Somasundaram vs Sri Chakar-
avarthy International Matriculation Acad-
emy case (2001), where a three-year-old
child, Brinda, drowned in a septic tank left
open on the school premises, the National
Commission held the school guilty of gross
negligence. The Commission also made it
clear, while awarding compensation to the
parents, that the safety of students was an
integral part of the service rendered by
educational institutions. 

The Suresh Prasad Sinha vs Bihar School
Examination Board case pertained to two
students — Rajesh Kumar and Sunil
Kumar — being given the same Hall Tick-

et number of 496. On noticing the mistake,
the hall supervisor changed Rajesh
Kumar’s number to 496A and duly
informed the Board. However, his exami-
nation results were never announced, and
he was forced to take the same examina-
tion once again the next year! The con-
sumer courts held the Examination Board
negligent and awarded compensation to
the student. However, the Supreme Court
held that the conduct of examinations by a
board in discharge of its statutory function
did not constitute ‘service’ as defined
under the CP Act. It, therefore, set aside the

order of the consumer court (2009). 
It meant that students could no longer

seek relief before the consumer courts in
examination-related matters that affected
them the most. This was a major setback for
students. Three years later, the Supreme
Court struck another blow to students when
it held in the PT Koshy vs Ellen Charitable
Trust case (2012) that educational institu-
tions were not providing any ‘service’ and
so consumer courts were not empowered to
entertain complaints against them. 

There was a ray of hope for a brief while in
2015, when in a case pertaining to refund of

admission fee, the Supreme Court held that
education was a ‘service’ and educational
institutions were answerable to consumer
courts (P Sreenivasulu vs PJ Alexander case).
But two years later, the Supreme Court went
back to its earlier position in the Anupama
College of Engineering vs Gulshan case.

So much so that when Manu Solanki and
eight others went before the National Com-
mission against Vinayaka Mission Univer-
sity, a larger Bench of the National Commis-
sion reviewed all judgments of the
Supreme Court, and concluded that educa-
tion was outside the purview of the con-
sumer courts (2020). 

Consequently, it also dismissed a father’s
plea for compensation for the death of his
child in a school swimming pool (Rajendra
Kumar Gupta vs Virendra Swarup Public
School case, 2021). When appeals were filed
against these decisions before the
Supreme Court, it did not dismiss them. It
said there was a need for an in-depth exam-
ination of the issue. So, we do not know
what the apex court’s final view will be.

The government must, therefore, amend
the CP Act of 2019 to explicitly include
‘education’ within the definition of ‘serv-
ices’, thereby restoring this vital forum for
consumer justice to students and parents.

At the same time, complaints involving
the education sector should be fast-tracked
and the compensation awarded should be
commensurate with the loss, hardship and
suffering caused by deficiencies in servic-
es and negligence.
— The writer is a consumer affairs expert

Bring education back under purview of consumer courts
The Consumer Protection Act must be amended to include ‘education’ within the definition of ‘services’

There must be accountability, along with compensation, when students suffer 
due to deficiencies in service, negligence or other unfair practices. ISTOCK
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Supporters of
the banned
Joint Awami
Action
Committee, or
JAAC, protest in
Muzaffarabad.
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A protester 
is detained in
Lahore as she
and others
gather in
support of
JAAC. REUTERS


