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SCIENCE

The Shi’s Star Catalogue is China’s oldest star
catalogue. Researchers analysed 118 stars to
reveal two distinct observational periods in its
pages: around 355 BC and 125 AD. Their �ndings
suggest the Catalogue’s original observations date
to the ‘Warring States’ period in China’s history
and that updates were added during the Eastern
Han dynasty, possibly in the time of the
philosopher and statesman Zhang Heng. Thus,
the study con�rmed that Shi’s Star Catalogue is
the world’s earliest known star catalogue.

Shi’s Star Catalogue in China
world’s oldest, says study 

A study in ACS Environmental Science &
Technology has reported the �rst direct evidence
of turbidity currents, a.k.a. submarine
avalanches, in underwater canyons transporting
microplastics en masse into the deep sea.
Researchers used hydrodynamic monitoring and
sediment sampling in the Whittard Canyon o�
Ireland to �nd that even canyons not fed by
rivers could transport pollutants to depths of
more than 3 km. The same currents also move
nutrients and nurture deep-sea biodiversity.

Submarine canyons move
microplastics to deep sea

Using data from the University of California
Health system, a researcher has reported that
patients with preexisting cannabis use disorder
had a 55% higher �ve-year mortality rate
compared to those without (5.05%). Likewise,
patients diagnosed with the disorder prior to
cancer diagnosis were 24.4-times more likely to
die within �ve years of diagnosis. The association
was found to persist even after adjusting for
demographics and disease severity.

Use of cannabis linked to
higher colon cancer mortality

SNAPSHOTS
�

What is the total
allowable catch?

The total allowable catch
(TAC) is a limit on the total
quantity of �sh that �shers
can catch in a particular
area. It’s usual for agencies
and governments
worldwide that have
jurisdiction over �sheries
or �sh stock in seas,
oceans, lakes, etc. to
impose a TAC to prevent
�shers from catching and
removing too many �sh
from the water body.
TACs are important so that
the �sh population in a
water body can maintain a
minimum size every year
that allows it to sustain
itself. Without a TAC,
over�shing can remove too
many �sh, leaving behind

too few for the population
to sustain itself.
Another TAC was recently
in the news in an
escalating dispute
involving the U.S. and
Russia. Last month, a U.S.
judge blocked the import
of Patagonia tooth�sh
caught in the South
Atlantic Ocean. Since 2021,
Russia has refused to
admit a TAC for this
species in this area set by
the Commission on the
Conservation of Antarctic
Marine Living Resources.
The rejection forced all
other countries on the
Commission to set their
own limits. 

Question Corner

Fishing limit 

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

What are the odds you
clapped your hands in the
last 24 hours? Probably ve-
ry high. Clapping is a com-
mon activity for people —
so common that we take
the sound it makes for
granted. But do you know
where that sound comes
from?

In a study recently pu-
blished in Physical Review
Research, researchers used
real-life and experimental

data and theory to �nd the
answer.

At the heart of the
sound is a Helmholtz reso-
nator — a device that pro-
duces sound by trapping
and vibrating air within a
cavity. When you push air
into or out of it, the air mo-
lecules oscillate and create
sound of a particular fre-
quency. This is also why
blowing over the aperture
of an open bottle produces
a whistling sound.

The researchers said the

air enclosed between the
palms is the cavity in a
Helmholtz resonator. In an
experiment, they deposit-
ed dry baby powder into a
palm cavity to render the
air�ow visible. Then as the
hands clapped, the re-
searchers tracked air�ow
behaviour, acoustic signal,
cavity pressure, and soft
material deformation.

The team found that the
�rst and strongest jet of air
was heard at the �rst im-
pact of the two palms, after

which the jet dissipated.
They recorded a few se-
condary and tertiary jets as
well but they created little
sound. This established
the clapping sound was
caused by air �owing bet-
ween the palms, not by the
palms’ vibration. Each
clapping sound dissipated
in about 10 ms.

Palm shapes 
Not all claps were the
same. The team found that
di�erent palm shapes

made di�erent sounds.
The frequency, and there-
fore the pitch, increased as
the shape changed from
cupped to palm-palm to
palm-�nger contact.

Claps by some indivi-
duals also had two distinct
frequency peaks: a lower
one associated with the
Helmholtz resonator and
the higher one with sound
from the �nger grooves,
when the �ngers met the
receiving hand. These
grooves acted like a pipe

open at one end, and the
sound was made by air vi-
brating inside.

Because people clap dif-
ferently and because �n-
gers can bend to di�erent
degrees while clapping,
the real-life sound peaks
varied from theory.

The team also reported
that though the extent of
skin deformation didn’t af-
fect the frequency much, it
could still a�ect the
sound’s intensity and how
long it lasted.

When you clap, where does the sound come from? 
Priyali Prakash

T
he Voyager 1
spacecraft was
25 billion km
away in Febru-

ary, somewhere in the out-
er edge of the solar system.
It’s the farthest a human-
made spacecraft has gone
from the earth. The hope is
that in the distant future, a
human astronaut will be
able to go where Voyager 1
has been — a journey that
could take several years of
space�ight.

An important factor that
determines an astronaut’s
well-being on such jour-
neys is thermoregulation:
their body’s capacity to
maintain a stable internal
temperature. In the unique
microgravity environment
of space, this process faces
signi�cant challenges.

Now, researchers at the
Indian Institute of Space
Science and Technology
(IIST), Thiruvananthapu-
ram, have published a stu-
dy reporting that “micro-
gravity consistently
increases core body tem-
perature, with �uid shifts
playing a crucial role in
thermal balance,” in the
words of Shine S.R., a pro-
fessor of aerospace engi-
neering at IIST and an
author of the study.

Human bodies respond
di�erently to temperature
changes based on age, �t-
ness level, and body fat,
among other parameters.
In environments with near-
zero gravity like earth or-
bit, the human body
changes signi�cantly, af-
fecting bones, muscles, the
heart, the immune system,
metabolism, even indivi-
dual cells.

Some of the resulting
complications can be sev-
ere, so space agencies and
astronauts continuously
monitor the spacefarer’s
body temperature.

Scientists using a com-
puter model to evaluate
the body’s ability to regu-
late temperature in speci�c
conditions must also ac-
count for “physiological
changes observed in space,
including blood shifts, me-
tabolic variations, muscle
atrophy, and environmen-
tal in�uences”.

Mr. Shine said his team
has developed a 3D com-
putational model of hu-
man thermoregulation
that “incorporates these
changes to simulate the ef-
fects of microgravity on
thermoregulation, includ-
ing blood redistribution,
reduced blood volume,
changes in metabolism,
and alterations in bone and
muscle mass”.

According to Chithra-
mol M.K., PhD student at

IIST and �rst author of the
study, the team’s studies
were limited by su�cient
as well as accessible data
on metabolic changes. In
situations where data was
unavailable, she said they
tested how di�erent fac-
tors changed their results
and used their “best judg-
ment and standard engi-
neering practices” to as-
sess their impact.

The model uses mathe-
matical equations to track
how heat moves through
the body in three dimen-
sions, and accounts for me-
chanisms like sweating and
shivering, the impact of
clothing, heat generated by
vital organs, and other fac-
tors that have a say on how
a body regulates its
temperature.

Each factor is modeled
separately and then com-
bined to understand the
overall impact of micro-
gravity on
thermoregulation.

The team published its

�ndings with the model in
Life Sciences in Space Re-
search on March 29.

“Our �ndings reveal that
the redistribution of blood
from the lower limbs to the
upper body in microgravi-
ty environments signi�-
cantly impacts the body’s
temperature distribution,”
Mr. Shine and Ms. Chithra-
mol said.

Speci�cally, the re-
searchers reported that
while the feet and hands
become cooler as the body
spends more time in mi-
crogravity, the head, abdo-
men, and the core get
warmer.

The model also indicat-
ed that when astronauts
exercise in space, their bo-
dy temperature rises faster
than it does on the earth.

Over 2.5 months in mi-
crogravity, considering
30% lower sweating and
36% higher metabolism,
the core body temperature
may increase to around
37.8 C from 36.3 C before

�ight. If one were exercis-
ing in the same conditions,
the temperature would be
closer to 40 C.

The researchers were
able to con�rm their mo-
del was able to predict real
outcomes by using it to
simulate astronauts’ body
temperature onboard the
USSR’s and Russia’s erst-
while Mir space station and
onboard the International
Space Station, then com-
pared its output to o�cial
reports. They matched.

As thermoregulation
models indicate how a per-
son responds to tempera-
ture changes, they are also
used in many everyday sit-
uations. For example,
clothiers use such models
to �ne-tune how their pro-
ducts keep people warm or
cool. Architects use such
models to design buildings
to lower heat stress of their
occupants. In medicine,
especially during heart sur-
geries, thermoregulation
models predict how a pa-
tient’s body temperature
changes, helping both doc-
tors and patients avoid
complications.

According to the IIST
team, these models calcu-
late the universal thermal
climate index — a number
that indicates how hot or
cold it feels outside by con-
sidering factors like wind,
humidity, and sunlight.

Mr. Shine said, “These
models are valuable tools
for enhancing safety, com-
fort, and performance in
diverse real-world scena-
rios” in addition to astro-
naut health and safety in
microgravity
environments.
(Shreejaya Karantha is a
freelance science writer.)

Microgravity increases core
body temperature: IIST study 

Shreejaya Karantha

A 3D computational model of human thermoregulation developed by IIST researchers tracks how heat moves through the

body, and accounts for mechanisms like sweating, shivering, and other factors that in�uence regulation of body heat

The famous tree crusader and
tree lover Shri ‘Vanajeevi’ Ra-
maiah who passed away last
month was a �rm believer that
trees are vital for our lives.
This Padma Shri awardee
planted over one crore sa-
plings across Telangana, thus
making us live in unison with
nature. But the current dis-
pute between the Telangana
State government and the Un-
iversity of Hyderabad about
the area of Kancha Gachibowli
would have disappointed Ra-
maiah. While the University
wants the land as a green for-
ested area, as a reservoir for
700 varieties of plant species,
200 varieties of birds, and 10-
20 di�erent mammals to be
preserved as nature’s gift, the
State government wants this
area for technology parks and
related purposes. The ‘�ght’
has reached the Supreme

Court, and we await its
decision. 

Unfortunately, several oth-
er States across India face the
same predicament, with land
being used for hi-tech cities,
pharmaceutical zones, high-
ways, fast trains, and airports.
While all these are needed for
the public good, the question
is: should these be at the cost
of losing greenery, �owery
plants, and tribal people who
subsist on these? Will this not
be a betrayal of what Vanajee-
vi Ramaiah stood for?

We use the term ‘betrayal’
drawing from the perspective
of Professor Pankaj Sekhsaria,
who has over three decades of
experience on the Nicobar Is-
lands, examining environ-
mental and wildlife conserva-
tion alongside the intricate
connections between society,
environment, science, and
technology. 

He has curated a book
called The Great Nicobar Be-
trayal, chronicling how the
Central government has pro-
posed to use the Nicobar Is-
lands for several purposes: a
trans-shipment facility at the

Galathea Bay for access across
the sea, building an interna-
tional airport, and a power
plant for electricity. In addi-
tion, a green�eld township is
planned for increasing the
population from the current
8,000 natives to about 3.5
lakh, by inviting people from
mainland India to come and
stay as citizens for these pro-
jects and to visit for holidays.  

The book has raised several
important issues concerning
the ecological splendour, with
over 2,000 species of fauna
and 811 species of �ora in the
islands, plus the future of the

native people. All of these will
be a�ected by the ‘develop-
ment’ planned by the Central
government. Furthermore, as
the land is taken over for de-
forestation, the fate of the na-
tive Nicobarese tribe, particu-
larly the vulnerable tribal
group Shompen (see picture),
which needs forests for liveli-
hood, will be a�ected. Also,
the giant leatherback turtles,
found every season in the sea-
coast, will be in danger when
the seacoast is taken over for
development. The Ministry of
Tribal A�airs is yet to answer
this query.

But, in January 2023, a
group of former civil servants
had written to the President of
India, pointing out how the In-
dian government is out to des-
troy the pristine habitat,
which is home to various rare
and endemic species. They
further pointed out how the
government will ‘compensate’
this loss by planting forests in
Haryana, 2,600 km away from
Nicobar.

India has, among the 200
countries across the globe,
signed the Convention for Bio-
logical Diversity, which will
‘reduce to near zero the loss
of areas of high biodiversity
importance, including ecosys-
tems of high ecological inte-
grity’. And, as the ex-civil ser-
vants have requested, the
President and the Govern-
ment of India should imme-
diately stop the commence-
ment of destructive projects
in Great Nicobar.

For interested readers, the
book The Great Nicobar Be-
trayal is available from Ama-
zon and The Hindu Bookstore:
https://publications.thehindu-
group.com/bookstore

SPEAKING OF
SCIENCE

D. Balasubramanian

‘Development’ at the cost of Nicobar Islands 

The Centre’s plans in the Nicobar Islands, especially land taken over for

deforestation, will a�ect the native Shompen tribe. PUBLIC DOMAIN 
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The story so far:

T
he o�ce of the Principal Scienti�c
Adviser to the Government of India,
Confederation of Indian Industry (CII)

and the Centre for Technology, Innovation, and
Economic Research have released a detailed
assessment of public-funded research and
development in India. In all, 244 R&D
organisations, a�liated to various ministries,
participated in the study, ‘Evaluation of
Innovation Excellence Indicators of Public
Funded R&D Organizations’. However, scienti�c
institutions such as those belonging to defence
research, space, and atomic energy research,
which make up the dominant share of India’s
overall R&D spend, were excluded from the
study, due to the “sensitive nature” of their
work. Academic institutions and universities
also weren’t part of the study.

What was the purpose of this study?
The survey was administered via an online
questionnaire and was designed to capture the
contributions of public-funded R&D
organisations in areas critical to India’s growth.
The key question that the authors of the report
sought to answer was whether these labs were
largely engaged in curiosity-driven academic
science, or geared towards developing products
and new innovations that aligned with the

demands of
industry. The
authors sought to
“capture and
evaluate”
innovation
indicators of
public-funded R&D
labs/institutes.
“The analysis and

recommendations in this report were meant to
guide the public-funded R&D labs/institutes to
increase their contributions meaningfully
towards a number of Sustainable Development
Goals and national priorities through their
research capabilities, to help the nation navigate
various challenges on the socio-economic front,
from health challenges to ensuring a more
diverse scienti�c base through opportunities for
women scientists, and �nally to contribute to
skilling and creating meaningful employment by
working alongside industry and startups,” the
study noted.

How was it conducted?
These big-picture questions were broken down
into 62 parameters. These included questions on
the labs’ annual spend on R&D, number of
young scientists, patents �led, technologies
developed, participation of women scientists
and their contribution to ‘national missions’
such as the ‘Deep Ocean Mission,’ ‘National
Quantum Mission’ etc. Labs/institutes
self-selected themselves as ‘Basic, Applied or
Services’ or as ‘hybrid’ — a lab/institute whose
research straddles more than one of the three
research categories of basic, applied and
services. All the data submitted by the
labs/institutes were accompanied with the
director’s sign-o� indicating that the submitted
data was authentic and valid. 

What were the key �ndings?
A signi�cant �nding was that only about 25% of
the labs surveyed gave incubation support to
startups and only 16% provided support to ‘deep
tech’ startups. Only 15% collaborated with
industry overseas and only half of them opened
their facilities to researchers and students from
outside. About half the labs/institutes
contributed to national policies and developing
technologies targeting the ‘Make in India’
initiative. The Skill India Mission was being
targeted by around 35% of the organisations
while around 30% of the organisations said they
were targeting the Swachh Bharat Mission. A
large number of labs/institutes reported a
decrease in the number of permanent sta� in
2022-23 compared to the previous year and an
increased reliance — from 17,234 to 19,625 — on
contractual sta�. The median share of young
researchers increased in 2022-23 to around 58%
from 54% in the previous year. The combined
budget of 155 labs/institutes increased from
₹9,924 crore in 2017-18 to ₹13,162 crore in
2022-23. The total number of scienti�c sta� and
the share of women scientists within scienti�c
sta� remained stagnant across 2021-2023.

Does the report make recommendations?
As part of its recommendations, the report
advocates that every lab should be “mandated to
review their existing mandates” and align
themselves to ‘Viksit Bharat.’ The mandate is to
focus on “critical technologies” as directed by
the government, and that public-funded R&D
organisations must adopt this strategy on a “war
footing”. They should work closely with
industry, as well as each other. The report
recommends setting up of Section 8 companies
(non pro�t organisations registered under the
Ministry of Corporate A�airs) to provide support
to startups, opening research and testing
facilities and, improving cross-linkages with
higher educational institutes. 

Do public R&D
units innovate
enough?

What does a recent report highlight

about research in India? What are some

of the recommendations?

Jacob Koshy

A signi�cant �nding is
that only about 25% of
the labs surveyed gives
incubation support to
startups and only 16%
provide support to
‘deep tech’ startups

The story so far:

T
he Union Cabinet has decided that the
next Census will include questions on
caste to its enumeration of India’s
population, for the �rst time in almost

a century. The decision, a reversal of the ruling
Bharatiya Janata Party’s (BJP) stance so far,
comes ahead of the crucial Bihar elections, and
throws up myriad challenges. 

Have Indians been counted by caste before?
When the British �rst started counting India’s
population in 1881, caste data was included in
the information gathered. For the next
half-century, the decennial censuses collected
caste information. The last time that data was
published was from the 1931 census, which
counted 4,147 castes and sub-castes across the
country. Though the wartime 1941 census also
collected data on individual castes, it was never
released. After India gained Independence, the
government decided to avoid the question of
caste in the census, only counting Scheduled
Castes and Tribes (SCs/STs).

In his report on the 1931 census, then-Census
Commissioner J.H. Hutton dismissed the
arguments of those who did not wish to collect
caste and religion data on the grounds that they
would perpetuate divisions, noting that “the
census cannot, however, hide its head in the
sand like the proverbial ostrich, but must record
as accurately as possible facts as they exist.” He
struck down previous British attempts to list a
hierarchy of castes, in accordance with their
perceived ranks in society, instead choosing to
use occupations as the basis of classi�cation,
though this did not account for the �uidity of

caste identities and the variations in caste names
across time and geographies. The 1931 census
data was also the basis for reservation e�orts
half a century later; its �nding that 52% of the
country’s population belonged to castes later
grouped under the Other Backward Class (OBC)
category became the basis of the Mandal
Commission’s recommendation for a 27% quota
for OBCs in education and government jobs. 

In 2011, the Union Ministry of Rural
Development kicked o� a di�erent kind of
caste-counting exercise as part of its
Socio-Economic and Caste Census (SECC). The
data collected was meant to be used for research
and policy making and to e�ectively design and
implement development and welfare schemes.
Though parts of the data were published in
2016, the raw data on speci�c caste populations
was not included. As the SECC left its questions
on caste open-ended rather than making them
choose their caste from a set list, respondents
often entered their surnames, meaning that the
SECC enumerators counted more than 46 lakh
di�erent castes.

Have individual States counted castes?
At least three States have conducted caste
censuses. Bihar Chief Minister Nitish Kumar led
the e�ort to survey the State’s caste break-up in
2023, �nding that OBCs and Extremely
Backward Classes (EBCs) accounted for more
than 63% of the State’s population, stirring the
political pot with demands for higher
representation for these castes in politics,
education, and employment. The Congress rode
to power in Telangana in 2023, partly on the
basis of its promise to conduct a caste survey,
which was published in 2024 and showed that
backward classes make up more than 56% of the
State’s population. Karnataka’s caste survey was
also commissioned by a Congress government,
in Chief Minister Siddaramaiah’s �rst term in
2015. The results, however, were published only
a decade later, and showed that the State’s OBC
population stood at almost 70%.

What will this data be used for?
Apart from its use in academic research and
policy making, the key import of caste data from
a public and political viewpoint is what changes
it will drive in a�rmative action or reservation
policies. The 27% OBC quota for education and
government jobs was set on the basis of a
projection from the 1931 census; a new caste
count could well upend those estimates. 

In Karnataka, for instance, where the caste
survey found that the OBC population is
signi�cantly higher than estimated, there have
been demands to increase their quota in the

State from 32% to 51%. The clamour for more
reservation, backed by caste population data, is
also likely to lead to a challenge of the Supreme
Court-mandated 50% cap on reservation.

What is the context for this decision?
The BJP-led government’s decision came as a
surprise given that the demand for a caste
census has been a major plank of the
Opposition’s poll campaigns. The BJP has long
resisted the demand, accusing the Congress of
using caste to divide Indians. Minister of State
for Home Nityanand Rai even responded to
questions in Parliament insisting that there were
no plans to include caste in the next Census,
terming it a “matter of policy”. 

The Bihar caste survey, however, set o� a
political tinderbox that carried over into the
2024 general election campaign. The
Opposition, in its campaign for social justice also
stoked fears among sections of voters that the
BJP was seeking a large majority in order to be
able to remove reservations and amend the
Constitution, which led to lower vote counts for
the BJP in many constituencies.

The decision to conduct a caste count “steals
the thunder” from the Opposition’s campaign
just ahead of the Bihar Assembly elections,
where it is sure to become a poll issue. The BJP
is seeking to reframe the narrative, claiming that
the Congress is all talk and no action, as it had
never conducted a caste census at the national
level while in power at the Centre. Though the
Opposition is seeking to claim credit for
pressuring the government into taking this
decision, it is also pivoting to the logical next
step, of demanding that reservations be hiked in
response to the caste census �ndings, seeking to
breach the Supreme Court’s 50% cap.

What is the timeline for implementation?
The catch in the Centre’s announcement is that
no dates have yet been noti�ed for the next
Census. The last Census was held in 2011, with
the 2021 Census being delayed inde�nitely,
initially due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The
addition of a caste component involves more
work for Census o�cials.

The next step will be to draft a code directory
of castes to be used in the Census. Unlike the
SECC, which had an open-ended query on the
respondent’s caste, the Census is likely to
provide a drop-down list of castes for
respondents to choose from. How castes will be
listed is a thorny political question, given that
the Centre and States have di�ering, and often
contentious OBC lists. Linguistic and regional
diversity in caste names, splitting of castes into
sub-castes over time, and disagreements on
whether speci�c castes �t into SC, OBC, or
general categories, are likely to complicate the
process. Religion adds another factor into the
mix, with questions about how non-Hindu
groups will be recognised and whether they will
get bene�ts on the basis of the caste census. 

What are the key objectives of caste count?

No dates
have been
noti�ed for
the next
Census,
which will
include the
caste count

Why is the BJP government’s decision a surprise? What are the challenges the exercise will throw

up? What are the complexities? What will it mean for the reservation ceiling? Which are the States

that have already conducted a caste enumeration?

Priscilla Jebaraj

Counting more: Bihar Congress president celebrates with supporters the

decision to include caste in the upcoming Census, in Patna, on May 1. PTI

The story so far:

D
iseases that can be prevented
through vaccination, such as
measles, meningitis, and yellow
fever, are re-emerging, world health

leaders have warned, because millions of
children are missing vaccinations due to funding
cuts and disruption in immunisation
programmes. The World Health Organization
(WHO), UNICEF and Gavi have issued a joint
warning stating that immunisation e�orts are
also being threatened by widespread
misinformation, population growth and
humanitarian crises. They urged leaders around
the world to strengthen vaccination
programmes and give the issue their “urgent
and sustained political attention.’’

What set alarm bells ringing?
A recent WHO rapid stock take with 108 of its
country o�ces mostly in low- and
lower-middle-income countries showed that
nearly half of those countries are facing
moderate to severe disruptions in vaccination
campaigns, routine immunisation, and access to
supplies due to reduced donor funding. Disease
surveillance, including for vaccine-preventable

diseases, has also been impacted in more than
half the countries surveyed.

At the same time, the number of children
missing routine vaccinations has been
increasing, even as countries try to catch up
with vaccinations for children to make up for the
lost pandemic years. In 2023, an estimated 14.5
million children missed all their routine vaccine
doses — up from 13.9 million in 2022 and 12.9
million in 2019. Over half of these children live
in countries facing con�ict, fragility, or
instability, where access to basic health services
is often disrupted. Even in the U.S., there is a
measles outbreak. The U.S. Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention has con�rmed that as of
May 1, the measles case count is 935, more than
triple the number seen in 2024. It had been
considered eliminated from the U.S. since 2000.

WHO director-general Tedros Adhanom
Ghebreyesus said funding cuts to global health
have put hard-won gains in jeopardy.
“Outbreaks of vaccine-preventable diseases are
increasing around the world, putting lives at risk
and exposing countries to increased costs in
treating diseases and responding to outbreaks.
Countries with limited resources must invest in
the highest-impact interventions — and that
includes vaccines,” he said. “The global funding
crisis is severely limiting our ability to vaccinate
over 15 million vulnerable children in fragile and
con�ict-a�ected countries against measles,” said
UNICEF executive director Catherine Russell in
the joint statement. 

Continued investment in the ‘Big Catch-Up
initiative’, launched in 2023 to reach children
who missed vaccines during the COVID-19
pandemic, and other routine immunisation
programmes will be critical, she noted.

Why is vaccination important?
WHO states that immunisation is a ‘best buy’ in
health with a return on investment of $54 for
every dollar invested and provides a foundation
for future prosperity and health security. Over
the last 50 years, essential vaccines have saved
at least 154 million lives. That’s six lives a
minute, every day, for �ve decades, noted WHO.
During this time, vaccination also accounts for
40% of the improvement in infant survival, and

more children now live to see their �rst birthday
and beyond than at any other time in human
history. The measles vaccine alone accounts for
60% of those lives saved. While the world has
eradicated smallpox and almost eradicated polio
through vaccination, annually vaccines save
nearly 4.2 million lives against 14 diseases. 

India has also reaped the bene�ts of
immunisation and improved health care, with
senior health ministry o�cials stating that
immunisation is one of the most e�ective and
cost-e�cient interventions for controlling and
eradicating diseases.

According to a health ministry o�cial, the
Universal Immunization Programme (UIP) is one
of India’s most comprehensive public health
initiatives, aiming to provide life-saving vaccines
to millions of newborns and pregnant women
each year. Vaccines help protect individuals
from diseases like measles, polio, tuberculosis,
and more recently COVID-19. By reducing the
incidence of infectious diseases, immunisation
also builds herd immunity. According to
UNICEF, in India every year, nearly 26 million
newborns and 34 million pregnant women are
targeted for immunisation, and over 13 million
immunisation sessions are held nationwide to
vaccinate children and pregnant women.

“Over the last two decades, India has
signi�cantly improved health outcomes,
particularly child health and immunisation. The
country was certi�ed polio-free in 2014 and
eliminated maternal and neonatal tetanus in
2015. New vaccines, including the
Measles-Rubella, Pneumococcal Conjugate
Vaccine (PCV) and Rotavirus Vaccine (RVV),
have been introduced and expanded
nationwide,’’ it notes. According to the National
Family Health Survey-5, 2019-21, the country’s
full immunisation coverage stands at 76.1%,
which means that one child out of every four is
missing out on essential vaccines.

What is the way forward?
The WHO, UNICEF and Gavi urgently call for
parents, the public, and politicians to strengthen
support for immunisation. The agencies
emphasise the need for sustained investment in
vaccines and immunisation programmes and
urge countries to honour their commitments to
the Immunisation Agenda 2030. Gavi’s pledging
summit on June 25, 2025 seeks to raise at least
$9 billion from donors to fund an ambitious
strategy to protect 500 million children, saving
at least eight million lives from 2026 to 2030.

Are vaccine-preventable diseases rising?

Vaccines
help protect
from
diseases like
measles,
polio,
tuberculosis,
and more
recently,
COVID-19

What has WHO, UNICEF and Gavi warned? Why are vaccination schedules being missed? Why is

there a threat to immunisation e�orts? What are world leaders being advised to do? What

happened during the pandemic? What is the status in India?

Bindu Shajan Perappadan

A secure future: Pulse polio drops being administered to a child in Palakkad

as part of the vaccination programme in Kerala in 2024. K. K. MUSTAFAH 
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V
ietnam recently celebrated
the 50th anniversary of its
triumph against the United
States and its success in

re-unifying the country in April 1975.
This victory marked the apogee of a
long phase of revolutionary wars and
struggles led by the Communist Party
of Vietnam (CPV) and its di�erent
avatars against colonialism, French
re-occupation, and later the U.S.
intervention from 1925.

It was precisely in 1925 that the
tallest leader of the CPV, Ho Chi Minh
— then known as Nguyen Ai Quoc —
established the Vietnamese
Revolutionary Youth League or the
Thanh Nien in Guangzhou, China, that
aimed for national independence and
a socialist government; these were the
�rst organisational steps taken to form
the Communist Party.

A 100 years later, today, the CPV
governs Vietnam as a single party
political system that is characterised
by a strong market-based economy
where, as its general secretary To Lam
said in his speech at a massive parade
commemorating the 50th anniversary
of the reuni�cation last week, the
private sector remained the “most
important driver of the national
economy”.

The Vietnamese experience of
blending market reforms and
communist leadership — it still terms
this model “socialist-oriented
developmentalism” — was a
consequence of its experience during
the decade that followed the end of the
Vietnam War.

Till 1986, the CPV practised
orthodox socialist policies, which
included a centrally planned economy,
nationalisation of industries (including
those in the conquered South),
collectivisation of agriculture into
cooperatives, implementation of
�ve-year plans focused on production
targets and resource allocation, and an
emphasis on heavy industry.

The devastation of its economy due
to the war, the continued U.S.-led
embargo, the Vietnamese invasion of
neighbouring Cambodia — a
consequence of the depredations of
the Khmer Rouge regime — and the

Chinese invasion of Vietnam in the late
1970s all resulted in the economy
remaining in doldrums. This situation
was exacerbated by the ine�ciencies
of the planned model — the low
productivity after collectivisation, the
shortages of food and goods, and high
in�ation.

Economic transformation 
This ultimately forced the hand of the
CPV to undertake economic reforms,
what it termed ‘Doi Moi’ or
Renovation, featuring
de-collectivisation of agriculture, price
liberalisation, and allowing small-scale
private enterprise in the �rst phase,
followed by macroeconomic
stabilisation, allowing foreign
investment, international integration
(including joining ASEAN), and
state-owned enterprise (SOE) reform
in Phase 2. By the late-1990s, the CPV
promoted trade agreements, entry into
the WTO, developed institutions to
facilitate a functioning market
economy, allowed the private sector to
lead economic growth, and deepened
SOE reforms which included
“equitisation” or “partial
privatisation”.

These steps were consequential. In

the late 1980s and early 1990s,
Vietnam’s poverty rate was close to
60%, its per capita GDP roughly $430,
and its Human Development Index
(HDI) value 0.492, all of which
corresponded to a poor country with
low human development. In 2023,
Vietnam’s GDP per capita was $4,347;
the multidimensional poverty rate fell
to just 1.9% by late 2024, and the HDI
in 2022 was recorded to be 0.726,
placing it in the “high human
development” category and as a
middle-income country.

Speaking to this writer in Ho Chi
Minh City recently, Tuoc Huynh, a
digital commerce expert who helped
the entry of Google, and led Facebook
in Vietnam, said how the reforms led
to an “Ice hockey stick” nature of the
growth curve in the country. Mr. Tuoc
was himself born into a family of
Vietnamese immigrants to the U.S. and
returned to the country to be part of
the economic growth process.

But the rapid economic growth has
not meant that it has been entirely
inequitable — Vietnam’s Gini
coe�cient (which measures inequality
on a scale of 0 to 100) is 36, one of the
lowest in Southeast Asia. 

The transition of the country’s

communist party leadership since 1986
also provides an indication of the
economic and political trends. The
relatively doctrinaire Le Duan led the
party during the war after the demise
of Ho Chi Minh in 1969 and till 1986,
before Truong Chinh took over and
supported the reformist wing in the
party that laid the stepping stones for
Doi Moi. Nguyen Van Linh, a leader
from the South associated with reform
and pragmatism, took over in
December 1986, decisively leading the
shift towards a market economy.

The era of reformism ushered in by
Nguyen Van Linh has generally been
the norm in the CPV since, but Nguyen
Phu Trong’s regime between 2011 and
2024 also featured a sweeping
anti-corruption programme (called the
“blazing furnace”) against senior party
leaders and government o�cials. 

To Lam, who succeeded him in
2024, was closely associated with the
anti-corruption drive in the Ministry of
Public Security but as his speech
emphasised, he is also �rmly
committed to the Doi Moi path and
towards Vietnam’s quest of becoming
an upper-middle income country by
2030.

Being a single party-state, Vietnam

has also tightly restricted political
freedoms related to association and
civil liberties. This makes it imperative
for the CPV to link its legitimacy as the
ruling party to the outcomes of its
economic policies and to the
perception of its leadership. 

Collective leadership
The CPV is distinguished from other
peers — the Communist Party of China
is today dominated by Xi Jinping — by
its adherence to collective leadership
and decision making driven by
consensus and the distinct lack of any
personality cult. The parade on April
30 showcased the di�erent wings of
the armed forces, party, and
government of Vietnam; only the
visage of Ho Chi Minh was ever-present
among images of leaders.

It is not surprising why — Ho Chi
Minh was inextricably linked to the
vicissitudes of the communist
movement in the country. He was a
nationalist who sought independence
from colonialism while being a
socialist. He believed
Marxism-Leninism o�ered the surest
steps for the anti-colonial struggle and
to build an egalitarian nation. He also
played a key role in setting up the
Indochinese Communist Party (ICP)
across Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia.

The communists of the ICP
dominated the Viet Minh that led and
won the anti-colonial struggle against
the French, and after the ICP’s
dissolution into constituent parties
across the three countries, they
formed the Workers Party of Vietnam
(WPV), which ruled North Vietnam
[before the reuni�cation]. The WPV’s
southern wing was the Peoples’
Revolutionary Party of South Vietnam,
which led the National Liberation
Front of South Vietnam, more
popularly known as the Viet Cong,
which orchestrated the struggle
against the South Vietnam regime and
the U.S. forces in the war. Even after
nearly 40 years of reform in a world
where the socialist bloc no longer
exists, Vietnam continues to pay
tribute to Ho Chi Minh as its
ideological fountainhead, mainly due
to his foundational role in combining
Marxism-Leninism and Vietnamese
nationalism.

Marxism, market and nationalism 
Communist Party of Vietnam

The ruling party, which recently commemorated the 50th anniversary of the reuni�cation of the country after the withdrawal of U.S. forces, draws legitimacy from both its
historical role in liberation and ending occupation, and its continuing role as an economic moderniser 
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These steps were

consequential. In 2023,
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C
lashes �rst broke
out in the southern
outskirts of Damas-

cus, Syria’s capital, after an
audio clip emerged on so-
cial media of a man criticis-
ing Prophet Mohammed.
The audio was attributed
to a Druze cleric (who later
denied any role). Angry
Sunni Islamists, aligned
with the current govern-
ment in Syria, started at-
tacking Druze community
members and armed
Druze �ghters fought back.
Violence spread across Ja-
ramana and Sahnaya near
Damascus, and to Sweida,
in southern Syria, the hear-
tland of the Druze.

When Bashar al-Assad’s
regime fell in December,
and the Islamist Hayat Tah-
rir al-Sham established its
rule in Damascus, the
Druze, like other minority
communities in the coun-
try, called for their reli-
gious and political rights to
be protected. Syria’s new
rulers promised that mi-
nority rights will be res-
pected. But those assu-
rances did little in
preventing the outbreak of
sectarian clashes. As vio-
lence spread, Israel carried
out multiple air strikes
against pro-government
groups in Syria “to protect
the Druze”. 

The Druze religion
emerged out of Ismailism,
which is an o�-shoot of
Shia Islam, in 11th century

Egypt. But the Druze, a
closely knit community for
whom Arabic language and
culture make the core of
their identity, are not con-
sidered as Muslims. They
recognise the major Abra-
hamic prophets, from
Adam to Jesus and Mo-
hammed, but also believe
in reincarnation. The Ko-
ran is a sacred book, but
the religious text for the
Druze is Kitab Al Hikma
(The Book Of Wisdom),
which is a collection of
books. The name Druze
comes from one of the ear-
ly preachers of Druze the-
ology — Muhammad bin Is-
mail Nashtakin ad-Darazi.

Faith in reincarnation 
The roots of Druze theolo-
gy can be traced back to al-
Hakim bi-Amr Allah, the
11th century Fatimid Ca-
liph, who ruled from Cairo.
A section of al-Hakim’s fol-
lowers, including ad-Dara-
zi, split away from Shia Is-
mailism, and started
referring to al-Hakim as “a
manifestation of God in His
unity”. Hamza ibn Ali ibn

Ahmad, who is considered
the founder of the Druze
sect, and the primary auth-
or of the Druze scriptures,
proclaimed that God rein-
carnated as man in al-Ha-
kim. The Caliph, who mys-
teriously disappeared in
February 1021, is a central
�gure in Druze beliefs. He
is addressed as “Our Lord”
in Druze prayers. 

The Druze do not allow
conversion, and marriages
outside the community are
rare. But over the years,
the tenets of the Druze
were shaped by the in-
�uence of other eastern re-
ligions — from Abrahamic
Prophet to the idea of rein-
carnation and rebirth de-
rived from Hinduism — as
well as Greek philosophy.
After the cycle of reincar-
nations, the Druze believe,
the soul reunites with ‘al-
aaqal al kulli’, the Cosmic
Mind (or God’s Will). 

Hardcore Islamists see
them as heretics, and the
community has survived
persecution during the late
medieval era. But over the
years, they have also

emerged as an in�uential
sect in the Levant region.

Today, roughly 1 million
Druze people are scattered
across Syria, Lebanon, Jor-
dan and Israel. In Syria, the
Druze are concentrated in
the southern suburbs of
Damascus, the southern
Sweida province and in the
Golan Heights. When Israel
captured most of the Golan
Heights in 1967 and an-
nexed it in 1981, the Druze
community in the occu-
pied region continued to
live in their villages. Today,
about 25,000 Druze are liv-
ing in Golan — roughly 25%
of them are estimated to be
Israeli citizens. In total,
there are about 1,50,000
Druze living in Israel. 

During Syria’s civil war,
Israel had reportedly
helped the Druze groups in
Syria’s south. After Isla-
mists captured power in
Syria, Israel has been more
vocal about the protection
of the Druze. Israel has also
grabbed more Syrian terri-
tory in the Golan. By carry-
ing out airstrikes in central
Syria, Israel, whose ongo-
ing war on Gaza has killed
over 50,000 Palestinians —
most of them women and
children — are trying to po-
sition themselves as a pro-
tector of the Druze in the
clashes-hit Syria. 

For the Druze, the
choice is between domes-
tic Islamists and a foreign
force that occupies parts of
Syria. For now, they seem
to lean towards the latter.

Between Israel and Islamists
The Druze

The small minority sect in Syria is caught between hostile Islamists who see them as heretics and

an aggressive Israel, which is bombing Syria in the name of protecting them 

Stanly Johny

T
he case against
Chinmoy Krishna
Das goes back to

October when, against the
backdrop of attacks against
growing mob violence,
which often targeted mi-
nority religious communi-
ties in Bangladesh, he pro-
vided leadership and
direction to the Bangla-
desh Sammilito Sanatani
Jagaran Jote, an umbrella
organisation of the Hindu
community in the country. 

A case against Mr. Das
was lodged on October 31,
days after three separate
rallies were convened un-
der his leadership in di�e-
rent parts of the country,
where the national �ag was
reportedly disrespected. 

Mr. Das was arrested in
dramatic circumstances on
October 25 from Dhaka’s
Shah Jalal International
Airport, and the next day,
while he was produced in a
court in Chittagong, vio-
lent clashes broke out bet-
ween hundreds of political
activists and the police that
left a young lawyer dead. 

Ever since, the allega-
tions against Mr. Das have
compounded as he was al-
so accused of encouraging
the clashes on the court
premises. 

Mr. Das �rst shot to the
limelight with his �ery
speeches demanding pro-
tection for the Hindu com-
munity in Bangladesh in
the aftermath of the fall of

Prime Minister Sheikh Ha-
sina’s regime on August 5,
2024. 

Bangladesh has an old
history of anti-minority
violence, dating back to its
days as East Pakistan,
which found its worst ma-
nifestation in the Opera-
tion Searchlight of March
25, 1971, when the Pakistan
military began killing Hin-
dus and progressives in
Dhaka and other parts. 

The Hindus and Budd-
hists of East Pakistan had
begun mobilising them-
selves in the 1960s, when
Gen. Ayub Khan was in
power, leading to the for-
mation of the Bangladesh
Hindu Bouddho Oikyo
Samiti (BHBOS). The
BHBOS survived the 1971
crackdown by the Pakistan
military and emerged as a
political force in the 1980s
when it participated in the
pro-democracy protests
that eventually overthrew
the military regime of Hos-
sein Mohammed Ershad.

But in the subsequent
years, the BHBOS faced
criticisms for alleged inac-

tion when violence against
the minority communities
�ared up, from time to
time. One such incident
took place during the Dur-
ga puja season of 2022,
when a number of puja
pandals were violated in
Comilla, Brahmanbaria,
Chittagong and Rangpur. 

Chinmoy Krishna Das
was at this time the leader
of ISKCON [International
Society for Krishna Con-
sciousness] in Bangladesh.
He emerged as a strong
voice that supported the
mobilisation of the minori-
ty community. Mr. Das,
whose real name is Chan-
dan Kumar Dhar, has over-
shadowed the older com-
munity leaders such as
Rana Dasgupta and Manin-
dra Kumar Nath.

Rise of Islamists 
Though in jail since Octob-
er 2024, he remains a cru-
cial �gure in the post-Hasi-
na Bangladesh where there
is a spike in the activities of
the fundamentalist Isla-
mist movements. On Satur-
day, Hezat-e-Islam held a

major meeting in Dhaka’s
Suhrawardy grounds as a
show of strength even as
the interim government
continues to argue that the
bulk of the attacks that tar-
geted the Hindu communi-
ty members in August-Sep-
tember 2024 were
“politically motivated” and
not communal in nature. 

An appellate court in
Dhaka will take up the case
of Mr. Das on Sunday. 

The High Court in Ban-
gladesh granted Mr. Das
bail on April 30 in the case
of sedition and his advo-
cate Apurba Kumar Bhatta-
charjee expressed hope
that his client would be re-
leased within a week. But
The Supreme Court stayed
the High Court decision
immediately and �xed
Sunday for further hear-
ing. One factor that has
worked in favour of Mr.
Das is that, despite the pro-
mise of an investigation in-
to the activities of Mr. Das
and the rallies and the vio-
lence of October 26, 2024,
the interim government
has not carried out any
probe so far. Mr. Das had
earlier applied for bail in
the High Court after a low-
er court rejected his plea
on January 2. 

The decision on the
Vaishnav monk will be
keenly watched in the re-
gion as he has emerged as
an important �gure in the
political terrain of Bangla-
desh that is getting ready
for election later this year.

The monk who de�ed the mob
Chinmoy Krishna Das

The former ISKCON leader, who held rallies demanding protection for Bangladesh’s religious

minorities, has been in jail since October 2024 
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students, but a setback for the US as well. 
To grasp the gravity of the current crack-

down, one needs to look no further than 
the US tech industry. Two of the most influ-
ential and consequential companies in the
world — Microsoft and Google — are led by
former F-1 visa holders: Satya Nadella and
Sundar Pichai. In addition, tens of thou-
sands of former international students now
occupy leadership roles across the Ameri-
can economy, from senior engineers and 
startup founders to university presidents 
and deans, strengthening institutions that
help define the nation’s global edge. 

The crackdown would not only have
intellectual costs. It would also have eco-
nomic costs for the US. International stu-
dents contribute substantially to the US 
economy. According to research by 
NAFSA: Association of International Edu-

The trust broken in classrooms today 
may take decades to repair. REUTERS

Financial freedom 
for women
This is with reference to 
“In Bihar, women script a 
story of empowerment” 
by Lalita Panicker (April 
27). Making rural women 
empowered not only 
makes them financially 
independent but helps 
them improve their 
lifestyle and their 
families as well. This 
imparts financial 
freedom to women.

Abhilasha Gupta

After the Pahalgam attack
This is with reference to “After Pahalgam, a nation 
united in battling terror” by Gopalkrishna Gandhi 
(April 27). The article made me feel that we as nation 
can respond to such attacks by remaining united, 
empathetic and humane. Though this very hard to 
secure in a politically charged environment.

Dinesh Reddy

II.
The widespread condemnation of the Pahalgam attack 
by the Kashmiri public is a powerful message. It reflects 
a growing alignment with peace. This must be nurtured 
by ensuring that Kashmiris are treated with dignity.

Sanjay Chopra
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Y
ou might just miss it tucked away
inside your newspaper. A few para-
graphs that don’t even begin to tell
the story. The one of love, and dying

for it. The one where choosing a partner is 
not just a radical act but also life-threatening.

The serious-looking bearded man, HM,
tells me that he is a “survivor” of a painfully 
familiar tale. Falls in love with the “wrong” 
sort, as in wrong caste. There’s another com-
plication: She had been married off as a child,
so, for her to fall in love as an adult with 
somebody else becomes a question of family
honour; an honour vested in her and depend-
ent on her toeing the line. 

HM from Jaipur tells me about the whis-
pered phone calls. The restrictions on her 
movements. The threats. The physical abuse
from her family pressuring her to fulfil the 
terms of an illegal marriage. And then he 
learned she had died. Her family said by sui-
cide. No police complaint was ever filed. No
case registered. That was in 2018. 

I met HM at a consultation on honour kill-
ings — the inappropriately named term for 
the murder of young people by their parents
for marrying against caste and faith. 

Organised by Dhanak of Humanity, a non-
profit founded in 2004 by Asif Iqbal to help 
interfaith and inter-caste couples, the consul-
tation coincides with a Supreme Court ruling
earlier this week that confirmed the convic-
tion of 11 people in the horrific 2003 Kannagi-
Murugesan double murder where a Dalit 
man and Vanniyar woman in Cuddalore dis-
trict, Tamil Nadu were killed in public for 
their crime of falling in love. “At the root of 
this crime is the deeply entrenched hierarch-
ical caste system in India, and ironically, this
most dishonourable act goes by the name of
honour-killing,” the court noted. 

In 2022, the National Crime Records
Bureau reported 18 such killings. That num-
ber, say activists, is a massive underestima-
tion as killings are often passed off as suicides
or illnesses. When the father or brother is 

complicit, families are loath to report. And 
even when cases are reported, conviction is a
problem with witnesses turning hostile. 
“This is a crime where the whole community
colludes to cover up,” a police officer in Hisar
told me in June last year. 

This week alone, two cases made it to the
papers. One in Amreli, Gujarat, where the 
father of a Muslim woman strangled her 
after she fell in love with a Hindu man and 
refused to marry the man her father had 
picked for her. The second is in Jalgaon, 
Maharashtra where a retired CRPF officer 
shot dead his daughter and injured her hus-
band. Two years had passed since their mar-
riage, but the father had not been placated 
because his son-in-law wasn’t as educated as
his daughter. 

Controlling the autonomy of adult daugh-
ters in the name of protecting them remains
a concern of recent state laws that make it 
virtually impossible for interfaith couples to
marry by conversion. Modern India’s first 
uniform civil code has a clause that man-
dates registration by couples who cohabit. In
the name of protection, the Maharashtra 
assembly in December 2022 set up a commit-
tee to track interfaith and inter-caste marria-
ges. “Women are not seen as autonomous 
human beings,” senior advocate Vrinda 
Grover said at the consultation. “Yet, they 
carry the honour of the family, the commu-
nity, the nation.” 

The Supreme Court has, in the past, come
out strongly against such killings with a slew
of guidelines including safe houses in every 
district — a directive that only Haryana has 
followed. Maybe a modern society needs to 
revisit Periyar EV Ramasamy’s 1925 advo-
cacy of a “self-respect marriage”. It was con-
ducted without rituals, premised on the idea
of equality and dignity. Above all, freedom 
for young people to love as they wish. 

Namita Bhandare writes on gender. The views

expressed are personal

Justifying murder in the 
name of family honour

POPE FRANCIS CARED 
ABOUT PEOPLE. THE 
POSITION HE TOOK ON 
THE ISSUE OF REFUGEES 
AND IMMIGRANTS 
PROVES THIS. HIS FIRST 
FORMAL VISIT AS POPE 
WAS TO THE ISLAND OF 
LAMPEDUSA TO MEET 
ILLEGAL MIGRANTS 
FROM NORTH AFRICA

particularly adept at handling allegations
of corruption in the Vatican, even when
they concerned the Secretariat of State.
Cardinal Angelo Becciu may have been
imprisoned in 2023, but the wider prob-
lem was not really tackled. But then none
of his predecessors was any better. 

However, Francis may have ensured
the Catholic Church will continue as he
left it. Of the 135 Cardinals eligible to vote
for his successor, 108 were appointed by
him. Of them, 53 are European but 82 are
from Asia, Africa, Latin America, North
America and Oceania. So, will his succes-
sor be another non-European? The odds
suggest he could be. 

Karan Thapar is the author of Devil’s 

Advocate: The Untold Story. The views

expressed are personal

I
n the orchestra of global affairs,
silence is complicity. John F Kennedy
famously said, “Geography has made
us neighbours. History has made us
friends. Economics has made us part-
ners and necessity has made us

allies. Those whom God has so joined
together, let no man put asunder.” 

India needs to roar to teach a few strong
and reverse lessons on geography, history,
and economics to its neighbour. When vio-
lence, criminality, and bloodshed cross
borders, no country can afford to remain a
silent spectator. Enough of playing second
fiddle to global laziness, it is time to draw
the bow and create a symphony of conse-
quences. 

Firstly, Pakistan needs to be hit at its
most vulnerable nerve — its economic
underbelly. The economy is the spinal cord
of any terror network, and Pakistan’s is no
exception. Instruments such as the Gener-
alized System of Preferences (GSP)+ status
(European Union giving trade preferences
to countries, including Pakistan) and the
Financial Action Task Force (FATF) Grey
List (penalising nations promoting terror-
ism) must be leveraged against Pakistan.
Yet, the real rot lies deeper. The UN Drugs
and Crime Office (UNODC) has underlined
that close to 90% of the raw material for
heroin originates from Afghanistan. Paki-
stan’s Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI)

Pakistan’s decades-long jihad against
Kashmir and India. Let the world bear wit-
ness. Let history be etched in marble and
memory. 

Eighthly, India must actively support the
dissident voices from Pakistan-occupied
Kashmir (PoK) and Gilgit-Baltistan. Those
hounded out by Pakistan’s Punjabi-domi-
nated military elite must be empowered to

establish governments-in-exile. If Jawahar-
lal Nehru could lay the groundwork for the
Tibetan government-in-exile in the 1950s,
the Narendra Modi government can surely
walk in those footsteps today. 

Lastly, India must unleash its digital
warriors. Even more than human intelli-
gence, we are among the best in technical
intelligence. There is also a need to launch
a digital strike. Without firing a single bul-
let, we can paralyse enemy infrastructure,
leak military secrets, and confound adver-
sary narratives. As the winds of digital
warfare blow stronger, India must remem-
ber: When terror crosses borders, so must
consequences — swiftly, silently, and surgi-
cally. 

In this long-drawn chess game of sur-
vival and supremacy, India must think
three moves ahead. We must not only play
defence but also script an audacious offen-
sive across land, seas, air, and public
minds. For too long, Pakistan has mistaken

our patience for passivity. It is time to
break the illusion, hit hard wherever and
whenever necessary, and exhibit the might
of India. The process of these nine initia-
tives must be a continuous, ongoing proc-
ess, not a reactive move against another
Uri or Pulwama. History is unkind to those
who stand at the water’s edge, watching
the tides of change pass by them. It
rewards those who ride the storm and
reshape the shoreline. 
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transports this opium, processes it into
heroin, and rakes in blood money — for-
tunes that are then laundered abroad and
funnelled into terror coffers. India must
declare an all-out war on this narcotics
empire. A coordinated strike — with the
Border Security Force, the Indian Navy,
Coast Guard and other agencies — should
choke the drug routes at sea and
land, cutting off the oxygen supply
to the ISI’s terror tentacles. As is
said, “Cut off the head of the
snake, and the body will wither.”

Secondly, it is imperative to
keep Pakistan entangled on multi-
ple fronts. Perpetually avaricious,
Pakistan remains locked in a his-
torical tussle with Afghanistan
over the Durand Line, now bleed-
ing profusely at the hands of the
very Taliban it once fostered.
India must seize the moment —
deepen ties with Afghanistan,
engage segments of the Taliban
via trusted third parties, and
widen fissures within Pakistan on
this issue. By isolating the ISI-
backed Haqqani Network, India
can ensure that Pakistan contin-
ues to reap the whirlwind it
sowed. A similar thing should be done with
the help of Iran at the Baluchistan front. 

Thirdly, at the global stage, we must
redouble our efforts to hold Pakistan
accountable under UN Security Council
Resolutions 1267 and 1373 — mechanisms
designed to cripple terrorism at its source.

Fourthly, it is high time the UN Military
Observer Group in India and Pakistan be
shown the door. If diplomatic eviction is
not immediately feasible, India must ban
its operations outright. This toothless tiger

has prowled aimlessly for decades — now,
it must kick the bucket once and for all. 

Fifthly, Pakistan remains a cauldron of
cruelty at the internal front. Ethnicities and
communities like the Hazaras and Ahmad-
iyyas live under the sword arbitrary deten-
tions and enforced disappearances. India
must extend a similar moral and diplo-

matic embrace to these groups as
also to the Uyghurs in China, who
have repeatedly stood shoulder to
shoulder with India, including
after Pahalgam. As the idiom goes,
“Charity begins at home, but jus-
tice must travel far and wide.”

Sixthly, another layer of danger
emerging is the unholy trinity of
Pakistan, Turkey, and Malaysia.
This axis, masquerading as sav-
iours of the Ummah, has histori-
cally left a trail of blood — from
the Armenian genocide to the per-
secution of Greeks, Assyrians, and
now Kashmiris. 

Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia and
its allies have blossomed into
India’s strategic and cultural part-
ners. India must not merely stand
at the crossroads; it must take the
high road by creating a coalition

of civilisations — a league of nations that
have been victims of genocides and terror-
ism, united not by grievances alone, but by
a shared pledge to anti-terror memory and
justice. 

Seventhly, while the world erects grand
memorials — the Holocaust Museum in
Washington, the Armenian Genocide
Museum in Yerevan — India remains
amnesiac about the horrors inflicted upon
it. The time is ripe for a Terror Museum in
Srinagar — a living, breathing testimony to

Terror crosses borders, 
so must consequences
The need is to consolidate an 
economic, strategic, and 
geopolitical offensive against 
Pakistan and break the back 
of its sponsorship of terror 

Francis was the first Pope to soften the
Catholic Church’s attitude to homosexual-
ity. “Who am I to judge?”, he famously
asked. He was also the first to believe that
divorced or re-married Catholics could
receive the sacrament. Even though four
conservative Cardinals publicly opposed
him, he did not waver. 

Of course, the Pope was traditional and
conservative on issues like contraception,
abortion, same-sex marriage and trans-
gender recognition. As I was told, he was
a very liberal Catholic Pope but he was
still a Catholic Pope. That wasn’t said to
limit praise but to illustrate his willing-
ness to push the boundaries. 

All of this points to one simple fact.
Pope Francis cared about people. The
position he took on the issue of immi-
grants and refugees proves this. His first
formal visit as Pope was to the island of
Lampedusa to meet illegal migrants from
North Africa. Weeks before he fell ill, he
criticised United States President Donald
Trump’s policies linking illegal immi-
grants with criminality. I can’t think of
any other head of State who went so far.

The late Pope was also the first to for-
mally enter into a dialogue with Islam. He
held an open-air mass in the United Arab
Emirates, the first ever on the Arabian
peninsula. This act of inter-religious fra-
ternity was attacked by conservatives. He
simply ignored their position. 

There are aspects of the Pope’s life
where, arguably, he failed. He was not

India must not only play defence but also script an audacious offensive across land, sea, and air. HT PHOTO

{ SUNDAY SENTIMENTS }

Karan Thapar

I
 wish I had met Pope Francis. I wouldn’t
say that of other famous people but of
the Pope it’s true. He had a warm, gen-
ial, happy face. He smiled a lot and each

time his eyes would light up. His laughter 
was heartfelt and genuine, his affection for
children sincere. He liked being with people.
He saw himself as one of them. 

Much of this was obvious from the pic-
tures I saw during his lifetime. It’s what I
discovered after his death that’s really
endeared him. Today I want to share with
you the picture of Pope Francis that I’ve
been able to research. 

In the style of St Francis of Assisi,
whose name he took as his own papal
name, the Pope lived very modestly. He
shunned the grand papal home in the Vat-
ican and chose instead a small two-room
apartment in a guest house. He wore bat-
tered brown shoes. He would frequently
invite his guards to breakfast and often
dine in the Vatican workers’ canteen. 

Before he became a priest, Francis was
a bouncer in Buenos Aires. Perhaps that’s
why his approach to the priesthood was
very different to other priests. His central
aim was to embrace the poor. He saw the
Church and his faith through their eyes.
Not surprisingly, they called him the
Bishop of the Slums. 

It probably also underlies one of the most
amazing things he did which the world 
barely knew about. After the Israel-Hamas
war broke out in October 2023, it’s reported
that “He would make nightly phone calls to
the Holy Family Church, the only Catholic 
church in Gaza, to offer prayers and words
of encouragement to both Christians and 
Muslims sheltering within its walls.” 

The fact so few knew of this is perhaps
typical of Francis. He did it because he
wanted to. Not because he was seeking
credit or publicity. I’m more surprised the
few who knew did not make a greater
effort to ensure it was better known. 

Portrait of Pope Francis: 
His life and his message

cators, these students added $43.8 billion to
the US economy in the 2023–2024 aca-
demic year and supported 378,175 jobs 
across the country. Indian students alone 
might be contributing more than $10 bil-
lion annually to the US economy through 
tuition, housing, and living expenses. 

Universities themselves are feeling the
strain. Even before this latest crackdown,
enrollment of Indian students in US uni-
versities had begun to decline due to tight-
ening visa rules, hostile rhetoric, and ris-
ing costs. Now, as stories of raids, deten-
tions, and revocations circulate across
WhatsApp groups and social media
forums, this damage is accelerating. With
alternatives like Europe and Australia
increasingly seen as safer bets, the US is
losing its reputation as a welcoming desti-
nation for international talent. 

What began as a broad campaign of hos-
tility toward immigrants — from the mass
deportations of undocumented families to
the demonisation of H-1B visa holders — 
has now turned university campuses from
havens of learning into frontlines of suspi-
cion. Sadly, for the US this moment tran-
scends universities. At stake is nothing less
than America’s identity. Historically, this 
immigrant nation —  as John F Kennedy 
referred to the US — has flourished because
of its openness to embracing immigrants of
all types including the world’s dreamers, 
scholars, and builders. That openness is 
now under siege. 

Unless it is reversed America will pay an
enormous cost for this shortsightedness. 
The trust broken in classrooms today may
take decades to repair. And, when the 
world’s brightest students stop knocking, 
the door may never open in quite the same
way again. 

Frank F Islam is an entrepreneur, civic leader,

and thought leader based in Washington DC.
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F
or more than a century, the US has
drawn some of India’s brightest
minds in pursuit of world-class edu-
cation. From BR Ambedkar, who

went on to draft India’s Constitution, to 
business titans like Mukesh Ambani and 
Azim Premji, American universities have 
helped shape generations of Indian think-
ers, builders, and changemakers. Today, 
however, under the Trump administra-
tion’s increasingly hardline immigration 
policies, that legacy is being threatened. 
The consequences of these 
actions could reverberate for 
decades to come. 

In recent weeks, reports from
US campuses have sent a chill 
through the Indian student com-
munity. Thousands of interna-
tional students on F-1 visas have
been detained, deported, or 
denied re-entry for seemingly 
minor infractions. According to
the American Immigration Lawyers Asso-
ciation (AILA), the records of more than 
4,700 international students have been ter-
minated by US Customs and Immigration
Enforcement. Half of these students are 
estimated to be Indian nationals. 

The reasons for these terminations
range from immigration violations to alle-
gations of advocating pro-Hamas positions.
It appears though the majority of the cases
stem from interactions with law enforce-
ment. Sharvari Dalal-Dheini, senior 
director of government relations at AILA,
told CNN-News18 last week, “Many of the 
so-called crimes they were charged with or
picked up for are things that everyday 

Americans wouldn’t even consider crimes,
and certainly not college students.” 

In certain instances, students were
deported for traffic offences, including 
speeding, sometimes just five to ten miles 
over the limit. 

There are many troubling aspects to the
current crackdown on F-1 visa holders. 

Most of the students impacted, accord-
ing to reports, are from Asia, West Asia, or
Africa, with Indian students making up the
majority of them. This is not surprising 

since nearly 30% of all interna-
tional students enrolled in US uni-
versities are Indian nationals
According to the Open Doors anal-
ysis, of the approximately 1.13 mil-
lion international students on F-1
visas during the 2023–2024 aca-
demic year, nearly 332,000 were
from India. 

A recent AILA review of 327
visa revocation cases revealed

that 60% involved Indian students. This
disproportionate representation of
Indian students is troubling. It suggests
that these students are caught in the
crossfire of an administration intent on
restricting legal immigration, particu-
larly from specific regions, under the
guise of security and order. Much like the
administration’s tariff policies, the crack-
down on F-1 visa holders could have long-
term negative consequences. 

It is quite possible that a significant
number of Indian students will choose to 
stay home or seek opportunities in coun-
tries more welcoming to international tal-
ent. That would not only be a loss for the 

America will have to pay 
for targeting campuses
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PAKISTAN NEEDS TO BE 
HIT AT ITS MOST 
VULNERABLE NERVE — ITS 
ECONOMIC UNDERBELLY. 
THE ECONOMY IS THE 
SPINAL CORD OF ANY 
TERROR NETWORK, 
AND PAKISTAN’S IS 
NO EXCEPTION
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Resilient Kashmir
Ref: Kashmir rings familiar notes in Northeast (May 
3). The brutal terrorist attack is a stark reminder of 
the threat terrorism poses to harmony. The cold-
blooded targeting of non-Muslims is a heinous act 
that has sent shockwaves throughout the nation. 
To the terrorists and those who harbour them, we 
say this: the people of Kashmir and India will not be 
intimidated. Instead, we will work together to build 
a stronger, more resilient Kashmir, where tourism 
flourishes and the local economy grows. 

Lawrence Vadukut, Thrissur

Himanshi’s appeal
Ref: We don’t want people going against Muslims or 
Kashmiris: Pahalgam victim’s widow (May 2). While 
we are still struggling to come out of the sorrow of 
the gruesome murder of 26 innocent people, we are 
saddened to learn that some hardcore elements 
have started attacking Kashmiri students and hap-

less Muslim families who are in no way connected to 
the attack. It is really commendable that Himanshi, 
who lost her husband Lt Vinay Narwal, has appealed 
to stop spewing hatred against any community. 
Even though her loss is irreparable, Himanshi’s ex-
pression of love for other innocent people is beyond 
appreciation. May her tribe increase. 

Tharcius S Fernando, Chennai 

Growth correlation
Ref: Rationalise rates, set up tribunal to streamline 
tax system (May 3). The increase in GST revenues 
need not be construed as growth in the economy. 
Inflation and festive spends naturally increase the 
volume of money spent. Growth is better measured 
by the relief received by the poor, not by measuring 
the volume of goods consumed by the rich.

A G Rajmohan, Anantapur

Biopic picks
Ref: Dramatising the lives of others (May 3). Pro-
ducing biopics is a sensitive exercise where there 
should be a balance between effective portrayal 

a n d  a b s o r b i n g  n a r ra t i o n .  T h e  t u r n i n g  p o i n ts , 
strength of character and wading through contro-
versial zones without provoking anyone are crucial. 
Mere storytelling will  not captivate; it  should be 
spiced with anecdotes and unknown aspects.

Rajarao Kumar, Bengaluru

Child’s rights
Ref: Girl, 3, youngest to ‘take’ Santhara fast unto 
death (May 3). It is deeply disturbing to read that a 
3-year-old girl died after being forced to observe a 
religious fast. No belief or tradition should justify 
denying food to a helpless child. Parents and reli-
gious leaders involved must be held accountable. In 
a civilised society, a child’s right to life and protec-
tion must come before religious customs. Reform is 
urgently needed to prevent such tragedies. Common 
sense and humanity must prevail.

Sasi Narayan, Kannur

Digital economy
Ref: Indian influencers shape $350-bn spending an-
nually (May 3). The WAVE summit in Mumbai has 

thrown up much information on the creative econ-
omy. The aplomb of Indian creators in creating a 
huge market should make us proud. The emerging 
artificial  intelligence, animation, visual effects, 
gaming, comics and other allied fields can mark the 
Indian footprint in the digital sphere. At the same 
time, the spread of misinformation should be care-
fully monitored.

H Syed Othuman, Tirunelveli

Decentralise development
Ref: Capital Amaravati: Restart of works, restoring 
faith (May 2). The CM of Andhra Pradesh is commit-
ting the same mistake his predecessors did during 
1956-95 by concentrating everything in Hyderabad. 
Now he is planning everything at Amaravati, for 
which he wants to procure even more land. The Si-
varamakrishnan Committee had clearly indicated 
that Amaravati is not suitable. He did not locate the 
high court in Kurnool as per the Sribagh Pact. This 
politician from the backward Rayalaseema is openly 
neglecting its development. 

Govardhana Myneedu, Vijayawada 

The attacks are not random. They seem designed to 
intimidate those of us who serve in this critical 
capacity. The threats and harassment are attacks on 
our democracy, on our system of government.  
And they ultimately risk undermining our Constitution 
and the rule of law.
Ketanji Brown Jackson, US Supreme Court judge, on the dozen-odd judges 
who ruled against Donald Trump and their families facing threats

The lag effect of getting goods this country will not be felt for another two to 
four weeks. The last couple weeks of May you’ll start seeing the effect here.
Gary Cohn, IBM vice chairman and former director of the US National 
Economic Council, on the effect of Trump tariffs on merchandise imports

They created a lot of problems—he created a lot of problems. He is a player I had 
not seen live before. Lamine Yamal is a phenomenon born every 50 years.
Filippo Inzaghi, Inter Milan manager, after facing Barca’s 17-year-old prodigy

A
LL economics, it is said, is about politics. And all politics 
is grounded in economics—effectively about public poli-
cies to enable access to opportunities.

This week, the Modi government announced the enumer-
ation of  caste in the forthcoming census. Typically, public 

discourse is riveted on the whataboutery of  when who was for it 
and who was against. Beyond the claims and counterclaims, the 
inclusion of  caste in the census underlines the omnipotence of  
caste in India’s political matrix. It also underlines the chasm be-
tween the need for sustainable incomes and India’s status rising 
in a decade from the 11th to the 5th largest economy.

The measure of  aggregate progress in the past decade hides 
the stratification across India. The political geography of  India’s 
economy illustrates this divergence. India’s per capita income is 
`2.15 lakh. Karnataka tops the list with `3.80 lakh and Bihar 
trails with `66,828; within Bihar, the district of  Sheohar has a
per capita income of  `19,561. As Nobel laureate Angus Deaton 
observed, “averages are no consolation for those left behind”.

It is not surprising that the move to enumerate caste origi-
nated from Bihar, or that the initiative is timed for the forth-
coming polls. Bihar is home to around 12 crore of  India’s 
142-crore population, and at `10.97 lakh crore, accounts for 
barely 3 percent of  India’s GDP of  Rs 331.03 lakh crore. The 
distance between Karnataka and Bihar, or between Bengaluru 
and Sheohar, is about empowerment and employment.

The political class has presented 
the caste census as a panacea for an 
inclusive reservation system. Quota 
warriors cite the Rohini Commis-
sion’s findings to point out that “97 
percent of  the reserved jobs and 
seats have gone to 25 percent of  OBC 
sub-castes”. Arguably, the formula of  
reservation must be backed by data. 
The caste census will at best a tem-
plate for inclusion, not expansion in 
job creation. The momentum of  pub-
lic opinion backing the move clearly 
casts questions on job creation.

Take the IT services sector, which 
is one of  the largest white collar em-

ployers. The Parliamentary Standing Committee on Educa-
tion, in its March 2025 report, cited data to note that “there is 
an unusual decline in placements in IITs and IIITs between 
2021-22 and 2023-24”. A TeamLease peport in October estimated 
that only 10 percent of  engineering graduates would secure jobs 
this year. Indeed, another survey, published in March 2025, re-
vealed that 83 percent of  engineering graduates have no jobs.

Seven decades after independence, after numerous commis-
sions and committees on shifting labour off  fields into factories, 
barely 11 percent of  workers are employed in manufacturing and 
45.5 percent in agriculture. Manufacturing accounts for 14 per-
cent, while agriculture accounts for 18 percent of  GDP. Effectively, 
nearly half  the workforce is dependent on a sixth of  the national 
income. A blend of  imperfect policies has made farming unviable. 
Unsurprisingly, every major land-owning caste—for instance, 
the Marathas in Maharashtra—is agitating for a quota.

The lack of  opportunities haunting demographic dividend is 
reflected in the headlines. In Uttar Pradesh, over 48 lakh persons 
applied for 60,244 posts of  constables. In Bihar, over 8 lakh applied 
for 15,000 home guard posts. In Rajasthan, over 24 lakh people 
applied for 53,749 peon positions—including some with PhD, MBA 
and law degrees. In Jammu and Kashmir, over 5.5 lakh aspirants 
applied for 4,002 posts in the police department. Over 36 lakh can-
didates applied for 17,727 posts in the central government.

A popular notion harboured by many is that the rush is driv-
en by a craze for government jobs. The irony is that the freebies 
culture has left governments with fewer resources to fill vacant 
posts. It is estimated that there are nearly 2 million in the 
states—largely in the police, health and education depart-
ments. Madhya Pradesh has over 2.7 lakh vacant posts; Karna-
taka has over 55,000 teacher posts unfilled, while Delhi has over 
8,000 police posts vacant. Even as courts labour with over 5 
crore pending cases, 359 posts for judges in high courts and 5,238 
posts for judicial officers in the lower judiciary are vacant.

The rush for government jobs is aggravated by the dearth of  
jobs in the private sector—particularly, in the most populous and 
least industrialised states. The crux is the lack of  reforms for job 
creation. It is known that the majority of  reforms are vested with 
states—modernisation of  GST, land, labour, permits and regula-
tions. Yet states, in their race to host investor summits, scarcely 
act on the reforms needed to translate memorandums into invest-
ments and jobs. Improved access to credit for smaller enterpris-
es could boost both employment and exports. India can be a glo-
bal bread basket, but it requires liberalisation of  farm laws and 
enabling of  farmers’ collectives for export. Urbanisation is 
placed at the intersection of  the rural and urban economies, and 
building new cities will create jobs and spur growth.

The global economy is being recast by economics and geopoli-
tics. The emerging triad of  disruptions—geopolitics, climate 
change and adoption of  technology—will make job creation 
harder as capital will deploy technology to retrench labour. The 
tariff  threats of  the Trump administration is a wake-up call. 
There is much gush-gush about reforms to harvest the China+1 
opportunity. Success calls for a shift from notions to action.

It is time the political class recognised that unless it sheds 
the strong consensus for weak reforms, the prescription of  
caste census will only deliver a placebo.

CASTE CENSUS 
CASTS QUESTIONS 
ON JOB CREATION

M
YTHOLOGY has it that Ramb-
ha, the demon son of  Rishi 
Kashyapa and a danava, mar-
ried a mahishi or buffalo-per-
son. They had a son, Mahisha, 
who became king of  the buffalo-
people. Mahisha lived in the 

Vindhyas and, by practicing severe aus-
terities, gained strength to drive the gods 
out of  heaven. From energies directed by 
Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva emanated Du-
rga or Vindhyavasini, a 10-armed woman. 
Mahisha’s warriors tried to fight the 
Devi. She killed each with a different 
weapon held in her hands. As Durga ap-
proached the Vindhyas, the demon at-
tacked her in several forms, each of  
which was destroyed. Finally, he took the 
form of  the buffalo, whom she pinned 
down and killed. The Devi Mahatmyam 
of  the Markandeya Purana describes 
their battle as violent, although the buf-
falo is a gentle animal.

Along with the Puranic killing of  Ma-
hisha by Devi, we have the popular folk 
ritual of  sacrificing male buffaloes to 
local forms of  the Devi in India and Ne-
pal. Rajasthani Charans sacrifice them 
to goddess Pithad. Kolis, Vaghir, Dhar-
alar, Raharis and Ravalias of  Mahar-
ashtra sacrifice them to goddess 
Khodyaayi. In eastern India, they are 
sacrificed to Kali, and in southern India 
to Kali and several local goddesses.

Buffaloes are killed in thousands at an 
annual festival at Bariyarpur, Nepal. 
The killings are terrible, suggesting an 
act of  anger against the animal, reliving 
the mythic confrontation. The early 
sculptures of  Mahisha-mardini depict a 
gory killing of  the buffalo by throttling 
it to death, until the Pallavas, formerly 
Jains, sculpted the buffalo demon as an 
anthropomorphic figure, even cowering
in fear on a Mahabalipuram relief. 

Who was this buffalo demon? The ear-
liest appearance of  the buffalo is in the 
Indus civilisation seals, either alone or 
grazing, throwing around several peo-
ple, or being speared by man. What is 
more striking is that the famous horned 
male seated in yogic moolabandhana 
pose on several seals wears buffalo 
horns. To some, he was a buffalo deity.

Says Asko Parpola, “Early Harappan 
cultures started moving toward the east 
and south in about 3,000 BCE... That the
Harappan water-buffalo cult had reached 
peninsular India by the late Harappan or 
Chalcolithic times is suggested by the 

large bronze sculpture of  a water buffalo 
discovered in 1974 at Daimabad in Ma-
harashtra. Throughout south India, vil-
lage goddesses have been worshipped 
through water-buffalo sacrifices.” 

The Vindhyas still have buffalo-totem 
worshippers like the Marias and Gonds, 
pastoral herders who wear buffalo horns 
on festive occasions and were gradually 
pushed into the forest by food-producers, 
probably goddess-worshipping Dravidi-
ans. The Marias also worship Dantesh-
vari Devi—they worship both the victori-
ous goddess and the defeated deity.

Mysuru, formerly Mahisha-ur, is 
named after Mahisha. A huge statue of  a 
moustachioed figure of  Mahisha holding 
a sword and a snake stands at the foot of  
the Chamundeshwari Hill, at the top of  
which stands the temple of  Durga as 
Chamundi. There is a sub-caste called 
Mahishi in Karnataka, whose followers 
still worship the buffalo and goddess 
Chamundi. Less than 100 km from Mysu-

ru are the Nilgiri Hills, home to the pas-
toral buffalo-worshipping Toda tribe, 
whose origins are shrouded in mystery. 
The vegetarian Todas venerate the buf-
falo, whose horns adorn their temples. 
The cairns of  the Nilgiris, deserted by 
the Todas, are called moriarumane or 
house of  the Morias (Marias). 

Mahishamati, south of  the Godavari 
where Gonds live, is named after Mahi-
sha. Founded by Mahishmat (meaning 
rich in buffaloes), the region was ruled 
by Nila of  Dakshinapatha, whose  
subjects were called Mahishakas. In 
Maharashtra, the demon Mahsoba 
(Mahisha+baa, or father), killed by 
Parvati, is venerated by some castes. 

The Van Gujjars are a vegetarian Mus-
lim tribe who never eat their buffaloes 
or sell them for slaughter. Caring for the 
water buffaloes is the axis around which 
the tribe’s world revolves. Bhils worship 
the buffalo as Bhainsaasur. 

It’s projected that the gentle buffalo 
god-king of  the indigenous tribes was de-
monised by the food-producers who wor-
shipped the mother goddess. The two 
came into conflict over land. Groups in 
Karnataka who worship the buffalo were 
for centuries compelled by landlords to 
kill the buffalo and drink its blood, till the 
high court stopped the practice. 

Durga and Mahisha were deities of  
agricultural and pastoral peoples. 
Their mythic fight probably signified 
that of  their followers.

(Views are personal)

The mythic fight between Durga 
and Mahisha probably signifies a 

conflict between agriculturists and 
pastoralists over land. The lore lives 
among communities in the Vindhyas
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I
N the annals of  democratic thea-
tre, few performances offer as 
much off-script intrigue as Cana-
da’s recent federal election. Held 
amid a backdrop of  global econom-
ic tremors and nationalist tremo-
los, the contest culminated in a 

narrow but consequential victory for 
Mark Carney—the suave technocrat-
turned-Liberal Party leader—who now 
finds himself  not just prime minister, but 
accidental protagonist in a geopolitical 
pas de trois with India and the US.

Carney’s ascent from spreadsheet 
sage to political steward is the stuff  of  
Westminster whisperers. Dismissed un-
til recently as an urbane interloper with 
the charisma of  a mortgage bond, he 
confounded pollsters by securing 168 of  
343 seats—as close to a majority as a 
layer of  mille-feuille, but sufficient for 
governance. His background at the helm 
of  the Bank of  England and Bank of  
Canada gave him a veneer of  macroeco-
nomic gravitas that proved irresistible 
to voters weary of  populist pyrotech-
nics and ideological slapstick.

Canada’s 2025 vote was more than a do-
mestic reset; it was a referendum on per-
formative rage. The Conservatives, led by 
Pierre Poilievre, entered the fray with 
bombast, but exited in embarrassment. 
Poilievre’s penchant for polemic, flirta-
tions with fringe ideologies, and a mysti-
fying attempt to align with Indian Hin-
dutva currents alienated the centrist 
masses. His campaign, once billed as an 
unstoppable juggernaut, became a cau-
tionary tale of  ideological indigestion. A 
party once poised for power found itself  
dining alone—at the kids’ table of  Cana-
dian politics, muttering about “freedom” 
while the adults passed policy.

But no political obituary is more 
poignant than that of  Jagmeet Singh. 

The NDP’s telegenic but pro-Khalistani 
leader, long accused of  serving as the di-
aspora’s grievance concierge, lost his 
own seat in Burnaby Central. His party, 
reduced from 25 seats to single-digits, 
also forfeited official party status for the 
first time since 1993. From power broker 
to political bystander, Singh’s fall is less 
a footnote than a full-throated repudia-
tion of  identitarian overreach.

Singh’s persistent tirades against In-
dia, including vocal advocacy for Kha-
listani separatism and a conspicuously 
theatrical outrage over the killing of  Har-
deep Singh Nijjar in 2023 may have won 
applause in niche echo chambers—but 
proved electorally enervating. Canadian 
voters signalled a preference for peace 
over provocation, governance over griev-
ance. For all his symbolic resonance, 
Singh failed the smell test of  mainstream 
leadership. Burnaby didn’t just reject his 
politics, it uninvited him from the party.

Enter the Indo-Ca-
nadian diaspora: a 
1.4-million-strong 
mosaic of  migrants, 
strivers and middle-
class monarchs. In 
swing ridings across 
Ontario and British 
Columbia—Bramp-
ton, Mississauga, 
Surrey—their bal-
lots tipped the scale 
in favour of  Carney’s 
centrist moderation. 
Of  the record 65 Indi-
an-origin candidates, 
around 20 were elect-
ed, mostly under the 
Liberal banner. Notable returnees in-
clude Anita Anand, Kamal Khera, Parm 
Bains and Sukh Dhaliwal—names that 
resonate in Ottawa’s corridors and Del-
hi’s drawing rooms alike. But this was no 
monolithic bloc. The Singh’s rejection by 
voters of  Indian origin suggests a matur-
ing political identity. The message was 
subtle but unambiguous: stop using us as 
pawns in proxy battles. We are not your 
constituency of  convenience. We are citi-
zens first, sentiment second.

This evolution is not insignificant. For 
years, India’s political class courted the 
diaspora as a soft-power tool, sometimes 
even as a battering ram. What this elec-
tion reveals is a growing reluctance with-
in that community to be instrumental-

ised. The Indo-Canadian voter now wields 
not just nostalgia but discernment. This 
is a seismic shift—a community turning 
from romanticism to realism.

No Canadian election in recent memo-
ry has been so thoroughly haunted by the 
ghost of  Washington. Trump casts a long 
silhouette over North American geopoli-
tics. His belligerent tariff  threats and un-
predictable rhetoric stirred Canadian 
anxieties, driving voters toward Carney’s 
brand of  cautious nationalism. The re-
turn of  MAGA also made “nice” fashion-
able again in Ottawa—a virtue few ex-
pected to see weaponised so effectively.

This dynamic complicates the India-
US-Canada triangle. India remains 
Trump’s ‘strategic sweetheart’—a role 
cultivated through arms deals, yoga di-
plomacy and mutual disdain for Chi-
nese hegemony. But Ottawa under Car-
ney may no longer serve as the pliant 
northern cousin in Washington’s diplo-

matic soap opera. 
While the Quad alli-
ance finds fresh rel-
evance amid rising 
Indo-Pacific ten-
sions, Canada’s irri-
tation with alleged 
Indian interference 
must be managed 
carefully—prefera-
bly without turning 
global strategy into 
dinner theatre.

For India, the elec-
tion is less an end-
game than a reset 
button. With Singh 
vanquished and the 

NDP defenestrated, the air is momentar-
ily cleared of  Indian immigrants-driven 
acrimony. The task now is to replace 
whispers with words, conjecture with 
commitment. A public reaffirmation of  
non-interference in Canadian affairs 
could go a long way in puncturing the 
narrative of  meddling. The tools are al-
ready at hand. Bollywood festivals in 
Brampton, trade summits in Delhi, Indo-
Canadian university fellowships—these 
are not frills, but foundations. India must 
out-charm the conspiracy theorists and 
out-diplomate the diaspora firebrands. 
Think less ‘Twitter clapback’, more 
‘Chanakya meets Canadian courtesy’. 
The road to a mature Indo-Canadian re-
lationship may be paved with immigra-

tion fast lanes and dual-degree pro-
grammes, not diaspora theatrics.

Carney is no bomb-thrower. His tem-
perament leans toward the incremental 
and the institutional, not the impulsive. 
This makes him an ideal counterpart for 
Modi, who prefers high-visibility diplo-
macy but is increasingly aware of  the 
need for discretion in sensitive theatres. 
Carney’s primary challenge will be man-
aging Trump-era unpredictability with-
out appearing either overly subservient 
or ideologically aloof. India’s challenge 
will be navigating Carney’s cautious cen-
trism while jettisoning the shadowy di-
aspora brokers who have long acted as 
self-appointed ambassadors of  outrage.

A hypothetical Carney-Modi hand-
shake at the 2025 UN General Assembly 
could be more than symbolic. It could 
mark the beginning of  a new diplomat-
ic syntax—one rooted in climate coop-
eration, counterterrorism, cyber policy 
and clean tech. It would also send a mes-
sage to Beijing: soft power is the new 
hard power, and Canada and India can 
flex it with velvet gloves.

Still, none of  this will matter unless 
both nations resist the easy seductions 
of  symbolism. Diplomacy is a muscle, 
not a mood. And in the months ahead, 
it will be tested by everything from refu-
gee policy and AI regulation to agricul-
tural trade wars. If  Canada wants to be 
more than a polite spectator in Asia, 
and if  India wants to graduate from di-
asporic theatrics to realpolitik maturi-
ty, both sides will have to do something 
rare: shut up and listen.

Carney’s victory is not a coronation, 
nor is it a condemnation—it is a cali-
bration. The electorate rejected extrem-
ism without embracing complacency. 
His mandate is thin but meaningful. 
For India, this is not the time for covert 
cables or diaspora dramatis personae. 
It is the time for plainspoken diploma-
cy and pragmatic statecraft. A bilateral 
relationship once dominated by suspi-
cion now waits to be rewritten in the 
ink of  mutual respect.

To paraphrase Mark Twain, reports 
of  diplomacy’s death have been greatly 
exaggerated. The maple leaf, the tricol-
our, and the stars and stripes may yet 
find harmony—if  they stop shouting 
long enough to listen. After all, even in 
the bitter chill of  northern politics, ma-
ple syrup still flows.

POWER & POLITICS
PRABHU CHAWLA

prabhuchawla@newindianexpress.com
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CANADA ELECTS, INDIA REFLECTS
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To pick up a brush, to make a stroke 
on the canvas—I consider these acts 
of courage in this country
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Is Independence Day
all that we have left?

Will unilateralism by
Trump’s US drive

Japan, South Korea
to ‘nuclearisation’?

T
he unpredictable foreign policy of
the Trump administration in its
first 100 days has introduced a
sense of unease in other Nato

members. In the Indo-Pacific, America’s
major defence allies are Japan, South
Korea and Australia. Japan and South
Korea face a direct threat from a nuclear-
armed North Korea and an indirect
threat from China. President Donald
Trump’s recent moves in practically
abandoning Ukraine to its own fate may
force the strategists of the two Northeast
Asian democracies to wonder whether a
future US President would be ready to
risk an attack on California to save Tokyo
or Seoul. The intensifying rivalry
between the US and China, North Korea’s
mercurial behaviour and the fate of non-
nuclear nations like Iraq, Libya, Syria
and Ukraine are likely to trigger a debate,
for instance, about whether Japan should
chart its own nuclear course.

The regional security environment has
darkened since President Xi Jinping con-
solidated his power. China’s assertive-
ness has moved beyond the realm of eco-
nomic coercion such as restrictions on

rare earth minerals to Japan to hard mil-
itary posturing. Beijing’s expanded naval
presence near Japan’s Senkaku Islands,
live-fire exercises around Taiwan and a
burgeoning blue-water navy signal a state
preparing for territorial expansion. Sim-
ultaneously, North Korea’s continued
missile testing and unrelenting nuclear
development intensify threats. Comp-
ounding this is the breakdown in the
international rules-based order reflected
in Beijing’s defiance of UNCLOS in the
South China Sea and Russia’s “special
military operation” against Ukraine.

Amidst this volatility, the credibility of
the extended deterrence by the US, a cor-
nerstone of Japanese security, is bound to
come under scrutiny. The first Trump
administration’s transactional approach
to alliances and public musings about
troop withdrawals had seeded doubt in
Tokyo. While the Biden administration
had moved to reinforce alliance struc-
tures, the spectre of a return to American
isolationism has again raised questions.

Despite this uncertainty, nuclearisa-
tion remains politically unpopular in
Japan. Former Prime Minister Fumio

Kishida, a native of Hiroshima, had reaf-
firmed Japan’s adherence to its three
non-nuclear principles: not to possess,
produce or permit introduction of nuc-
lear weapons. Even conservative analysts
who advocate revision of Japan’s Consti-
tution, expanding the definition of “self-
defence” and increased military budgets,
stop well short of calling for indigenous
nuclear arms. The ruling side is testing
the boundaries of Japan’ s pacifist
Constitution, doubling the defence bud-
get and acquiring long-range strike capa-
bilities, but it has not ventured into
nuclear territory.

Tokyo’s response to the deteriorating
security environment in the Indo-Pacific
in the face of an expansionist China has
been robust, but not nuclear. Its National
Security Strategy and 2024 Defence White
Paper mark a decisive shift toward hard-
ening its defence posture; acquiring
counter-strike capability, strengthening
missile defence and operationalising new
domains like cyber and space. It is on
course to become a strong conventional
military power.

But this sentiment can change, just as it

has changed in India. Japan possesses the
technical capacity to build nuclear wea-
pons. Its advanced civilian nuclear infra-
structure, scientific base and delivery
capabilities place it among the most pre-
pared non-nuclear states in the world.
Under the civil nuclear cooperation
agreement with the US in 1987, Japan can
reprocess spent fuel from its civil nuclear
reactors. It, therefore, has a stockpile of
plutonium, which can be diverted to form
plutonium bombs.

On the other side of the East Sea, South
Korean policymakers have been debating
for decades its possible nuclearisation. In
January 2023, former President Yoon
Suk-yeol said that if Pyongyang’s provo-
cations intensify, “it is possible that our
country will introduce tactical nuclear
weapons or build them on our own”. Res-
ponding to this pro-nuclear sentiment, in
April 2023 the US signed the “US-ROK
Washington Declaration” under the
Biden Administration. The North Korean
rhetoric has hardened, too. In October
2024, North Korea amended its constitu-
tion declaring South Korea a “hostile
state”, and gave up its long-lasting policy

of “reunification” with South Korea.
Part of this complex riddle is the con-

tinuing US refusal to allow South Korea
to reprocess its spent nuclear fuel from
nuclear power stations. Under the 2015
“US-ROK Agreement for Peaceful Nuc-
lear Cooperation”, South Korea’s repro-
cessing is subject to further negotiations
with the US. South Korea has a huge and
mounting stockpile of highly hazardous
spent fuel. Its ambassador to the US had
in October 2024 reportedly said this issue
would again be discussed.

Much will depend on the Trump admin-
istration’s future strategy. President
Trump advocates “burden sharing” with
its allies and has encouraged regional
powers to take more responsibility for
their own as well as regional security.
But what are the limits of this approach?
And how dependable are the assurances
of the United States where the occupant of
the White House changes every four or
eight years? 

The writer is a retired diplomat and has
served as India’s ambassador to South

Korea

STOP CRITICIZING GOVT

Due to the never ceas-
ing belligerence of
Pakistan, India had suf-
fered heavily ìn terms of
human lives and money.
A optimal point of toler-
ance towards the mis-
deeds of Pakistan has
now been reached with
the Pahalgam killings.
The whole world knows
that what Pakistan did
through its proxies is a
high point of crime and
does not come under
the purview of a mili-
tary action. The crimi-
nals and their Pakistani
political patrons are to
be paid back in their
own coin to propitiate
the 26 lives abruptly
extinguished for no
fault of them. It is the
duty of every patriotic
Indian to extend all
moral support to the
Indian government in
this hour of national
tragedy. The least one
can do in this regard is
to desist from criticizing
and commenting on the
actions that the govern-
ment intends to take
against our enemies.

S.Nagarajan Iyer
Coimbatore

JUST EYEWASH
This refers to the Delhi Court notice
to Congress leaders, Sonia Gandhi
and Rahul Gandhi, in the National
Herald money laundering case,
which is dragging on for decades.  It
is shameful that cases like this are
opened, on the eve of elections in our
country to gain political points, by
the ruling party.   Why can't the ED /
courts prove the case within a time
limit - say a year or two?   It is known
fact that no political leader, who are
caught in the web of investigating
agencies, do get punished in our
country.   All these cases are nothing
but an election gimmick and eye-
wash.

Capt. N. Viswanathan
Coimbatore

Skand Tayal

LETTERS

Subhani

An old friend, Sunil, and his wife, Madhu, came visiting from Bengaluru the other
day. We were looking forward to that, for they both like to argue without venom
so it’s all good fun.

They arrived one evening a few days after Easter, and, when they had refreshed
themselves, we settled them down with food and drink. The talk inevitably turned to
the massacre at Baisaran, still fresh in all our memories, to the usual whodunit ques-
tions, and then to the possibility of all-out war with Pakistan.

Then the doorbell rang, and there stood Murthy. “I thought you’d be home,” he said.
“I am,” I replied. “With guests and conversation.”
“What conversation?” he asked after the introductions.
“Baisaran,” replied Sunil.
“And what do you think?” asked Murthy.
“We should hit their non-state actors,” replied Sunil. “They should think twice

before doing something like this again.”
“No,” said Madhu. “We should wipe out their army’s ability to do something like this

for the next generation. Twenty-five years of peace.”
“No,” said Sunil. “We should stay away from all-out war, and make ourselves more

secure. Make sure we can deal with skirmishes and intrusions.”
“And live on tenterhooks all our lives?” asked Madhu.
“If necessary,” replied Sunil. 
“But if we destroy their war machine we’ll live in peace for some years, won’t we?”

asked Madhu.
“We’ve tried it in 1965,” replied Sunil. “We couldn’t. Bhutto talked about a thousand-

year-war half a century ago. He said the people would eat grass but beat the Indians. It
seemed like the Nazi thousand-year-Reich, but unlike the Reich, the regime goes on.

“And now they’re jealous. We’ve been getting richer and more respected 
for some decades, while they’ve been going down. So they’ve returned to religious
cleansing. Their army chief said so, and from the applause he got it looks as if most of
the wealthiest Pakistani diaspora agree. But he 
also said something about Kashmir being Pakistan’s
jugular.”

“What was that jugular thing about?” asked Madhu.
“Their water comes from the Indus river system

which originates in Kashmir. We’ve kept to the Indus
Water Treaty through all these wars and skirmishes,
but they want more water because parts of Sindh are
becoming desert. Breaking the treaty makes 
sense for us.”

“But they’ve said that means war,” said Madhu.
“They don’t mean it,” said Sunil.
“Why not?” asked Madhu.
“Because war will cost them dearly,” replied Sunil.

“More than anything else, war breaks economies. The
only country that did well in World War II was the
only big participant that didn’t have to fight on its
own land: the US. They did so well that they could
finance Germany’s recovery and Japan’s afterwards,
and became the sole superpower after the Soviet
Union fell… 

“Anyone who wants to keep growing doesn’t go to
war, no matter how good it seems.”

“What do you mean, good?” I couldn’t help asking.
“Pakistan is in a financial hole,” replied Sunil. “They’re short of money, arms, fuel,

and ammunition. They have insurgencies in the west, and perhaps one in Sindh as
well. And they might have lost control over their nukes. They’ve never been so weak.”

“Then this is a good time to wipe them out!” I said.
“You might control when you start a war but you don’t know how it’ll end,” said

Sunil. “Look at Ukraine. Russia’s ‘limited military operation’ that should have lasted
weeks has been on for three years and shows no sign of ending.”

I refilled their drinks and took advantage of the gap in the conversation to ask
Murthy, “And what do you think.”

“Oh,” he said, “I don’t really know, but there are questions that we haven’t asked.”
“What?” asked Sunil and Madhu unanimously.
“Don’t the Pakistanis know they’re in a hole?” he asked. “That they’re at their 

weakest?”
“I suppose they do,” said Sunil.
“Then why did they poke us in the eye?” asked Murthy.
“So their army can play hero?” asked Sunil. “They can bolster the pretence that

they’re keeping their public safe?”
“Or could it be that someone’s paying them to do this?” asked Murthy.
“Who?” asked Madhu.
“The Chinese, for example,” replied Murthy.
“But what do the Chinese get?” asked Madhu.
“They’re our enemy,” said Murthy. “Their biggest economic weapon is their manu-

facturing base, which they created over the years with lots of pain to their people and
to their environment. Now, with a shrinking market for their products, they’re in a
hole, too. And who’s likely to replace them as the factory of the world?”

“India might,” said Madhu. “So what?”
“The best thing for the Chinese would be a war between India and Pakistan,” replied

Murthy, “with Bangladesh helping Pakistan. That would leave India broke.”
“What about those things they’ve been saying about the dragon and the elephant

dancing together?” asked Madhu.
“They know they’re stronger,” said Murthy, “but they’re not battle-hardened. If they

go to war with us they’ll have to postpone their superpower dreams for decades, dur-
ing which someone else might come up. So are they saying ‘Hindi-Chini bhai bhai’ and
paying the Pakistanis to poke us?”

“But won’t the Pakistanis suffer?” asked Madhu.
“Why should the Chinese care?” asked Murthy. “They could throw a few crumbs to

the Pakistani army, and wait for us to go to war. They could support the Pakistanis if
that’ll extend the war.”

“And where does that leave us and the Pakistanis?” asked Madhu.
“With Independence Day,” replied Murthy.
“What do you mean?” asked Madhu, nettled.
“So we can persuade ourselves that at least we’re better off than we were under the

British, though that’s probably no longer true for the Pakistanis.”

Shashi Warrier has written fairy tales, thrillers, a semi-fictional biography, satires,
and a love story. Teaching is his favourite pastime.

T
he idea of Pakistan
was conceptualised
by a Muslim Gujur
from the Gorsi clan
named Rehmat Ali

from Balachour that falls in
my erstwhile Parliamentary
Constituency of Sri Anand-
pur Sahib. 

A “permanent student” at
Cambridge University, he
wrote a pamphlet at age 36
called “Now or never; are we
to live or perish forever?”
where he laid out the intellec-
tual basis of a Muslim state to
the northwest of India.  

The name Pakistan comes
from the first letters of
Punjab, Afghania (NWFP),
Kashmir, Sindh and the tan
from the last letters of
Baluchistan. An i was added
later for ease of pronuncia-
tion. The name has nothing to
do with the mythical gob-
bledygook that Pakistan
means the land of the pure. 

In the said leaflet, there was
a sentence that must have
caught the eye of some die-
hard imperialist for it provid-
ed the strategic rationale for
such an entity. “This Muslim
Federation of North-West Ind-
ia would provide the bulwark
of a buffer state against inva-
sion of India either of ideas or
of arms from any quarter.”

Initially, there were no tak-
ers for this harebrained
scheme but by 1940 one of its
early supporters became the
wartime Prime Minister of
Great Britain, Sir Winston
Churchill. 

By  October-November of
1940 just after the Battle of
Britan ended, Churchill was
seriously  discussing this idea
with his colleagues in the war
cabinet for he utterly distrust-
ed the Indian National Cong-
ress that had resigned from
all the provincial ministries
in October-November 1939 to
protest the decision of the
then Viceroy Victor Alexan-
der John Hope, 2nd Marquees
of Linlithgow, to declare war
on behalf of India against
Germany on September 3,
1939, without as much as con-
sulting the Indian leadership.
By then the Pakistan
Resolution had already been
passed on March 23, 1940.

Churchill feared a Soviet
Invasion of India as till the
July of 1941 or Operation
Barbarossa, the Nazi fascists
and Soviet Communists were
fighting on the same side and
the second iteration of the
Great Game in Central Asia
was predicted to commence
sooner than later. 

Seven years later what be-
came Pakistan was broadly
the construct laid out by Reh-
mat Ali and embraced by
Churchill in the nascent
years of the Second World
War. It was Churchill in 1947
as leader of Opposition who
prevailed upon Jinnah to
accept what Jinnah derisive-
ly called a moth-eaten
Pakistan. West Pakistan was
a strategic project of the victo-
rious Anglo-American alli-
ance as the Cold War had
already begun in 1945. The
future state of West Pakistan
was supposed to be the buffer
to stop the Soviet influence
from expanding. Hence West
Pakistan was set up by the
Allies to succeed. It, there-
fore, got the rich irrigated
lands of West Punjab and the
flourishing mercantile cities
of Lahore and Karachi. 

Conversely, East Pakistan,
as it had no strategic value
because the British had
enough equities in Burma,
was set up to fail and was,
therefore, mostly pastoral in
character. However, in the
past seven decades, while
East Pakistan (now
Bangladesh) has succeeded
against all odds and West
Pakistan (now Pakistan) has
failed ever so spectacularly.    
The myth of might:
Pakistan is perhaps the only
nation where the military has
a country, not a country that
has a military. It has nuclear
weapons, a first strike doc-
trine, a client-patron relation-
ship with China and was
America’s frontline ally in
the Afghan Jihad from 1980-89
and again in the War on
Terror from 2001-2021.  

However, all this bombast
subterfuges a fractured and
unstable internal structure.
The Pakistani Army may
command the state, but it
does not command a unified

nation. Its dependence on
semi-state militant outfits,
once an asset in proxy con-
flicts, is now a serious liabili-
ty. Pakistan’s gamble on ter-
rorism as a tool of statecraft
has badly backfired. It has
been weakening its civil insti-
tutions, eroding the credibili-
ty of its diplomatic narrative
and drawn sustained global
censure.
Cracks beneath the sur-
face: Pakistan was born out
of the two-nation theory
based upon the erroneous
belief that Hindus and
Muslims can not not coexist.
Yet more than 70 years later
Pakistan’s identity remains
narrowly defined and deeply
friable. A nation built solely
on religious identity is inher-
ently prone to internal frac-
tures and existential insecuri-
ty. Does even Islam unite
Pakistan?  Even within its
Islamic framework, Pakistan
has failed to safeguard its
own Muslim minorities.
Shias, Ahmadis, Hazaras,
Khojas and others face regu-
lar persecution, often brand-
ed as heretics. Sectarian vio-
lence is endemic, especially
in Punjab and Balochistan
where extremist groups like
Sipah-e-Sahaba and Lashkar-
e-Jhangvi flourish. The
state’s unwillingness to rein
in such forces reveals a hol-
low ideological core and
undermines its claim to
defend Muslim causes,
including its sanctimonious
role in Kashmir.

Pakistan’s over-centralised,
military-heavy governance
has alienated various ethnic
and regional groups. Balo-
chistan remains embroiled in
insurgency, marked by disap-
pearances and military
repression. In Sindh, particu-
larly among the urban Moha-
jir community, resentment
festers against the Punjabi-
dominated establishment.
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and
the former Federally Admin-
istered Tribal Areas (FATA)
continue to suffer from eco-
nomic neglect. Gilgit-Baltis-

tan and Pakistan-occupied
Kashmir, despite their strate-
gic importance, remain disen-
franchised and underdevel-
oped. Pakistan claims to be a
federation where federalism
is absent. Power is concen-
trated in a unitary structure
dominated by the military
and bureaucracy where polit-
ical parties only play a
peripheral role.

The Durand Line, drawn by
colonial powers, remains a
flashpoint, unrecognised by
any Afghan regime, including
the Taliban. The Pashtun
communities on both sides
reject this artificial divide,
and Pakistan’s long-held
ambition of controlling Kabul
for ‘strategic depth’ has not
only failed again but bombed. 

The rise of the Pashtun Ta-
hafuz Movement (PTM), a
civil rights platform challeng-
ing military excesses, reflects
the growing unrest within.
For India, tracking and amp-
lifying such voices of internal
resistance could become a
potent tool in reshaping the
strategic narrative.
India’s strategic leverage:
Pakistan’s economy remains
in chronic distress, propped
up by IMF bailouts, Chinese
loans, and remittances from
the Gulf. In 2025 it is estimat-
ed to grow at a meagre 2.6 pc.
Its financial structure is dom-
inated by military-run cong-
lomerates such as the Fauji
Foundation and the Army
Welfare Trust, while its civi-
lian leadership is weak, divid-
ed and beholden to the mili-
tary establishment in Rawal-
pindi. Corruption is ent-
renched, tax compliance is
abysmal and the economic
outlook grim. Even a robust
black economy cannot miti-
gate this economic morass. 
The Pakistan question? The
prospect of Pakistan’s disinte-
gration is no longer confined
to the realm of speculation. Its
internal contradictions, ideo-
logical rigidity, ethnic unrest,
economic fragility and politi-
cal dysfunction have grown
so deep that the collapse of the
state, though not imminent,
is no longer inconceivable
and but a matter of time. This
is the end game that India
must focus upon by sharpen-
ing these contradictions. For
as long as the Pakistani state
exists in its current form its
core behaviour will not
change. 

Manish Tewari is a third-
term Lok Sabha MP and 

former Union minister.
Twitter handle

@ManishTewari.

Pakistan’s gamble
on terrorism as a
tool of statecraft
has backfired. It has
weakened its civil
institutions, eroded
the credibility of its
diplomatic narrative
and drawn 
sustained global
censure.

‘What 
conversation?’
Murthy asked 

after the 
introductions.

‘Baisaran,’ 
replied Sunil. 

India must keep track of
Pak’s strategic faultlines

Manish Tewari

State of the Union

Mail your letters to 
chennaidesk@deccanmail.com
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Resilient Kashmir
Ref: Kashmir rings familiar notes in Northeast (May 
3). The brutal terrorist attack is a stark reminder of 
the threat terrorism poses to harmony. The cold-
blooded targeting of non-Muslims is a heinous act 
that has sent shockwaves throughout the nation. 
To the terrorists and those who harbour them, we 
say this: the people of Kashmir and India will not be 
intimidated. Instead, we will work together to build 
a stronger, more resilient Kashmir, where tourism 
flourishes and the local economy grows. 

Lawrence Vadukut, Thrissur

Himanshi’s appeal
Ref: We don’t want people going against Muslims or 
Kashmiris: Pahalgam victim’s widow (May 2). While 
we are still struggling to come out of the sorrow of 
the gruesome murder of 26 innocent people, we are 
saddened to learn that some hardcore elements 
have started attacking Kashmiri students and hap-

less Muslim families who are in no way connected to 
the attack. It is really commendable that Himanshi, 
who lost her husband Lt Vinay Narwal, has appealed 
to stop spewing hatred against any community. 
Even though her loss is irreparable, Himanshi’s ex-
pression of love for other innocent people is beyond 
appreciation. May her tribe increase. 

Tharcius S Fernando, Chennai 

Growth correlation
Ref: Rationalise rates, set up tribunal to streamline 
tax system (May 3). The increase in GST revenues 
need not be construed as growth in the economy. 
Inflation and festive spends naturally increase the 
volume of money spent. Growth is better measured 
by the relief received by the poor, not by measuring 
the volume of goods consumed by the rich.

A G Rajmohan, Anantapur

Biopic picks
Ref: Dramatising the lives of others (May 3). Pro-
ducing biopics is a sensitive exercise where there 
should be a balance between effective portrayal 

a n d  a b s o r b i n g  n a r ra t i o n .  T h e  t u r n i n g  p o i n ts , 
strength of character and wading through contro-
versial zones without provoking anyone are crucial. 
Mere storytelling will  not captivate; it  should be 
spiced with anecdotes and unknown aspects.

Rajarao Kumar, Bengaluru

Child’s rights
Ref: Girl, 3, youngest to ‘take’ Santhara fast unto 
death (May 3). It is deeply disturbing to read that a 
3-year-old girl died after being forced to observe a 
religious fast. No belief or tradition should justify 
denying food to a helpless child. Parents and reli-
gious leaders involved must be held accountable. In 
a civilised society, a child’s right to life and protec-
tion must come before religious customs. Reform is 
urgently needed to prevent such tragedies. Common 
sense and humanity must prevail.

Sasi Narayan, Kannur

Digital economy
Ref: Indian influencers shape $350-bn spending an-
nually (May 3). The WAVE summit in Mumbai has 

thrown up much information on the creative econ-
omy. The aplomb of Indian creators in creating a 
huge market should make us proud. The emerging 
artificial  intelligence, animation, visual effects, 
gaming, comics and other allied fields can mark the 
Indian footprint in the digital sphere. At the same 
time, the spread of misinformation should be care-
fully monitored.

H Syed Othuman, Tirunelveli

Decentralise development
Ref: Capital Amaravati: Restart of works, restoring 
faith (May 2). The CM of Andhra Pradesh is commit-
ting the same mistake his predecessors did during 
1956-95 by concentrating everything in Hyderabad. 
Now he is planning everything at Amaravati, for 
which he wants to procure even more land. The Si-
varamakrishnan Committee had clearly indicated
that Amaravati is not suitable. He did not locate the 
high court in Kurnool as per the Sribagh Pact. This 
politician from the backward Rayalaseema is openly 
neglecting its development. 

Govardhana Myneedu, Vijayawada 

The attacks are not random. They seem designed to 
intimidate those of us who serve in this critical 
capacity. The threats and harassment are attacks on 
our democracy, on our system of government.  
And they ultimately risk undermining our Constitution 
and the rule of law.

Ketanji Brown Jackson, US Supreme Court judge, on the dozen-odd judges 
who ruled against Donald Trump and their families facing threats

The lag effect of getting goods this country will not be felt for another two to 
four weeks. The last couple weeks of May you’ll start seeing the effect here.

Gary Cohn, IBM vice chairman and former director of the US National 
Economic Council, on the effect of Trump tariffs on merchandise imports

They created a lot of problems—he created a lot of problems. He is a player I had 
not seen live before. Lamine Yamal is a phenomenon born every 50 years.

Filippo Inzaghi, Inter Milan manager, after facing Barca’s 17-year-old prodigy

A
LL economics, it is said, is about politics. And all politics 
is grounded in economics—effectively about public poli-
cies to enable access to opportunities.

This week, the Modi government announced the enumer-
ation of  caste in the forthcoming census. Typically, public 

discourse is riveted on the whataboutery of  when who was for it 
and who was against. Beyond the claims and counterclaims, the 
inclusion of  caste in the census underlines the omnipotence of  
caste in India’s political matrix. It also underlines the chasm be-
tween the need for sustainable incomes and India’s status rising 
in a decade from the 11th to the 5th largest economy.

The measure of  aggregate progress in the past decade hides 
the stratification across India. The political geography of  India’s 
economy illustrates this divergence. India’s per capita income is 
`2.15 lakh. Karnataka tops the list with `3.80 lakh and Bihar 
trails with `66,828; within Bihar, the district of  Sheohar has a 
per capita income of  `19,561. As Nobel laureate Angus Deaton 
observed, “averages are no consolation for those left behind”.

It is not surprising that the move to enumerate caste origi-
nated from Bihar, or that the initiative is timed for the forth-
coming polls. Bihar is home to around 12 crore of  India’s 
142-crore population, and at `10.97 lakh crore, accounts for 
barely 3 percent of  India’s GDP of  Rs 331.03 lakh crore. The 
distance between Karnataka and Bihar, or between Bengaluru 
and Sheohar, is about empowerment and employment.

The political class has presented 
the caste census as a panacea for an 
inclusive reservation system. Quota 
warriors cite the Rohini Commis-
sion’s findings to point out that “97 
percent of  the reserved jobs and 
seats have gone to 25 percent of  OBC 
sub-castes”. Arguably, the formula of  
reservation must be backed by data. 
The caste census will at best a tem-
plate for inclusion, not expansion in 
job creation. The momentum of  pub-
lic opinion backing the move clearly 
casts questions on job creation.

Take the IT services sector, which 
is one of  the largest white collar em-

ployers. The Parliamentary Standing Committee on Educa-
tion, in its March 2025 report, cited data to note that “there is 
an unusual decline in placements in IITs and IIITs between 
2021-22 and 2023-24”. A TeamLease peport in October estimated 
that only 10 percent of  engineering graduates would secure jobs 
this year. Indeed, another survey, published in March 2025, re-
vealed that 83 percent of  engineering graduates have no jobs.

Seven decades after independence, after numerous commis-
sions and committees on shifting labour off  fields into factories, 
barely 11 percent of  workers are employed in manufacturing and 
45.5 percent in agriculture. Manufacturing accounts for 14 per-
cent, while agriculture accounts for 18 percent of  GDP. Effectively, 
nearly half  the workforce is dependent on a sixth of  the national 
income. A blend of  imperfect policies has made farming unviable. 
Unsurprisingly, every major land-owning caste—for instance, 
the Marathas in Maharashtra—is agitating for a quota.

The lack of  opportunities haunting demographic dividend is 
reflected in the headlines. In Uttar Pradesh, over 48 lakh persons 
applied for 60,244 posts of  constables. In Bihar, over 8 lakh applied 
for 15,000 home guard posts. In Rajasthan, over 24 lakh people 
applied for 53,749 peon positions—including some with PhD, MBA 
and law degrees. In Jammu and Kashmir, over 5.5 lakh aspirants 
applied for 4,002 posts in the police department. Over 36 lakh can-
didates applied for 17,727 posts in the central government.

A popular notion harboured by many is that the rush is driv-
en by a craze for government jobs. The irony is that the freebies 
culture has left governments with fewer resources to fill vacant 
posts. It is estimated that there are nearly 2 million in the 
states—largely in the police, health and education depart-
ments. Madhya Pradesh has over 2.7 lakh vacant posts; Karna-
taka has over 55,000 teacher posts unfilled, while Delhi has over 
8,000 police posts vacant. Even as courts labour with over 5 
crore pending cases, 359 posts for judges in high courts and 5,238 
posts for judicial officers in the lower judiciary are vacant.

The rush for government jobs is aggravated by the dearth of  
jobs in the private sector—particularly, in the most populous and 
least industrialised states. The crux is the lack of  reforms for job 
creation. It is known that the majority of  reforms are vested with 
states—modernisation of  GST, land, labour, permits and regula-
tions. Yet states, in their race to host investor summits, scarcely 
act on the reforms needed to translate memorandums into invest-
ments and jobs. Improved access to credit for smaller enterpris-
es could boost both employment and exports. India can be a glo-
bal bread basket, but it requires liberalisation of  farm laws and 
enabling of  farmers’ collectives for export. Urbanisation is 
placed at the intersection of  the rural and urban economies, and 
building new cities will create jobs and spur growth.

The global economy is being recast by economics and geopoli-
tics. The emerging triad of  disruptions—geopolitics, climate 
change and adoption of  technology—will make job creation 
harder as capital will deploy technology to retrench labour. The 
tariff  threats of  the Trump administration is a wake-up call. 
There is much gush-gush about reforms to harvest the China+1 
opportunity. Success calls for a shift from notions to action.

It is time the political class recognised that unless it sheds 
the strong consensus for weak reforms, the prescription of  
caste census will only deliver a placebo.

CASTE CENSUS 
CASTS QUESTIONS 
ON JOB CREATION

M
YTHOLOGY has it that Ramb-
ha, the demon son of  Rishi 
Kashyapa and a danava, mar-
ried a mahishi or buffalo-per-
son. They had a son, Mahisha, 
who became king of  the buffalo-
people. Mahisha lived in the 

Vindhyas and, by practicing severe aus-
terities, gained strength to drive the gods 
out of  heaven. From energies directed by 
Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva emanated Du-
rga or Vindhyavasini, a 10-armed woman. 
Mahisha’s warriors tried to fight the 
Devi. She killed each with a different 
weapon held in her hands. As Durga ap-
proached the Vindhyas, the demon at-
tacked her in several forms, each of  
which was destroyed. Finally, he took the 
form of  the buffalo, whom she pinned 
down and killed. The Devi Mahatmyam 
of  the Markandeya Purana describes 
their battle as violent, although the buf-
falo is a gentle animal.

Along with the Puranic killing of  Ma-
hisha by Devi, we have the popular folk 
ritual of  sacrificing male buffaloes to 
local forms of  the Devi in India and Ne-
pal. Rajasthani Charans sacrifice them 
to goddess Pithad. Kolis, Vaghir, Dhar-
alar, Raharis and Ravalias of  Mahar-
ashtra sacrifice them to goddess 
Khodyaayi. In eastern India, they are 
sacrificed to Kali, and in southern India 
to Kali and several local goddesses.

Buffaloes are killed in thousands at an 
annual festival at Bariyarpur, Nepal. 
The killings are terrible, suggesting an 
act of  anger against the animal, reliving 
the mythic confrontation. The early 
sculptures of  Mahisha-mardini depict a 
gory killing of  the buffalo by throttling 
it to death, until the Pallavas, formerly 
Jains, sculpted the buffalo demon as an 
anthropomorphic figure, even cowering
in fear on a Mahabalipuram relief. 

Who was this buffalo demon? The ear-
liest appearance of  the buffalo is in the 
Indus civilisation seals, either alone or 
grazing, throwing around several peo-
ple, or being speared by man. What is 
more striking is that the famous horned 
male seated in yogic moolabandhana 
pose on several seals wears buffalo 
horns. To some, he was a buffalo deity.

Says Asko Parpola, “Early Harappan 
cultures started moving toward the east 
and south in about 3,000 BCE... That the
Harappan water-buffalo cult had reached 
peninsular India by the late Harappan or 
Chalcolithic times is suggested by the 

large bronze sculpture of  a water buffalo 
discovered in 1974 at Daimabad in Ma-
harashtra. Throughout south India, vil-
lage goddesses have been worshipped 
through water-buffalo sacrifices.” 

The Vindhyas still have buffalo-totem 
worshippers like the Marias and Gonds, 
pastoral herders who wear buffalo horns 
on festive occasions and were gradually 
pushed into the forest by food-producers, 
probably goddess-worshipping Dravidi-
ans. The Marias also worship Dantesh-
vari Devi—they worship both the victori-
ous goddess and the defeated deity.

Mysuru, formerly Mahisha-ur, is 
named after Mahisha. A huge statue of  a 
moustachioed figure of  Mahisha holding 
a sword and a snake stands at the foot of  
the Chamundeshwari Hill, at the top of  
which stands the temple of  Durga as 
Chamundi. There is a sub-caste called 
Mahishi in Karnataka, whose followers 
still worship the buffalo and goddess 
Chamundi. Less than 100 km from Mysu-

ru are the Nilgiri Hills, home to the pas-
toral buffalo-worshipping Toda tribe, 
whose origins are shrouded in mystery. 
The vegetarian Todas venerate the buf-
falo, whose horns adorn their temples. 
The cairns of  the Nilgiris, deserted by 
the Todas, are called moriarumane or 
house of  the Morias (Marias). 

Mahishamati, south of  the Godavari 
where Gonds live, is named after Mahi-
sha. Founded by Mahishmat (meaning 
rich in buffaloes), the region was ruled 
by Nila of  Dakshinapatha, whose  
subjects were called Mahishakas. In 
Maharashtra, the demon Mahsoba 
(Mahisha+baa, or father), killed by 
Parvati, is venerated by some castes. 

The Van Gujjars are a vegetarian Mus-
lim tribe who never eat their buffaloes 
or sell them for slaughter. Caring for the 
water buffaloes is the axis around which 
the tribe’s world revolves. Bhils worship 
the buffalo as Bhainsaasur. 

It’s projected that the gentle buffalo 
god-king of the indigenous tribes was de-
monised by the food-producers who wor-
shipped the mother goddess. The two 
came into conflict over land. Groups in 
Karnataka who worship the buffalo were 
for centuries compelled by landlords to 
kill the buffalo and drink its blood, till the 
high court stopped the practice. 

Durga and Mahisha were deities of  
agricultural and pastoral peoples. 
Their mythic fight probably signified 
that of  their followers.

(Views are personal)

The mythic fight between Durga 
and Mahisha probably signifies a 

conflict between agriculturists and 
pastoralists over land. The lore lives 
among communities in the Vindhyas
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I
N the annals of  democratic thea-
tre, few performances offer as 
much off-script intrigue as Cana-
da’s recent federal election. Held 
amid a backdrop of  global econom-
ic tremors and nationalist tremo-
los, the contest culminated in a 

narrow but consequential victory for 
Mark Carney—the suave technocrat-
turned-Liberal Party leader—who now 
finds himself  not just prime minister, but 
accidental protagonist in a geopolitical 
pas de trois with India and the US.

Carney’s ascent from spreadsheet 
sage to political steward is the stuff  of  
Westminster whisperers. Dismissed un-
til recently as an urbane interloper with 
the charisma of  a mortgage bond, he 
confounded pollsters by securing 168 of  
343 seats—as close to a majority as a 
layer of  mille-feuille, but sufficient for 
governance. His background at the helm 
of  the Bank of  England and Bank of  
Canada gave him a veneer of  macroeco-
nomic gravitas that proved irresistible 
to voters weary of  populist pyrotech-
nics and ideological slapstick.

Canada’s 2025 vote was more than a do-
mestic reset; it was a referendum on per-
formative rage. The Conservatives, led by 
Pierre Poilievre, entered the fray with 
bombast, but exited in embarrassment. 
Poilievre’s penchant for polemic, flirta-
tions with fringe ideologies, and a mysti-
fying attempt to align with Indian Hin-
dutva currents alienated the centrist 
masses. His campaign, once billed as an 
unstoppable juggernaut, became a cau-
tionary tale of  ideological indigestion. A 
party once poised for power found itself  
dining alone—at the kids’ table of  Cana-
dian politics, muttering about “freedom” 
while the adults passed policy.

But no political obituary is more 
poignant than that of  Jagmeet Singh. 

The NDP’s telegenic but pro-Khalistani 
leader, long accused of  serving as the di-
aspora’s grievance concierge, lost his 
own seat in Burnaby Central. His party, 
reduced from 25 seats to single-digits, 
also forfeited official party status for the 
first time since 1993. From power broker 
to political bystander, Singh’s fall is less 
a footnote than a full-throated repudia-
tion of  identitarian overreach.

Singh’s persistent tirades against In-
dia, including vocal advocacy for Kha-
listani separatism and a conspicuously 
theatrical outrage over the killing of  Har-
deep Singh Nijjar in 2023 may have won 
applause in niche echo chambers—but 
proved electorally enervating. Canadian 
voters signalled a preference for peace 
over provocation, governance over griev-
ance. For all his symbolic resonance, 
Singh failed the smell test of  mainstream 
leadership. Burnaby didn’t just reject his 
politics, it uninvited him from the party.

Enter the Indo-Ca-
nadian diaspora: a 
1.4-million-strong 
mosaic of  migrants, 
strivers and middle-
class monarchs. In 
swing ridings across 
Ontario and British 
Columbia—Bramp-
ton, Mississauga, 
Surrey—their bal-
lots tipped the scale 
in favour of  Carney’s 
centrist moderation. 
Of  the record 65 Indi-
an-origin candidates, 
around 20 were elect-
ed, mostly under the 
Liberal banner. Notable returnees in-
clude Anita Anand, Kamal Khera, Parm 
Bains and Sukh Dhaliwal—names that 
resonate in Ottawa’s corridors and Del-
hi’s drawing rooms alike. But this was no 
monolithic bloc. The Singh’s rejection by 
voters of  Indian origin suggests a matur-
ing political identity. The message was 
subtle but unambiguous: stop using us as 
pawns in proxy battles. We are not your 
constituency of  convenience. We are citi-
zens first, sentiment second.

This evolution is not insignificant. For 
years, India’s political class courted the 
diaspora as a soft-power tool, sometimes 
even as a battering ram. What this elec-
tion reveals is a growing reluctance with-
in that community to be instrumental-

ised. The Indo-Canadian voter now wields 
not just nostalgia but discernment. This 
is a seismic shift—a community turning 
from romanticism to realism.

No Canadian election in recent memo-
ry has been so thoroughly haunted by the 
ghost of  Washington. Trump casts a long 
silhouette over North American geopoli-
tics. His belligerent tariff  threats and un-
predictable rhetoric stirred Canadian 
anxieties, driving voters toward Carney’s 
brand of  cautious nationalism. The re-
turn of  MAGA also made “nice” fashion-
able again in Ottawa—a virtue few ex-
pected to see weaponised so effectively.

This dynamic complicates the India-
US-Canada triangle. India remains 
Trump’s ‘strategic sweetheart’—a role 
cultivated through arms deals, yoga di-
plomacy and mutual disdain for Chi-
nese hegemony. But Ottawa under Car-
ney may no longer serve as the pliant 
northern cousin in Washington’s diplo-

matic soap opera. 
While the Quad alli-
ance finds fresh rel-
evance amid rising 
Indo-Pacific ten-
sions, Canada’s irri-
tation with alleged 
Indian interference 
must be managed 
carefully—prefera-
bly without turning 
global strategy into 
dinner theatre.

For India, the elec-
tion is less an end-
game than a reset 
button. With Singh 
vanquished and the 

NDP defenestrated, the air is momentar-
ily cleared of  Indian immigrants-driven 
acrimony. The task now is to replace 
whispers with words, conjecture with 
commitment. A public reaffirmation of  
non-interference in Canadian affairs 
could go a long way in puncturing the 
narrative of  meddling. The tools are al-
ready at hand. Bollywood festivals in 
Brampton, trade summits in Delhi, Indo-
Canadian university fellowships—these 
are not frills, but foundations. India must 
out-charm the conspiracy theorists and 
out-diplomate the diaspora firebrands. 
Think less ‘Twitter clapback’, more 
‘Chanakya meets Canadian courtesy’. 
The road to a mature Indo-Canadian re-
lationship may be paved with immigra-

tion fast lanes and dual-degree pro-
grammes, not diaspora theatrics.

Carney is no bomb-thrower. His tem-
perament leans toward the incremental 
and the institutional, not the impulsive. 
This makes him an ideal counterpart for 
Modi, who prefers high-visibility diplo-
macy but is increasingly aware of  the 
need for discretion in sensitive theatres. 
Carney’s primary challenge will be man-
aging Trump-era unpredictability with-
out appearing either overly subservient
or ideologically aloof. India’s challenge 
will be navigating Carney’s cautious cen-
trism while jettisoning the shadowy di-
aspora brokers who have long acted as 
self-appointed ambassadors of  outrage.

A hypothetical Carney-Modi hand-
shake at the 2025 UN General Assembly 
could be more than symbolic. It could 
mark the beginning of  a new diplomat-
ic syntax—one rooted in climate coop-
eration, counterterrorism, cyber policy 
and clean tech. It would also send a mes-
sage to Beijing: soft power is the new 
hard power, and Canada and India can 
flex it with velvet gloves.

Still, none of  this will matter unless 
both nations resist the easy seductions 
of  symbolism. Diplomacy is a muscle, 
not a mood. And in the months ahead, 
it will be tested by everything from refu-
gee policy and AI regulation to agricul-
tural trade wars. If  Canada wants to be 
more than a polite spectator in Asia, 
and if  India wants to graduate from di-
asporic theatrics to realpolitik maturi-
ty, both sides will have to do something 
rare: shut up and listen.

Carney’s victory is not a coronation, 
nor is it a condemnation—it is a cali-
bration. The electorate rejected extrem-
ism without embracing complacency. 
His mandate is thin but meaningful. 
For India, this is not the time for covert 
cables or diaspora dramatis personae. 
It is the time for plainspoken diploma-
cy and pragmatic statecraft. A bilateral 
relationship once dominated by suspi-
cion now waits to be rewritten in the 
ink of  mutual respect.

To paraphrase Mark Twain, reports 
of  diplomacy’s death have been greatly 
exaggerated. The maple leaf, the tricol-
our, and the stars and stripes may yet 
find harmony—if  they stop shouting 
long enough to listen. After all, even in 
the bitter chill of  northern politics, ma-
ple syrup still flows.

POWER & POLITICS
PRABHU CHAWLA

prabhuchawla@newindianexpress.com
Follow him on X @PrabhuChawla

CANADA ELECTS, INDIA REFLECTS
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To pick up a brush, to make a stroke 
on the canvas—I consider these acts 
of courage in this country
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“YOU DON’T NEED A SILVER FORK 
TO EAT GOOD FOOD”

— PAUL PRUDHOMME

BY CHEF AMBAPALI ROY

I
n Bengal, every festival weaves food into devotion. Durga
Pujo, the grandest celebration, is not just the worship of a
Goddess — it is the homecoming of strength, love and
renewal.

The spirit of the pujo shines through in the bhog — a
sacred meal of ghee-scented rice and golden moong

dal cooked into a hearty khichuri, served with labra
(a warm medley of spiced vegetables), crisp

beguni (batter-fried eggplant), tangy tomato
chutney, and creamy, cardamom-scented

gobindobhog rice payesh. 
Rare delicacies like chhanar dalna

(cottage cheese curry) or dhokar dalna

(spiced lentil cakes) occasionally grace the feast, enriching it with
warmth, nostalgia, and reverence.

During Narayan Pujo, the humble shinni — a rustic blend of wheat
flour, ripe bananas, sugar, and milk — is lovingly mixed by hand,
embodying deep, simple faith passed down generations.

Kojagori Lokkhi Pujo fills homes with the soft glow of alpana —
intricate rice-paste motifs drawn on the floors to welcome the
goddess of prosperity. Offerings include narkel naru, crisp puffed rice,
tender chandrapuli, and rare manohara sweets, their sweetness
echoing hope and devotion. The goddess of prosperity is welcomed
with the purest produce. In Bengal, festive food springs from an
agrarian soul, where to feast is to offer, and to eat is to remember. 

— The author is a Chef at Westin Gurgaon, New Delhi

BY CHEF BIDYUT SAHA

M
y journey began far from the
lush landscapes of  Uttarakhand
— it started in the warmth of a
modest Bengali kitchen, where

I learnt to appreciate the magic of food under
the loving guidance of my mother. The 
gentle simmer of curries, the heady aromas of
mustard oil, and the intricate dance of five-spice
blends laid the foundation for a lifelong 
passion for gastronomy. 

Our home would transform during 
celebrations such as Durga Puja, Bhai Phota,
Nobanno, Pohela Boishakh, Saraswati Puja,
Dol Purnima, and even during the festivities
of Rath Yatra. I vividly remember how, dur-
ing Durga Puja, I would grate as many as 15
to 20 coconuts to create an assortment of
“nado” — delicate sweet treats served to our
cherished guests during the puja and on
Bijaydasami. These moments in the home of
every Bengali kitchen are more than cooking
lessons; they are immersive experiences that
intertwined culture, emotion, and tradi-
tion into every recipe.

The flavours of Bengali cuisine, with
their unique balance and depth, became
my greatest muse. I remember the 
defining moment when I perfected the
PanchPhoron tadka — a quintessential
Bengali spice blends that marries five 
different spices. That experience marked
a turning point in my culinary journey,
opening my eyes to the possibility of
blending tradition with innovation. My
early forays into the culinary world were
humble yet heartfelt, as I began mastering
beloved classics such as Bengali fish curry, aloo
sedho (simple boiled potatoes), masoor dal fry,
steamed rice, and a cool, refreshing, healthy green salad. 
Each dish conveyed a story of home and heritage and instilled in me a deep
respect for the art of cooking.

During my college years, I dedicated myself to refining my skills and pre-
serving the culinary legacy that had been passed down through generations.
Classic dishes like sukto — a delicate medley of bitter and sweet flavours, kosha
mangsho (slow-cooked spicy mutton), chingri malai curry (prawns in a rich,
creamy sauce), and aloo posto (potato in a poppy seed paste) quickly became
the cornerstones of my repertoire. Equally memorable were the festive treats
such as luchi served with spicy aloo dum, and the comforting sweetness of misti
doi. Bengali cuisine, with its extensive array of both vegetarian and 
non-vegetarian delights, continuously inspired me to celebrate the unique-
ness and diversity of every recipe I encountered.

Fish is more than just a staple in the diet — it is an emotion that embod-
ies our cultural identity. Among the many treasures of Bengali cuisine, Doi
Ilish stands out as a personal favourite of mostly all the food lovers of this
cuisine and even more. This delicacy, prepared with the exquisite hilsa fish
in a luscious sauce of curd and mustard, perfectly encapsulates the com-
plexity and refinement of Bengali flavours. Each bite of Doi Ilish takes
me back to those early days in my mother’s kitchen, filled
with memories of festive gatherings and heartfelt con-
versations. This deep emotional resonance is at the

core of my culinary
philosophy: 

I strive to create food that radi-
ates authenticity, nostalgia, and

above all, love.
One of my proudest professional

achievements at Taj Corbett Resort & Spa was
the creation and orchestration of the Bengali

food festival for the people as my love for
Bengali cuisine, “Sarodiya” held during
Durga Puja. Over the course of four

immersive days, guests were invited
to experience an adventure of

taste, where every dish told a
story of tradition and celebra-
tion. Sarodiya was much more
than a mere food event — it
was a carefully curated journey

that transported visitors to the
bustling, vibrant streets of Kolkata.
Every dish, from the spicy and

aromatic starters to the sweet,
delicate desserts, was an ode to
the rich culinary heritage of
Bengal. Organising this 

festival allowed me to share the
stories behind the Bengali festival

foods and to connect with peo-
ple through the universal

language of food.
Now, with over two

decades of culinary expe-
rience behind me, the

passion for Bengali cuisine
remains as vibrant as ever.

The ingredients  favoured —
mustard oil, curd, and poppy

seeds — serve not only as essential
components in my recipes but also as symbols

of my cultural identity. These ingredients enhance
every dish with layers of flavour and history, offering

guests a taste that is as authentic as it is 
evocative. For me, cooking is not merely about following

recipes; it is a heartfelt tribute to my origins, homage to my 
mother, and a continuous celebration of a culinary tradition that has

shaped every aspect of my life.
Every meal prepared is a dialogue between the old and the new —

a reflection of a journey from a small Bengali kitchen to the refined, 
contemporary setting where still people can savour the traditional flavours.
Whether it is an exquisitely plated Bengali dish or an innovative fusion 
creation, the goal is to evoke treasured memories and foster new culinary 
adventures for every guest. This is a reflection of Bengal itself — a land where
love, culture, and food are inseparably woven together. The Bengali people
are rich in tradition because every celebration, memory and emotion is
expressed through their cuisine. From the festive feasts to everyday meals,
food is not just nourishment but an expression of identity. This deep-rooted
connection makes Bengal’s culinary heritage timeless — where every dish 
carries the warmth of community, the pride of culture, and the soul of a 
people savouring life. A journey that began with humble beginnings in a 

Bengali kitchen and blossomed into a celebrated career as an ambas-
sador of Bengali cuisine. It is a legacy built on the timeless pillars 

of authenticity.

— The author is a Bengali and the Executive Chef of Taj
Corbett Resort & Spa, Uttarakhand

BY TEAM AGENDA

T
he Bengali’s
are always
sweet positive

like they are food
positive. Unlike
everyone else they
are even very
particular about the
sweets they have.
So, this summer,
you can savour a
specially thought
out range of
Bengali mithai
from Khoya
Mithai. At the
heart of this range is
the majestic Rajbhog —
soft, saffron-hued, and filled
with a medley of premium dry fruits,
offering royal indulgence in every bite. 

The Mango Rasgulla, a refreshing seasonal
twist, captures the sweetness of Alphonso
mangoes wrapped in the airy softness of rasgulla. 

For purists, the Classic Rasgulla delivers that
perfect balance of lightness and syrupy comfort.

The lush Pista Rasmalai features pillowy
dumplings soaked in a creamy pistachio-infused
milk bath, while the Chenna Toast, with its dense,
chewy texture, is a nostalgic nod to Kolkata’s old-
school sweet shops.

Craving something richer and more sweet? Try
the delicate Raskadam, its khoya-coated

exterior hiding a rasgulla within, or the
luxurious Malai Cham Cham, layered with

cream and hints of saffron and pistachio. 
You should definitely not miss the

Kheer Kadam, a double-layered delight
that perfectly unites texture and
tradition. Each piece reflects the
precision, purity, and passion Khoya
Mithai is known for — an invitation to

savour Bengal’s legacy of mithai with a
seasonal freshness for summer.

The Magic of
Bengali Mithai 

BY CHEF ANANYA BANERJEE

B
engali cuisine holds a deep and emotional
connection with non-vegetarian food, woven
intricately into the very fabric of its culture

and traditions. Unlike many other Indian cuisines,
where vegetarian dishes often take centre stage,
Bengalis have historically celebrated an
extraordinary love for fish, meat, and seafood. 
Yet, vegetarian dishes, too, are an essential and
cherished part of the daily Bengali menu, offering
balance and comfort. In fact, every Bengali meal,
be it at home or on celebrations start with
vegetarian preparations like bhajas, sukto, dal,
etc, which are then followed by the Bengali’s
favourite non-vegetarian offerings. 

Fish, especially, is revered — there’s a saying 
in Bengal: Maachhe Bhaate Bangali (Bengalis are
made of fish and rice). From preparations like
Shorshe Ilish (Hilsa in mustard gravy) to hearty
Macher Jhol (light fish curry) and Paturi (fish
steamed in banana leaves), fish is not just
sustenance, but an emotional and personal
experience often linked with festivities, seasons
and the lovely family memories.

Beyond the fish, Bengali cuisine boasts a
remarkable variety of non-vegetarian dishes
featuring mutton, chicken, prawns, and crabs.
Dishes like Kosha Mangsho that is the slow-
cooked spicy mutton curry, Chingri Malai Curry
that has prawns in coconut gravy, and Dim’er
Dalna (egg curry) showcase their love for rich and
flavourful spicy preparations. 

This deep-rooted connection is also historical:
Bengal’s riverine geography, fertile land, and
coastal stretch naturally led to an abundance
of fish and fresh produce. Over centuries,
influences from Mughal, British,
Portuguese, and Nawabi cuisines further
enriched the meat dishes.

It is this legacy — full of flavour that
makes Bengali non-vegetarian cuisine an
heirloom passed down through
generations. 

— The author is a Celebrity Chef from Mumbai

The Heartbeat of
Bengali Cuisine

DO YOU KNOW?
p Each region in Bengal has its speciality:

Sundarbans’ chui jhal spice, North Bengal’s
iconic sweets like mishti doi, and Sylhet’s
citrusy meat dishes like beef hatkora. 

p The Bengali concept of adda — casual, lengthy
chats over snacks and tea — highlights
food’s role in community bonding and
social life. 

p Bengali drinks range from fruity
shorbot to spiced borhani and the
famous Seven Colour Tea of
Srimangal.

p Bengalis prize freshwater fish
like hilsa, rohu, and catla,
cooked in mustard
gravies, steamed, or
fried — making fish a
cultural symbol.

From Bhog to Mishti
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“THE MOST BEAUTIFUL IN THE WORLD
IS, OF COURSE, THE WORLD ITSELF”

— WALLACE STEVENS

TRAVEL 07

BY UTTARA GANGOPADHYAY

I
f you happen to be in Kolkata in early May, you
will come across innumerable cultural pro-
grammes, organised by well-known institutions
to small neighbourhood clubs, most with free

entry too. Because this is the time when the city gears
up to celebrate the birth anniversary of one of the
greatest poets of India, Rabindranath Tagore (May 7,
1861 — August 7, 1941). Called ‘ponchise baisakh’ (25
Baisakh) in accordance with the Bengali date and
month when he was born, it is a day of paying homage
to ‘kobiguru’ or ‘gurudev’ as he is popularly known
as. And even if you happen to miss the birthday cel-
ebration, you may visit the various places associated
with his memories, whenever you are in the city.

Tagore’s Birthplace
Tucked away in a corner of north Kolkata is the pala-
tial ancestral home of the Tagore family where the
great poet — the first Asian to win the Nobel Prize,
in 1913, and the first non-European to win it in
Literature — was born. Although much has changed
over the years, the complex situated in the Jorasanko
neighbourhood still retains the aura of the yesteryears. 
The main building is now the Rabindra Bharati
University (established in May 1961). 

A part of the building complex has
been converted to a museum. Apart
from galleries depicting the life and
times of the poet’s famous family
members, there are galleries devoted to
the poet himself, galleries showcasing
the poet’s relationship with various
countries around the globe, a gallery
on the Bengal School of Art, etc.
Information: The museum is open on
all days (except Mondays and govern-
ment holidays) from 10.30am to
5.30pm in summer and 10am to
5pm in winter. Entry fees apply.
Photography inside the museum is
prohibited but you may take pictures
from outside and in the garden. 

There is also a light and sound show
(separate entry ticket) held here dur-
ing the evening but the timings vary
according to the season. For more
details about the museum, latest
entry fees, group bookings and details of the light and
sound show, you may call on 033-2269 6601 (Address:
6/4, Dwarakanath Tagore Lane, Kolkata 700007)

Cultural Hub of Kolkata
Named after the poet, Rabindra Sadan (an auditori-
um built between 1961 and 1967) in the heart of the
city, is the hub of Kolkata’s cultural activities. Next to
the Maidan, it is surrounded by art galleries, exhibi-
tion centres, and theatre and cinema halls. It is the
best place to rub shoulders with the culturally mind-
ed crowd. Round the year, especially in winter, sev-
eral fairs are organised in the premises.

Tagore’s Vision of Education
But your quest for Tagore cannot be complete with-
out a visit to the famous university township, Bolpur,

which has developed around the school (and later uni-
versity) founded by Rabindranath Tagore. It is inter-
esting to note that during his childhood, Tagore found
it difficult to adjust to formal education. He not only
refused to answer questions put to him by his teach-
ers but also bunked school on every pretext. One of
his favourite games at home was to play ‘teacher’ —
a row of wooden bars of a railing along a corridor at
home would be his students and he would take a cane
and beat them heartily, apparently mimicking some
of the school teachers. So when he decided to open
a school at the site of an ‘ashram’ founded by his father
and named ‘Santiniketan’, he drew inspiration from
the ashram schools of the Vedic age, where education
was imparted in the midst of nature and children were
allowed to study at their own pace. The school that
started with five students gradually developed into a

global university which Tagore named
Viswa Bharati. With special permission,
visitors are allowed to tour the grounds.
Although many buildings have come up
here, you will still find open — air class-
es being held in the campus. The
Uttarayan complex houses a muse-
um, and the many quaint homes
built with indigenous material
and where Tagore lived at differ-
ent times. In a corner of the main
grounds is Chhatimtala, or the
place where Tagore’s father,
Maharshi Debendranath, founded
the ashram and established his
meditation centre. Apart from the
university and the museum com-
plex, you may also visit Sriniketan
(founded by Tagore’s son

Rathindranath for rural development and stud-
ies), the Sonajhuri Haat (a rural market organ-
ised every weekend where you may buy local sou-
venirs, eat home-cooked local delicacies, take a
lesson from the artisan-musicians, or join the
many dance groups who come to perform here),
and the Ballavpur Deer Park. Bolpur town, which
has developed around the university, is the main
tourist hub. 
Information: The town is about 162km from
Kolkata by road. The Bolpur railway station is
about two km away from the centre of the town. 

— The author is a Kolkata based writer who earlier worked
with Outlook Traveller, contributing to its guidebooks and 

features on West Bengal and Odisha

Located in the southern part of Kolkata, Rabindra Sarobar — originally known as
Dhakuria Lake — surrounded by tree-lined walkways, gardens, and a collection
of cultural institutions. Renamed in honour of Rabindranath Tagore, it is a
recreational area that also serves as a cultural landmark in the city. During
Ponchishe Baisakh  and Baishe Srabon, several open-air performances are 
held around the lake, particularly on the southern banks near Nazrul Mancha
and in the vicinity of cultural clubs such as the Calcutta Rowing Club and Lake
Kalibari. These include renditions of Rabindra Sangeet, recitations and dance
dramas adapted from Tagore’s works. The performances often draw large
gatherings and are organised by cultural societies, residents’ associations, and
independent theatre groups.

RABINDRA SAROBAR AND CULTURAL HUBS 

While most people are aware of Tagore’s travels across the globe, not many are aware about his visits to the Darjeeling hills of West Bengal. Kalimpong, a hill town about 50km from Darjeeling
by road, was a favourite destination. According to scholars, during his visits, Tagore would stay at the Gouripur House, owned by Brajendra Kishore Roy Chowdhury of Mymensingha (now in
Bangladesh), the landlord of Gouripur estate. The poet recited his own composition over the telephone from Kalimpong and it was broadcast by All India Radio, quite a technical feat during
that time. The house remained under neglect for a long time and is now under the care of the West Bengal Heritage Commission. Around the same time (1938-40), he would also visit
Mungpoo, a hamlet about 35km from Kalimpong. Here he would be the guest of Manmohan Sen and his wife Maitreyi Debi. Sen was the chief chemist at the cinchona plantation for which the
place is famous even today. Tagore  his prolific pen finding many expressions inspired by the beauty of the Himalayas. Interestingly, the main bungalow has been turned into a Tagore museum
and visitors may see some of the furniture and other objects used by the poet. 

KALIMPONG AND MUNGPOO — TAGORE IN THE HILLS

BOLPUR, SHANTINIKETAN

RABINDRA SADAN

RABINDRA BHARATI UNIVERSITY

BALLAVPUR WILDLIFE SANCTUARY

MONGPU-HILLSTATION

SONAJHURI HAAT BOLPUR

This ancestral home of Tagore family is the

birthplace of Rabindranath Tagore and 

now houses Rabindra Bharati University
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ICAI to help Sebi in
tackling financial fraud

Goldsikka unveils Gold
melting ATM

SBI Q4 profit declines 
10 pc to Rs 18,643 crore

S
tate Bank of India (SBI) on Saturday reported 10 per
cent fall in standalone net profit at Rs 18,643 crore for
the fourth quarter ended March 2025. The country's

biggest lender had earned a profit of Rs 20,698 crore in the
January-March period of 2023-24. Total income increased to
Rs 1,43,876 crore in March quarter from Rs 1,28,412 crore
in the same period a year ago, SBI said in a regulatory filing.
During the quarter, the bank earned an interest income of Rs
1,19,666 crore as against Rs 1,11,043 crore a year ago.
The bank saw an improvement in asset quality, with gross
non-performing assets (NPAs) declining to 1.82 per cent of
the total advances in the fourth quarter from 2.24 per cent as
at March-end 2024. Similarly, net NPAs eased to 0.47 per
cent as against 0.57 per cent. On a consolidated basis, SBI's
net profit in the quarter fell 8 per cent to Rs 19,600 crore as
against Rs 21,384 crore in the same period a year ago. Total
income, however, increased to Rs 1,79,562 crore from
Rs 1,64,914 crore.

H
yderabad-based 'Goldsikka' on Saturday unveiled an AI-
powered Gold Melting ATM offering users the ability to
buy, sell, exchange, lease, digitize and monetize gold

and gold jewellery. Goldsikka which launched India's first
real-time Gold ATM in 2022, is introducing the next-
generation ATM which incorporates advanced features that
redefine gold transactions, the company's CEO Sy Taruj told
reporters here. The machine offers an integrated Augmented
Reality (AR) experience, allowing users to virtually try on
jewellery before making a purchase, he said. "This is an
Automated Teller Machine, with zero human interference.
Through this ATM one can buy gold and also sell gold. In the
process of selling gold, when the customer deposits gold in
the machine it will be melted, purity of that gold will be
tested, and the value of the pure gold will be displayed on
the machine. 

C
hartered accountants' apex body ICAI will be preparing a
research paper to help markets watchdog Sebi in
dealing with financial frauds. ICAI President Charanjot

Singh Nanda on Saturday said the institute will set up a
working group and hold discussions with Sebi to finalise the
various aspects that will be looked into with respect to
tackling financial fraud. The working group will submit a
research paper to the Securities and Exchange Board of India
(Sebi) in this regard, Nanda said. Nanda had a meeting with
Sebi Chairman Tuhin Kanta Pandey on Friday. "India is a very
favourable investment destination. People want to invest in
India and normal people have diverted their savings to the
markets such as Systematic Investment Plans," Nanda said
at a briefing in the national capital.

PNS n KOLKATA

ITC Ltd on Saturday said it is
leveraging artificial intelli-
gence and a robust digital
backbone to accelerate prod-
uct innovation, respond to
emerging consumer trends
and efficiently serve diverse
retail channels.

The Kolkata-headquartered
company’s digital transforma-
tion journey began around six
years ago, he said.

"We started with the Sixth
Sense Centre to monitor social
media conversations, identify
consumer trends and translate
them into actionable insights.
Today, we have AI tools that
can extract themes such as

dietary shifts — like growing
millet consumption — and
recommend product ideas
based on ingredients and
recipes people are talking
about,” ITC Executive Director
Sumant Bhargavan said.

Bhargavan said it has also
developed a fully integrated
digital supply chain that sup-
ports multiple retail formats —
general trade, modern trade,
e-commerce and quick com-
merce.

Each channel has unique
demands, especially in terms
of inventory management and
speed of delivery, requiring
tailored supply chain models
and demand-sensing tools, he
said.

The company has built pilot
plants for various categories,
enabling rapid prototyping
and testing of products based
on these insights. “That’s how
we launch over 100 products
a year,” Bhargavan noted.

“Quick commerce, for
example, demands higher

inventory buffers and predic-
tive tools due to erratic con-
sumer behaviour and short
shelf life of food products,” he
said.

On the marketing front,
ITC is increasingly shifting to
in-house content creation and
digital-first strategies.

“We use AI engines to
dynamically generate and
serve personalised ads to con-
sumer cohorts. If one version
of an ad doesn’t get a click,
another one is served until we
know what works,” Bhargavan
said at an MCCI event here.

“Each retail format — from
‘kiranas’ to online to modern
trade has a role to play. The
key is to minimise channel
conflict and serve every format
appropriately,” the senior com-
pany official said.

Meanwhile, Reliance
Grocery Retail CEO Damodar
Mall said nearly 72-75 per cent
of retail is still physical, amid
a sharp traction in digital
commerce.

He said quick commerce is
accelerating consumption by
narrowing the gap between
desire and purchase, but won-
dered about its sustainability.

“Quick commerce turns a
wish into consumption
instantly — it’s reshaping
habits and boosting consump-
tion. However, the service is
subsidised by investor capital.

"Consumers are not paying
for the service; they are hav-
ing a free lunch. 

The question is, when ser-
vices must be paid for, how
many will continue?” Mall
said without elaborating.

He expects the segment to
eventually stabilise with only
a few dominant players.

ITC leveraging AI for supply chain efficiency

PNS n MUMBAI

Streaming platform JioStar is
investing USD 10 billion in con-
tent in India over a three-year
period, its vice chairman Uday
Shankar said on Saturday.

Speaking at a session at the
first World Audio Visual &
Entertainment Summit
(WAVES) here, he also said the
industry needs to focus on 2-3
big drivers, including creating
more content, which is tailored
and customised to the Indian
needs. "In FY2024, the two com-
panies spent Rs 25,000 crore on
content alone. In FY2025, it
went to Rs 30,000 crore and the
number for the FY26 will be over
Rs 32,000-33,000 crores,"

Shankar said.
"So, in three years alone, we

have spent more than USD 10
billion," he said.

He said the domestic screen
entertainment or video entertain-
ment industry is currently
pegged at USD 30 billion while
in the US its size is around USD
200 billion and in China USD 75
billion. Stating that the value, the
space or rate at which the growth
has taken place over the last 30
years, in the next 15 years also it
will continue to grow but there
are two or three big drivers that
are needed to focus on. Besides
creating more content and which
is customised, tailored for Indian
needs, he said we have to take
distribution even deeper.

Comm min holds industry
consultation; seeks suggestions

PNS n NEW DELHI

The commerce ministry on
May 2 held a comprehensive
consultation with the domestic
industry on the proposed
India-US trade agreement and
sought suggestions to further
deepen bilateral trade ties in a
mutually beneficial manner,
an official said.

The stakeholder consultation
was chaired by Special
Secretary in the ministry Rajesh
Agrawal. He is also India's
chief negotiator for the India-
US bilateral trade agreement
(BTA).

During the meeting,
Department of Commerce
briefed the industry represen-
tatives on recent developments
related to India-US trade ties
and solicited their views and
suggestions to further expand
them in a mutually beneficial
manner, the official added.

The special secretary assured
the industry that their inputs
would be factored in the ongo-
ing trade negotiations.

Senior representatives from
industry bodies including
Confederation of Indian
Industry, FICCI, PHDCCI,
India Cellular and Electronics
Association and Assocham par-
ticipated in the deliberations.

The first in-person meeting
between India and the US after
finalisation of terms of refer-

ences (ToRs) for the BTA con-
cluded last month.

India and the US are explor-
ing opportunities for an inter-
im trade arrangement in goods
to secure an "early mutual
wins" ahead of finalising the
first phase of the proposed
bilateral trade agreement by fall
of this year.

Both the countries have ini-
tiated sectoral level talks and
more engagements are planned
from May end.

To give an impetus to the
talks, India's chief negotiator
Rajesh Agrawal, additional sec-
retary in Department of
Commerce, and Assistant US
Trade Representative for South
and Central Asia Brendan
Lynch held a three-day meet-

ing last month in Washington.
During the meetings in

Washington, the teams deliber-
ated on wide-ranging subjects
including tariff (related to
goods) and non-tariff matters.

These deliberations assume
significance as the US has sus-
pended the additional 26 per
cent tariffs on India till July 9.
Both nations want to take
advantage of this window to
push the trade talks. However,
the 10 per cent baseline tariff
imposed on the countries will
continue to remain in place.

India is seeking duty conces-
sions for labour-intensive sec-
tors like textiles, gems and
jewellery, leather goods, gar-
ments, plastics, chemicals,
shrimp, oil seeds, chemicals,

grapes and bananas in the
proposed pact with America.

On the other hand, the US
wants duty concessions in sec-
tors like certain industrial
goods, automobiles (electric
vehicles particularly), wines,
petrochemical products, dairy,
agriculture items such as
apples, and tree nuts, they
said.

The US remained India's
largest trading partner for the
fourth consecutive year in
2024-25 with bilateral trade
valued at USD 131.84 billion.
The US accounts for about 18
per cent of India's total goods
exports, 6.22 per cent in
imports, and 10.73 per cent in
the country's total merchandise
trade.

India bans direct,
indirect imports

from Pakistan
PNS n NEW DELHI

India has banned direct or
indirect import of all goods
from Pakistan with immediate
effect in the interest of nation-
al security and public policy, fol-
lowing the Pahalgam terror
attack last month which killed
26 tourists, according to a gov-
ernment order.

The decision
will completely
halt all inbound
shipments of
goods from
Pakistan to India.
India's exports to
Pakistan in April-
January 2024-25
stood at USD
447.65 million,
while imports
were meagre USD 0.42 million.

A provision in this regard has
been added in Foreign Trade
Policy (FTP) 2023 "to prohibit
direct or indirect import or
transit of all goods originating
in or exported from Pakistan
with immediate effect until
further orders", the Directorate
General of Foreign Trade
(DGFT) said in a notification
dated May 2.

It added this restriction is
imposed in the interest of
national security and public
policy. Any exception to this
prohibition will require
approval of Government of
India, the order said.

Inserting the provision under

the heading "Prohibition on
Import from Pakistan" in the
FTP, it said: "Direct or indirect
import or transit of all goods
originating in or exported from
Pakistan, whether or not freely
importable or otherwise per-
mitted, shall be prohibited with
immediate effect, until further
orders".

Main imports from the
neighbouring country during
April-January 2024-25 includ-
ed fruits and nuts (USD 0.08
million), certain oil seeds and
medicinal plants (USD 0.26
million), and organic chemicals.

The decision follows a terror
attack in Pahalgam on April 22,
in which 26 people were killed.

Following the terror attack,
India took a series of measures
including immediate shutting
down of the Attari land-transit
post, used for movement of cer-
tain kinds of goods. Besides,
India has announced expulsion
of Pakistani military attaches,
and suspension of the Indus
Water Treaty of 1960.

Netflix generated $2 billion economic impact in India: Ted 
PNS n MUMBAI

Netflix created USD 2 billion
of economic impact from its
Indian productions, the
streaming plaftorm's co-CEO
Ted Sarandos said on Saturday.

At the inaugural World
Audio Visual and
Entertainment Summit
(WAVES), held at the Jio
Convention Centre here,
Sarandos said the company
created 20,000 cast and crew
jobs from its projects in the
country.

"Since 2021 through 2024,
especially after COVID, when

things got back to normal,
we've invested in India in a
way that has created USD 2
billion of economic impact
from our productions, over
20,000 cast and crew jobs
from our productions in
India," Sarandos said.

He noted that globally three
billion hours of Indian content
was watched last year, with at
least one Indian title in the
global top 10 every week.

"In those productions, we
have 150 original films and
series that were filmed in 100
different towns and cities in
India," he added.

Sarandos was speaking at
the session "Streaming the
New India: Culture,
Connectivity & Creative
Capital", moderated by
Bollywood star Saif Ali Khan,

who headlined Netflix's first
Indian original series "Sacred
Games" in 2018 and recently
starred in the streamer's heist
movie "Jewel Thief ".

"We've been operating in
India now for nine years. But
we took our big swing seven
years ago with 'Sacred
Games'...And I knew that
India would be a very impor-
tant part of our journey. "What
we found with 'Sacred Games'
is that great stories could tran-
scend borders, languages and
cultures, and really talk to the
world. 'Sacred Games' proved
that.

SC rejects JSW Steel's
resolution plan for BSPL

PNS n NEW DELHI

In a significant verdict, the
Supreme Court on Friday set
aside a resolution plan submit-
ted by JSW Steel Limited for
Bhushan Steel and Power
Limited (BSPL), holding it
illegal and in violation of the
Insolvency and Bankruptcy
Code (IBC).

A bench comprising Justices
Bela M Trivedi and Satish
Chandra Sharma ordered the
liquidation of BSPL under the
IBC.

The top court criticised the
conduct of all key stakehold-
ers in the resolution process -
- the resolution professional,
the Committee of Creditors
(CoC) and the National
Company Law Tribunal
(NCLT) -- for enabling what it
termed a "flagrant violation" of
the IBC.

Writing a 105-page judg-
ment for the bench, Justice
Trivedi criticised multiple
stakeholders, including suc-
cessful resolution applicant
(SRA) JSW Steel Limited, for
procedural lapses and failure to

uphold the objectives of the
IBC.

"Having thoroughly exam-
ined the entire matter factual-
ly and legally, we arrive at the
following irresistible conclu-
sions: the resolution profes-
sional had utterly failed to
discharge his statutory duties
contemplated under the IBC
and the CIRP regulations dur-
ing the course of the entire CIR
proceedings of the corporate
debtor, BPSL," the verdict said.

The bench held that the
CoC failed to exercise its com-
mercial wisdom while approv-
ing JSW's resolution plan,
which was in absolute contra-
vention of the mandatory pro-

visions of the IBC and CIRP
regulations.

"The CoC also had failed to
protect the interest of the cred-
itors by taking contradictory
stands before this court and
accepting payments from JSW
without any demurer, and sup-
porting JSW to implement its
ill-motivated plan against the
interest of the creditors," it
held.

"The SRA JSW Steel
Limited, after securing the
highest score in the evaluation
matrix in the 18th meeting of
the CoC, submitted the revised
consolidated resolution plan
with an addendum under the
garb of complying with the
amendments made in the
CIRP Regulations, 2016 and
got the same approved from
the CoC," it said.

However, even after the
approval of its resolution plan
by the NCLAT, JSW wilfully
contravened and not com-
plied with the terms of the
approved resolution plan for
about two years, which frus-
trated the very object and pur-
pose of the IBC, it said.

Indian Bank
profit soars 32%
to Rs 2,956 cr 

PNS n NEW DELHI

State-owned Indian Bank on
Saturday reported a 32 per
cent jump in net profit to Rs
2,956 crore for the March
quarter of 2024-25, helped
by a decline in bad loans and
a rise in core income.

The Chennai-based
lender had earned a net
profit of Rs 2,247 crore in
the year-ago period.

During the quarter, the
bank's total income
increased to Rs 18,599 crore
from Rs 16,887 crore a year
ago, Indian Bank said in a
regulatory filing.

Interest income grew to
Rs 15,856 crore from Rs
14,624 crore in the fourth
quarter of the previous
financial year. Net Interest
Income (NII) in the quarter
also improved to Rs 6,389
crore from Rs 6,015 crore in
the same period a year ago.

On the asset quality front,
the bank's gross Non-
Performing Assets (NPAs)
moderated to 3.09 per cent
of gross advances as com-
pared to 3.95 per cent by the
end of March 2024.

Godrej Properties aims
10pc growth, says Pirojsha

PNS n NEW DELHI

Buoyed by record sales book-
ings last fiscal, Godrej
Properties has set a target to
increase its pre-sales by 10 per
cent in 2025-26 to Rs 32,500
crore as housing demand con-
tinues to be strong.

Godrej Properties sale book-
ings rose 31 per cent to a
record Rs 29,444 crore during
2024-25 from Rs 22,527 crore
in the preceding year.

In an interview with PTI,
Godrej Properties Executive
Chairperson Pirojsha Godrej
noted that housing demand
continues to be strong despite
global economic uncertainties.

"We have given a conserva-
tive guidance of achieving a
sales bookings of Rs 32,500
crore for the current fiscal.
Hopefully, we will do better
than that," he told PTI.

Pirojsha said the company
had given a guidance of Rs
27,500 crore for the last fiscal
but it beat the target and did
pre-sales of around Rs 29,500
crore.

He said the company has
inventory in existing under-

construction projects, besides
strong launch pipeline of hous-
ing projects across major cities.

Godrej Properties is likely to
become the largest listed real-
ty firm in terms of sales book-
ings for 2024-25.

On Friday, the company
reported 19 per cent decline in
consolidated net profit to Rs
381.99 crore for the latest
March quarter despite higher
income.

Its net profit stood at Rs
471.26 crore in the year-ago
period.

Total income increased to Rs
2,681.06 crore in the fourth
quarter of the last fiscal year
from Rs 1,914.82 crore a year
ago.

During March quarter, the
company's tax outgo rose to
nearly Rs 190 crore while it
incurred a loss of Rs 35.36 crore
in some joint ventures.
However, Godrej Properties'
net profit rose 93 per cent to Rs
1,399.89 crore during 2024-25
from Rs 725.27 crore in the pre-
ceding fiscal. Total income
grew to Rs 6,967.05 crore last
fiscal from Rs 4,334.22 crore in
2023-24.

INDIA-US TRADE TALKS

India and the US
are exploring
opportunities for an
interim trade
arrangement in
goods to secure an
"early mutual wins"
ahead of finalising
the first phase of
the proposed
bilateral trade
agreement by fall of
this year

‘JioStar investing USD 10 bn
in content in 3 years'

Orders liquidation
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“Faith is the bird that
feels the light when 

the dawn is still dark”
— Rabindranath Tagore

As India celebrates Tagore’s 164th anniversary, his
contributions beyond poetry often go unnoticed 

SOULFUL CONNECTION
Gitanjali is Rabindranath Tagore’s most celebrated 
collection of poetry and the work that earned him the Nobel
Prize in Literature in 1913. This made Tagore not only the
first non-European, but also the first Asian and the only
Indian to receive this prestigious honour. The English
translation, titled Song Offerings, introduced Western
readers to the spiritual and lyrical richness of Tagore’s
writing. Its motto, “I am here to sing thee songs”— sets the
tone for its introspective. 

Nayi Talim, by Mahatma Gandhi, published in 1937 in Harijan,
bore a striking similarity to Rabindranath’s ideas of Education that
he had emphasised in Asramer Siksha (Education of the Ashram)
in 1936. However, while Gandhiji focused more on practical, com-
munity — based education for self-reliance and national uplift-
ment, Tagore, on the other hand, promoted a more liberal, cos-
mopolitan education that fostered creativity, intellectual freedom,
and a global perspective. Children are not introduced to books right
away, but to nature, soil, birds and to the joy of exchange. As one
walks down the paths of the university campus in an early morn-
ing, s/he will witness a joyous scene where children, clad in yel-

low kurtas and white pyjamas, are flocking around a teacher
under a tree shade. Well, they are classes that are going on!

But this oneness with nature — this globality in
thought and application — is probably the simplest

identity of an otherwise diverse character. With his
experiments with education as well as rural recon-

struction in the hot, arid terrain of rural
Bengal, he was trying to create a soul of the
country by integrating science and 
philosophy of the West and the East. It
saw the arrival and prolonged stay of inter-
national personalities, successive establish-
ments of various departments on oriental
studies and a direct contribution towards
rural reconstruction in India.

However, his outgoing approach to
embrace the world community had once
fallen in an embarrassing mud hole as well.
This was when Benito Mussolini had tried
to use Tagore’s persona to improve his image
before the world community. After meeting
Mussolini in Rome in 1926, Tagore — not
much aware about the deeds of the great dic-
tator — was so impressed by his charms and
warm hospitality that he publicly expressed
his appreciation for the
fascist dictator. Though
later, after meeting
Romain Rolland and
Giacinta Salvadori (wife of
the exiled professor

Guglielmo Salvadori), his opinions shifted. He wrote two letters
to Charles Andrews (published in Manchester Guardian) where
he openly expressed his embarrassments and criticised the exer-
cise of brute force to conquer the voice of dissent. He toured more
than thirty countries. Met people that ranges from Albert Einstein
to Victoria Ocampo. Back home, he denounced nationalism as prop-
agated by the European culture, as he firmly believed it was not
inclusive and would only promote violence and social divisions.
He even distanced himself from the Swadeshi movement. For him,
the Charkhawas absolutely not the route to freedom — and the
forceful burning of foreign goods was nothing but inflicting vio-
lence on the poor. Tagore is a personality that cannot be

described with a few sketches. While the glob-
al community tries to identify him as the ulti-
mate Indian guru of art and poetry, it is noth-
ing but toning down an otherwise vast and
complex machinery of multiple discourses into
a small and safer compartment. He was oth-

erwise, a radical. He was the biggest critic of himself too. In his
last public address Sabhyatar Sankat (Crisis of Civilisation, 1941),
a few months before his death, he held no bar in stating how he
had grown up in a time, an environment and under a leadership
that was going soft about the colonial rule in India. He then goes
on to express in unequivocal terms the extent of damage that the
colonists have caused to India (and also to other colonies). He fore-
casts, ‘The wheels of fate will someday compel the British to give
up their Indian empire. But what kind of India will they leave behind?
What stark misery? When the streams of their centuries’ admin-
istration runs dry at last, what a waste of mud and filth will they
leave behind them?’ 

Not just an educator or social scientist, but a political commen-
tator disguised in the form of an author — a radical dressed up
in the feathers of a diplomat — Tagore was a light at the end
of a long bleak tunnel, that India could not utilise.

— The author is an Assistant Professor, Department of Journalism at St. Xavier’s
College (Autonomous), Kolkata

“Aguner parasmani 
choao praana

E jivan punya karo

E jivan punya karo

E jivan punya karo

E jivan punya karo dahan-dane

Aguner parasmani 
choao praana”

This song is a prayer for the
“firestone of light” to awaken and

purify the soul. It asks for guidance
to live a virtuous life through

sacrifice and wisdom. 

The Sacred 
Core of Tagore’s
Literary Words

LITERARY CONTRIBUTIONS 
Tagore was a prolific writer who reshaped Bengali literature and
music. He introduced new prose and verse forms and used
colloquial language, moving away from classical Sanskrit models.
His notable works include “Gitanjali,” “Gora,” “Ghare-Baire,”
and “Manasi.” He is credited with introducing the short story

genre to Bengali literature, with his first short story, “Bhikharini,”
written in 1877. His songs, known as Rabindra Sangeet, 
combine classical Indian music with folk traditions and remain
popular in Bengali culture.

EARLY LIFE AND EDUCATION
Rabindranath Tagore was born on 7 May
1861 in Calcutta (now Kolkata), India, into
the distinguished Tagore family, known for
its contributions to literature, art and 
social reform. His father, Debendranath
Tagore, was a prominent philosopher and
religious reformer associated with the
Brahmo Samaj movement. 

Tagore’s early education was
unconventional; he was tutored at home in a
variety of subjects, including literature,
mathematics, and music. At the age of 11,
he accompanied his father on a tour of
India, which exposed him to various cultures
and philosophies, influencing his worldview. 

EDUCATIONAL REFORMS &
VISVA-BHARATI UNIVERSITY
Tagore was a visionary educationist who
founded an experimental school in 1901 at
Shantiniketan, which later became Visva-
Bharati University in 1921. 

He aimed to blend the best of 
Eastern and Western educational
philosophies, promoting holistic learning in
a natural environment. 

Classes were held outdoors, 
encouraging creativity and critical thinking.
The university attracted students and
scholars from around the world and became
a centre for cultural exchange and
intellectual discourse.

ARTISTIC ENDEAVOURS AND
CONTRIBUTIONS TO
NATIONAL ANTHEMS
In his later years, Tagore turned to visual
arts, creating thousands of paintings
characterised by bold forms and lively
colours. His artworks reflected his
philosophical beliefs on harmony between
humanity and nature. Tagore’s philosophy
centred on universal humanism, advocating
for spiritual freedom. 

Tagore’s influence extended to national
symbols; he composed the national
anthems of two countries. “Jana Gana
Mana,” written in 1911, was adopted as
India’s national anthem. “Amar Shonar
Bangla,” penned in 1905 during the
partition of Bengal, became the national
anthem of Bangladesh in 1971.

LEGACY FOR THE WORLD
Rabindranath Tagore passed away on 7
August 1941 in Calcutta, after a prolonged
illness. His legacy endures through his
extensive body of work, which continues to
inspire generations. 

Visva-Bharati University remains a
testament to his educational vision.
Tagore’s contributions to literature, music,
art, and education have left an indelible
mark on Indian and global culture,
embodying the spirit of a true polymath.

BY UTSAV CHATTERJEE 

I
n the autumn of 1924, Raktakarabi (Red
Oleander) was published in the then famous
Bengali magazine Prabasi. A tale of
desperation of the underground gold miners in

a dark city ruled by a greedy King, Tagore’s novel
sent ripples of reaction across the world of literature,
not only in homeland but also across Europe and the
Orient. Three years later, Metropolis by Fritz Lang
released to the world audience and reflected the
same imageries of a fictional dystopian city with
aggressive industrialisation. Though Tagore did not
have had any audience with Lang, it is quite evident
that they had some similarities in their views on the
onslaught of the advances of mindless mechanised
industrialisation. It was this want of freedom — the
need of breaking the chains of slavery — the need of
integrating demands of the time with the soul of a
country — that defines Rabindranath Tagore.
However, that does not mean that Tagore was not
open to industrialisation. On the contrary, he was
much more open to the use and integration of
technology and modern science in Indian education,
agriculture as well as art and culture. In fact, his
consideration for welcoming machines into the
arena of development was much more pronounced
than many other political thinkers and philosophers
of his time. Russiar Chithi (Letters from Russia,
1931) in fact, expresses his admiration for the use of
industries and technology for mass education and
agriculture that he witnessed during his travels in

Russia. He had just one condition: machines should
not create discord — they should not destroy unity -
rather they are to be integrated into the social
consciousness of the country. He had been
constantly promoting the same in Santiniketan and
Sriniketan, where he was integrating global
knowledge with his profound understanding of 
the traditional Indian Ashram Shiksha.

In his series of essays (mostly speeches at various
occasions and gatherings) on education, he had
time and again presented his ideas of a new Indian
method of teaching and learning. Sikshar Herfer
(Vagaries of Education, 1892) is one such critical
observation by Tagore where he openly criticises the
imposition of a foreign language — based education
system upon the Indian culture. While he was all
praise about British literature and poetry, he was
one of the strongest critics of the colonial education
system as promoted in India. That, according to him,
was nothing but a process of creating a line of
servants who would toil for the sustenance of the
colonial rule in India. It, according to him, had no
contribution towards the creation of thoughtful
individuals who would contribute to social
development. It is interesting to note that the current
National Education Policy (NEP), 2020, being
implemented in India bears a strong reflection of the
Tagorean views of a holistic education. On one hand
it emphasises interdisciplinary learnings, trying to
integrate science with arts and commerce — on the
other hand it is also trying to improve skills among
the students’ community.
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