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Time to reset ties

he ice-breaking visit of Maldivian Foreign

Minister Moosa Zameer to India provides

an opportunity to reset bilateral ties that

suffered a blow recently. In fact, the visit-
ing leader set the right tone when he asserted that
the two countries must put the bitterness of the re-
cent past firmly behind them and look ahead to
strengthen the traditional relations. He went on to
promise that the island country was taking appropri-
ate action to ensure that ‘derogatory remarks’, made
against India in the past, were not repeated. The sen-
timents expressed by him, during his meeting with
his Indian counterpart S Jaishankar, must be wel-
comed. India's relations with the Maldives rest on
the twin important pillars of mutual interests and re-
ciprocal sensitivity. An unsavoury saga created ten-
sions in the bilateral relations a couple of months ago
when three Maldivian ministers — Mariyam Shiuna,
Malsha Sharif and Hassan Zihan — made “deroga-
tory remarks” targeting Prime Minister Narendra
Modi following his visit to Lakshadweep to promote
domestic tourism. They were subsequently sus-
pended. The ties were further strained after Presi-
dent Mohamed Muizzu set a May 10 deadline for In-
dian military personnel to leave the archipelago
nation. Tourism, the
backbone of the Maldi-
vian economy, took a se-
vere beating as the anti-
India remarks, amplified
by the social media posts,
triggered angry reactions
from India with many In-
dians cancelling their
plans to visit the popular
tourist destination. The
fow of tourists from India
dipped 42% in the first four months of this year com-
pared to the same period in 2023,

While the Maldives received 73,785 tourists from
India between January and April of 2023, tourist ar-
rivals stood at 42,638 in the same period this year —
a decline of 31,147 tourists in absolute terms. The dip
in arrivals from India resulted in a revenue loss of Rs
468 crore, prompting Tourism Minister Ibrahim
Faisal to make a fervent appeal to Indians to be part
of his country’s tourism as its economy depended on
it. It is an indisputable fact that economic coopera-
tion with India has been integral to the Maldivian
economy. The Maldivian people have benefited from
the debt and numerous grants from India. It must be
pointed out that India was always the first nation to
come to the rescue of the tiny island nation, be it the
tsunami in 2004 or the drinking water crisis a decade
later. India was never found wanting in providing as-
sistance, humanitarian or military. Though the pres-
ence of a small group of Indian military personnel,
mostly for humanitarian roles, poses no threat to
Maldivian sovereignty, Muizzu's People’s National
Congress (PNC) had whipped up anti-Indian senti-
ments and campaigned on ‘India Out’ plank, seeking
to oust the Indian military personnel from the coun-
try. The PNC's landslide victory in last month’s par-
liamentary election has further entrenched Muizzu's
hold over the country’s political landscape.

Maldivian Foreign
Minister set the
right tone when
he asserted that

the two countries
must strengthen
traditional
relations
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“ | do not accept While Israel-Palestine We are demanding
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Through our
collective actions —
be it enmity or
environmental
degradation — we
create chances that
lead to our
self-destruction

B MARIA KUMAR

5 the ongoing deadly conflict
between Russia and Ukraine
sharply intensifies and the vi-
olent tensions between
Hamas and Israel escalate further, the
situations in both regions are becoming
alarmingly severe. The dangerously
provocative rhetoric from all sides is
amplifying global concerns, heralding
potentially apocalyptic consequences.
These developments bring to mind a
conversation I once had with my long-
time friend and colleague, Ashok Do-
hare, during an informal gathering
many years ago. Ashok, a distinguished
alumnus of ITT Delhi and 15c Ben-
galuru, made a profound assertion that
has stayed with me. Each day, as I sift
through the latest war reports, his in-
triguing words resonate with me.

Suicides by Proxy

Ashok proposed that the ultimate cul-
mination of human existence might
closely resemble suicide. He clarified
that he was not referring to suicide in
the traditional sense. Instead, he sug-
gested that through our collective ac-
tions — be it through enmity, reckless
accidents or environmental degrada-
tion — we inadvertently create circum-
stances and chances that lead to our
own self-destruction. These actions,
according to him, are essentially sui-
cides by proxy.

As I peruse the latest news headlines
in the mornings, | invariably find myself
compelled to include warfare on top in
the list of these self-destructive behav-
iours. Many soldiers, driven by a pas-
sionate sense of patriotic duty, position
themselves on the front lines, willingly
making the ultimate sacrifice. These
acts, in both their intent and execution,
represent in a way mass suicides ala
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Durkheim’s altruistic model. Reflecting
on Ashok’s perspective, | perceive a sig-
nificant degree of truth in his observa-
tions. From a Sartrean perspective, his
statement implies that in our blind pur-
suit of various unnecessary objectives,
we often deceive ourselves through bad
faith and orchestrate our own destruc-
tion. Then, does this mean that Hades,
the god of death, dances in the moody
shades of our choices? This introspec-
tion not only deepens my understand-
ing of capricious human behaviour but
also strongly influences how I identify
and interpret contemporary geopoliti-
cal confrontations,

Nuclear Sounds
As talk of nuclear strikes resounds
nowadays on an almost daily basis
from Eastern Europe to the Middle
East, it seems that scientists are among
the few who are taking these dangerous
trends seriously. When the Ukraine
war began, it was the scientific commu-
nity that first sounded the alarm about
the potentially catastrophic repercus-
sions of nuclear fallout. Our world has
already been grappling with multiple
human-made disasters — from climate
change and epidemics to rising infertil-
ity — all of which are pushing human-
ity rapidly towards extinction. Empiri-
cal data on rising temperatures across
our lands and oceans indicate that
Earth is on a trajectory to resemble
Venus, where surface temperatures are
so high that lead melts instantly.
Pollution is Alourishing unchecked,
raising the spectre that carbon dioxide
could dominate our atmosphere, dis-
placing oxygen, within a few millennia.
As the doomsday clock ticks ominously
faster, scientists warn that detonatin
thousands of atomic pavloads could gr:
the quickest way to seal humanity’'s
fate, should current Al-powered
clashes turn inte a nuclear Armaged-
don, either deliberately or accidentally.

des of

Yet, the scientific community has its
own paradoxes, especially when con-
sidering their humanitarian impact. It

might surprise some to learn that it was

the philosopher-scientist Albert Ein-
stein who urged the American Presi-
dent Roosevelt to initiate the atomic
bomb project. It was also the spiritual
scientist ] Robert Oppenheimer who
developed the bomb. Even the peace-
loving philanthropist Alfred Nobel
profited from inventing and selling the
menacing dynamite long before the
20th century dawned. Having wit-
nessed the bloodstained corridors of
history, we are still taken aback by the
scientists who continue to develop in-
creasingly sophisticated and sinister

weaponry, potentially to be used by hu-

mans against their own kind. Is this a
manifestation of a suicidal trait, or a
Samson option? Whatever the future
holds, as my friend Ashok postulates,
the human instinct for self-destruction

marches on eccentrically. What then is

the solution to this existential peril?

Most Effective Strategy
Recently, during a visit to Delhi, I had

an occasion to discuss some of these is-

sues with Ashok at his home in Noida.
He expressed concern that the world
desperately requires a structural reset
in its ethical framework, which seems
to have been overshadowed by a one-
sided techno-economic drive. Promi-

nent global minds insist on the immedi-

Leadership minds

should think and act
benignly, not ruinously —
the sole mantra

capable of keeping

the world safe

ate need to explore viable judicious
techniques for humanising top-tier in-
ternational diplomatic affairs.

Freud introduced the concept of li-
bido as the life energy that fuels our ex-
istence and essence, while also warning
of the death instinct in his psychoana-
lvtic model, which Edoardo Weiss
termed “destrudo.” Given that the
human mind is hardwired for self-de-
fence against both imaginary and real
threats, destrudo often takes a domi-
nant role in decision-making unless in-
tervened in time. This dynamic might
explain the high-risk rhetoric being
used by parties on both sides of current
conflicts — a move that only serves to
exacerbate already volatile scenarios.

Amidst these frictions, even nations
that are not parties directly and are
known for their high quality of life,
equality and happiness begin to show
signs of aggression and anxiety previ-
ously unseen. But Freud was optimistic
about redirecting such impulses from
deathly thoughts to existential delights
through sublimation, shifting focus to
aesthetic, benevolent and artistic pur-
suits that highlight life's beauty. Draw-
ing on the valuable lessons of reconcili-
ations that safeguarded human lives
following the past world wars, the most
effective strategy for ending the pres-
ent wars might be for all parties to em-
brace ego-effacing diplomatic mind-
sets, This approach prioritises the
safety of humanity and acknowledges
the vital necessity for mutual coexis-
tence, essential for the survival of all.

A few days ago, during our regular
phone call, Ashok made a captivating
remark. He quipped, “Leadership minds
should think and act benignly, not ru-
inously.” And that is the sole mantra ca-
pable of keeping the world safe,

(The author is IPS (Retd) and
a winner of National Rajbhasha
Gaurav Award for the year 2022-23)
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crucial for world leaders to
recognise the urgency of

Cartoon Today

the situation and take con-
certed action to promote

Editor |
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The Us is playing a double
game. On one side it is sup-
porting Israel with ammu-
nition and on the other,
threatens it to not use on
Rafah (May 10). It appears
that many world leaders
are passively observing the
ongoing conflicts in re-
gions such as Israel-Hamas
and Russia-Ukraine with-
out actively engaging in ef-
forts to facilitate peace
and ceasefire. This lack of
involvement in resolving
the conflicts is concerning.
If the United Mations fails
to take decisive action,
there is a real risk that
these localised conflicts
could escalate into a
larger-scale conflict. It's

Write to us at letters@telanganatoday.com

peaceful resolution.
G VENKATA SUDHIR,

Cecursderabad

Right opportunity

By releasing Arvind Kejriwal
on bail and allowing him to
participate in electioneering,
the Supreme Court has
proved yvet again that justice
is very much alive and kick-
ing in our country. This is not
only a blow to the CBI but
also to the BJP, We can now
expect Kejriwal to use all his
might and see that the NDA
finds its Waterloo in many
States, including Delhi. Hope
he makes the best use of this
opportunity and aligns with
the other opposition parties.
THARCIUS 5§ FERNANDO,
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THE TOP LEADERS
THEMSELVES TURNED
INTO STREET AND GalLl
. WHO WILL
BOTHER ABOUT USI?
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Will chatbots eat India’s IT industry?

What is the ideal job to outsource to Al? Today's Als have
a leaky memory... Where they excel is in manipulating
numbers and symbaols. This happens to be the forte of
outsourcing businesses—India's IT companies.

W The Washington Post

‘Shadow’ ads thriving on Facebook
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Many political ads on Facebook in India during its election
season are backed by organizations that hide their iden-
tity, threatening the integrity of a process intended to en-
force transparency in a system full of emotional appeals.

W The Straits Times

Chopra says belief key to success

Olympic and world javelin champion Neeraj Chopra said
Indian athletes have shown they can compete with Euro-
pean powerhouses of the event and that the key to suc-
cess at the Paris Games is maintaining their self-belief.
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Create space for the warmith of shadows
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henever I am onaflyover
W that’s flanked by residential

apartments, I like to peerinto
the spaces. Taken as a whole, a group of
buildingsis aslice of the cityscape.
However, rather than a feeling of cosy
homeliness, the white tube-light clarity
that shows through can feel like you are
seeing too much, and even ifit’s even-
ing, the homes exist in an awkwardly
bright plane, as though the sun has gone
inside toroost. I've been wondering
how we have come to this: How have we
asaculture come to see fluorescent
light or unnecessarily bright lighting as
essential to our homes? Is it possible
that the general chaos of our lives in
crowded cities, the obscurity of the for-
ces that control our lives, that general
feeling of helplessness when faced with
potholes, corruption and rising taxes,
means that when we get home, we want
absolute clarity? I do think over-practi-
cality and some level of emotional chaos
management is at play when it comes to
choosing lighting.

Light can elevate a place that’s banal
into one of domestic cosy, or make it a
sterile environment that looks like it’s
trying to scare the dust mites. Junichiro
Tanizaki, in his 1933 essay In Praise of
Shadows, says, “In making for ourselves
aplace to live, we first spread a parasol
to throw a shadow on the earth, and in
the pale light of the shadow we put
together a house.” He goes on to cite
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THE GOOD, BAD AN
NDER OF Al

Al's true potential will
be realised whenitis
used to fix issuesin
healthcare or climate
and energy, says the
author of a new book

Nitin Sreedhar

nitin.s@htlive.com

he rise of Al has been

rapid—going from science

fiction toreality in no time.

On the one hand, it can

help you book an Uber or

write your job application. On the other, it

is being used to design cancer drugs of

tomorrow and help space telescopes find

signs of life on exoplanets light years away.

Add generative Al to the mix, and you can

see how Alis changing the way we live. In

the middle is the “human” question: Are

we aware of the consequences of Al enter-
ing our lives?

This is just one of the questions that
London-based Madhumita Murgia, the
first Al editor of Financial Times, tries to
answer in her book Code Dependent: Liv-
inginthe Shadow of AI through 10 stories
of individuals whose lives have been
affected by Al and Al systems.

These stories from across the world
look at everyone from gig workers (sys-
tematically underpaid and undercut by Al
algorithms) to doctors and activists (who
are profiled using facial recognition Al). In
India, we learn about a doctor using an Al
app to analyse patient X-rays and estimate
the risk of tuberculosis.

Elsewhere, Murgia documents Al
sweatshops in Nairobi, Kenya where
young workers categorise and label
graphic text and snippets (that describe
child sexual abuse, murder, suicide, and
other harmful topics), which help train AT
engines to identify, block and filter such
user queries. They also screen distressing
content for clients like Meta, the social
media giant that owns Facebook and
Instagram. She touches upon the trauma
that content moderators face after view-
ing hours and hours of such content. As
the book illustrates, it is this outsourced
work that ensures Al recommendation
engines on social media apps don’t spew
poisonous content.

Murgia was clear that she wanted to
look beyond Silicon Valley which, as she
saysin the book, is the nexus of technolog-
ical power. “I wanted to travel and bring to
life stories from places that other people
don’t...  wanted to be as geographically
broad as possible,” says Murgia, who was
recently in India to promote her book, in

the example of Western houses, which
he says are built to create as few shad-
ows as possible and “to expose the inte-
rior to as much light as possible”. Tani-
zaki’s piece is essential reading on aes-
thetics and the psychology behind
design decisions; many designers and
architects swear by it. Yet, when it
comes to actual space-making, the
tendency to err on the side of too
much—just like the Western example
he’s so disdainful of—has become one
ofthe most egregious foibles of con-
temporary Indian interior design.
I'wasin Copenhagen recently and
walking around the streets of Norrebro,
adistrict lined with old brick buildings.
By late evening, the flats in its neigh-
bourhoods are twinkling with gentle
orange light, usually dressed in white
IKEA Regolit paper lampshades or
Louis Poulsen designs. Seeing these
warm spaces in the culture that has
exported “hygge” as a design philoso-
phy to the world, it was clear how much
of that feeling was communicated
through the quantum and nature of
lights used. A friend’s home had candle-
light at the window, a floor lamp by the
sofa and a hanging lamp above the din-
ing table, creating a glow of welcome. In
India, “hygge” is quoted by many inte-
rior designersin their project state-
ments, but that Danish principle is
about creating an environment of con-
tentment and nurturing, achieving a lot
with very little. In our cities, new inte-
rior design projects are usually flats in
freshly minted real estate develop-
ments, most of which come outfitted
with false ceilings that homeowners
then accessorise with recessed lights to
accentuate the ceiling itself or line with
down-lighters. False ceilings also
reduce the height of aroom by several
inches so the final effect is simply

an interview with Lounge.

“The most challenging part was figur-
ing out who would make the best stories.
Because in many cases, people are either
unaware that they’ve been affected by Al
systems, orif they’re aware, and if they’ve
been harmed by it, they don’t want to talk
about it. They want to move on.”

Murgia’sbook comes at an interesting
time. The pace at which Al has developed
over the last three-four years, around the
time she started working on the book, is
exciting as well as alarming. “The big
change in the last two years has been the
pace of development of the technology,
and how quickly it's been rolled out simul-
taneously. There’s such a short gap
between the two that there are alot of mis-
conceptions. It’s hard to be aware when
things go wrong, because it’s all happen-
ing very quickly,” says Murgia.

“The challenge is throwing some cold
water, taking a step back and trying to
show the big picture, because right now
there’s just a lot of hype and excitement
(around Al),” she says.

Edited excerpts from the interview:

Whatled you down this path of look-
ing at the people that have been
impacted by AI?

I'was always fascinated by how science
impacts people, which is why I chose
immunology for my master’s. I was curi-
ous about what happens when science and
society cross over. My first job as ajournal-
ist was at Wired magazine, where I got to
know some of today’s best-known entre-
preneurs. Since then, the lens through
which I've written about technology has
been: who are the people behind it? How
doesit affect us asa society?

All of the media focuses on Silicon Val-

ley and the big tech companies and the
people we put on a pedestal, like Elon
Musk, Mark Zuckerberg and now Sam Alt-
man. Even in India, it's about the people
behind the big companies. I wanted to
look at the rest of us—how isit (Al) chang-
ing our work, education, health, the way
that we live.
‘What’s the one sector on which Al is
having the biggest positive impact?
And a sector on which it is having a
negative impact?

Science and health are the areas where
Alwill have the biggest impact. The com-
pany that I focus on in the book, QureAl,
which is Mumbai-based, is going to do an
expedition up to Everest Base Camp and
use their Al system to diagnose people in
Nepal with specific chest conditions that
2o undiagnosed most of the time. That’s
justone example of how this type of tech-
nology can reach people who don’t have
access to the care the rest of us do.

In terms of negative impact, where I
see the failings of Al the most is when you
use it for social decision-making systems.

The Americano restaurant in Mumbai with dark blue colours offset by gentle light.

unpleasant and too bright.

If one end of the spectrum is excess,
on the other end is the epidemic-level
use of white light. The 9-watt white
LED bulb (equivalent of a 60-watt tradi-
tional bulb) is the best-selling product
from the light brand Philips, while
20-watt white batten LEDs are the best-
selling in their category across brands.
The unilateral clarity of white light and
the ability of a single one to throw light
evenly make white battens a particu-
larly attractive combination. That
makes me wonder when we became so
scared of shadows. What has caused us
toneed clinical views of our personal
spaces? How did a culture that lived by
oil lamp light for centuries suddenly

—
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(above) A self-driving car
trying a test route in
Gothenburg, Sweden; and
Madhumita Murgia.
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Code Dependent:
Living in the
Shadow of Al

By Madhumita Murgia,
Pan Macmillan India,
320 pages, 3699

become slave to white light battens and
spaces lit up like stadiums?

My friend, Sunil Eapen, aretired cre-
ative director who now lives in Benga-
luru, says it was his ex-wife who first
told him that “using white lightina
home is lighting hara-Kkiri”. Sunil’s
home is a gently lit space where ceiling
lights are always off because he says the
ambient light is too harsh and throws
far too much illumination in places that
don’tneed it. He never uses them. He
planned his lighting on a “zigzag
model”—twin lamps at the ends of his
L-shaped sofa with a standing light and
asmaller lamp sitting parallel to the
twin lamps, creating a sort of “Z” line of
light. “You have to consider the mood

Criminal justice, for instance. Should
somebody get bail, should somebody be
arrested? You see this in government
social services.

Often when we use a computer system,
we tend torely on it more than we do on
humans. We don’t notice when
things go wrong, or we trust it
too much.

A recent survey said
that one in four Indi-
ans has come across
a deepfake in the
recent past and
were not able to
detect it. What
could be the impact
of deepfakes on soci-
ety?

The technology has
become so sophisticated that
even people around the world who are
aware of this cannot tell the difference.

The issue then becomes: how does any-
body know what’s real and what’s fake?
Especially when we live most of our lives
online.

I'think the result is going to be firstly, a
huge flood of fake news. Not in the sense
thatit’sfalse information, but websites that
are entirely generated (using Al).

Social media sites are the ways in which
we get our news now, especially young
people with TikTok, Instagram and Snap,
and so there will be alot less trust in insti-
tutional news. The goal will be for us to
figure out how to carve out aniche of trust

you are creating,” he says. “It’'s not about
clarity. You want to feel warm and
cosy.” Too much light in the evenings
can also be a serious disruptor to the cir-
cadian system. So, if you are facing sleep
issues, you may want to examine how
much light you are consuming in the
hours leading up to your bedtime, par-
ticularly in the bedroom.

Another spotIlove foritslighting is
the Americano restaurant in Mumbai.
Dark blue colours on the ceiling and
the walls are offset by precise but gentle
glinting light across the room. Wheniit’s
filled with people, you hear the glasses
chinking and people laughing, and
there is a general feeling of conviviality
that is an emotional by-product of the

shared . ' sustainable ' autonomous amobility,dk
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in an era where anything could be fake:
images, videos, audio.
You’ve written about real-life exam-
ples of Al bias and discrimination.
Why isitso hard to fix it?
There are so many types of bias and dis-
crimination.
When you look at criminal
justice, you have commu-
nitiesin the USwhich are
over-policed—African
Americans, for exam-
ple. There’smore data
about themin the sys-
tem, so the Al system
ismore likely to iden-
tify an African Ameri-
canasarisk.

This is all societal
behaviours, prejudices that
get woven and coded into the

system.

Now, we're replacing humans with the
Al systems. So, when they do go wrong,
nobody spots it because there’s nobody
who’s accountable.

Evaluating Al systems is something
nobody knows how to do.

You mention that making Al accessi-
ble isimportant. Could open-source
Al play arole in this?

Definitely. That’s always been the way
with technology. You have the walled gar-
denslike Apple and iOS, but then you also
have open-source alternatives like
Android. Both are making money and
competing in the global market, but they

design decisions of its architect, Anne
Geenen of the Mumbai-based studio,
Site Practice. Geenen used mock-ups to
ascertain how different lights would
work in the space. “We tried to create an
atmospheric design keeping in mind
that while sitting at the table the light
shouldn’t shine in your eye, there
shouldn’t be shadows on people’s faces.
When people go out, they are dressed
up and feel good, so it is important the
light makes people look good.” The sig-
nature brass fixtures in the restaurant
were custom-designed by Site Practice,
and are supported by a cluster of hidden
light sources spread throughout the
restaurant. Geenen says she minimised
the number of lights, using only what
was needed.

Geenen uses the same principles for
residential projects. “I always have just a
few main lights from the ceiling, mostly
one or two above the dining space and
theliving room. For the rest, I use loose
lighting fixtures, various elements of
task lighting such as atable lamp ora
loose light that is at eye-level. I combine
those with standing lamps so there are
light sources at different heights.” And
most importantly: “The colour of the
light bulb has to be warm, not harsh
white light.”

It’s a great piece of advice for home-
owners. Generations of us have grown
up in white-light homes and so we think
over-illumination is the key to lighting
homes. But creating a homely feel is not
always about banishing a house of its
shadows, it is about highlighting its best
features and creating a sense of warmth.
Let the demons hang out in the closet,
we don’t need to see everything.

Manju Sara Rajan is an editor, arts
manager and author who divides her
time between Rottayam and Bengaluru.
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have very different ways in which they
approach the same technology. Thatisthe
case with Al aswell.

Open sourceisn’t necessarily just small
companies. Mistral isa great example ofa
start-up. Meta is also doing an open-
source version of Al and they are hardly a
start-up. But I think because of what
they’ve done and what Mistral is now
doing—there are others like Hugging
Face—you will have more participants.
There’s always talk about where we
see Al and humans in the future.
What’s the one aspect that excites you
aboutit?

What we could do with AI could be
amazing. Solving medical mysteries—
things like that excite me.

An example I talk about in the bookis
about pain. Thisis a US-specific example,
but African Americans always experi-
ence pain differently to Caucasian eth-
nicity patients. Nobody’s been able to
figure out why. But I spoke with Ziad
Obermeyer, a physician and Al scientist,
who looked at scans of people who had
self-annotated levels of pain for their
knee joints. He found that Al systems
could much better predict levels of pain,
particularly for African Americans com-
pared to human doctors. This shows that
we can use it to solve problems we
haven’t been able to as humans.

If we can address issues in healthcare,
or climate and energy (using Al), or find a
way to build a quantum computer, then
that’sreal progress for me.



(D) THOUGHT FOR THE DAY: It is amazing what you can accomplish if
you do not care who gets the credit.

— HARRY S TRUMAN
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Muslim population
myth is dangerous

It is ameasure of the duplicitousness and chicanery that

the election campaign run by the ruling party — also In-

dia’s largest political party — has been fed by the seem-
ingly scholarly Economic Advisory Council to Prime Minis-
ter (EAC-PM) on the country’s minority population based on
only a Working Paper. This revealed that Muslims had the
highest rate of change of growth of population among all re-
ligious communities from 1951 to 2015 and while this was up
by 43 per cent, the rate of growth of Hindus was down by 8
per cent. Expectedly; this set off yet another round of airing
of the same old myths about the Muslim community growing
fast and concern about the future of Hindus in India. Truth
isat a great discount here and the myths have gained the sta-
tus of certainty in the Hindutva camp.

Why the EAC-PM chose the odd cut-off of 2015 instead of
thelast decadal Census of 2011 is less important than the fact
that it decided to cherry-pick data that would perfectly suit
the anti-Muslim narrative that has dominated the 2024 elec-
tion campaign so far. There’s a derisive reference to Muslims
almost every other day from the BJP It is difficult to not see
that the scholars in EAC-PM consciously chose to focus on
therate of growth because the numbers brought (false) grav-
itas to the BJP’s anti-Muslim narrative. They could - should
—have considered two other data points to make an honest ar-
gument. One is the share of the religious communities in the
total population, which increased by 4 per cent for Muslims
and dropped by nearly 7 per cent for Hindus.

The other is the Total Fertility Rate (TFR), which is declin-
ing among all religious communities but has seen the highest
drop among Muslims. The TFR is linked most strongly to ed-
ucation and income rather than religion. The more educated
a community and its women, the fewer children. Sliced
across the board, what emerges is that Hindus added 69 crore
to their total population since 1951 while Muslims added 14.4
crore and that, as a group, Muslims have been growing slower
than that at any time. This underscores the need for a decadal
Census which was due in 2021 but the Modi government has
been disinclined to undertake. The EAC-PM has played a dan-
gerous and mischievous game of pouring fuel into a raging
fire — and has brought disrepute to India’s statistics and
scholar communities. Besides, this is only a Working Paper,
not a peer-reviewed one published in a frontline academic
journal. The mischief is hard to miss.

Importance of ICMR's
dietary guidelines

he Indian Council of Medical Research released a di-
I etary guideline after more than a decade. While it is
admittedly a Himalayan task to recommend a healthy
diet in a mind-bogglingly diverse and multi-cultural country
like India where food habits and preferences change every
200-500 kilometres, the new dietary guidelines offer an impor-
tant and timely telescopic view of where most Indians might
be going wrong. For example, it says that instead of the rec-
ommended 500 grams of vegetables and fruits a day, most In-
dians eat just 100 to 200 grams. It must be noted that there are
serious price issues for a large majority who find these expen-
sive even if they are accessible. Another trend noted was the
over-reliance on cereals and an excess consumption of sugar
and salt in regular diets. Similarly; the guidelines came down
heavily on protein powders though it pointed out that most
Indians get less good protein than they should.

The dietary guidelines are important because, in more
than a decade, there is an official benchmark of how food
choices and consumption patterns have led to an over-
whelming burden of lifestyle diseases in the country, in both
urban and rural areas. The 17-point guideline points out that
healthy diets and adequate physical activity could prevent
nearly 80 per cent of Type-II diabetes and a majority of coro-
nary heart disease cases in the country. Most Indians con-
sume an excess of carbohydrates and are increasingly rely-
ing on ultra-processed or convenience foods. The ICMR has
sounded a warning. The guidelines make it incumbent on
people to read food labels and exercise caution in their food
choices. Food is, after all, an intensely personal and commu-
nity affair. But this cannot be all. The guidelines make it obli-
gatory for health authorities and policymakers at national
and state levels to issue advisories, circumscribe certain
foods like the ultra-processed and high-sugar foods in
schools, and evolve a classification based on local culture of
healthy and unhealthy foods.
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HEAVY WITHDRAWALS OF
STERLING BY INDIA

London, May 10. Authoritative sources stated today that Sir Stafford
Cripps, Chancellor of the Exchequer, handed a memorandum to Pandit
Nehru, when he was recently here, expressing the deep concern felt
by the British Government at the very heavy rate at which India was
drawning on her free sterling balances.
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Little justification to tax rich more

Spectrum 4

xMadan Sabnavis

ith the elections going on
s ; s ; in full swing and the man-
ifestos of major parties
out, discussion has centered on in-
equality. A corollary is the debate
on whether the rich should be
taxed more through a wealth tax or
inheritance tax. The short answer
is that there is little justification for
this and there can be some tweak-
ing of existing tax rates at the
most.

Piketty and his colleague re-
searchers found that the top 1 per
cent of India’s population holds
22.6 per cent of the total income
and 40.1 per cent of the total wealth
and the number of billionaires in-
creased from 1 in 1991 to 167 in 2022.
A conclusion drawn was that if a 2
per cent super tax was imposed on
167 individuals, it would amount to
0.5 per cent of GDP, which can be
redistributed. While these num-
bers sound compelling, there is
need to exercise some judgment.

India has a fairly comprehensive
tax system that has gone through
several levels of iterations, espe-
cially since the 1980s, to reach an
acceptable level today which bal-
ances all objectives. In 1973-74, the
highest marginal tax rate was 97.5
per cent, which has now come
down to a comparable global level
of 30 per cent (with additional sur-
charges). At such high levels there

was little incentive to work or in-
vest to earn higher income as it
was absorbed by the government.
This was the logic for lowering the
rates to reasonable levels as we
moved away from ultra-socialistic
ideology. It would be counterpro-
ductive in case such a system was
mimicked by introducing a tax on
wealth or inheritance just because
people or families have gotten rich-
er.

When Forbes ranks people or
families in terms of being the rich-
est, both income and assets are in-
cluded. Income comes from
salaries, interest on savings, and
investment and so on. Assets in-
cludes stocks, buildings, homes,
yachts, and aeroplanes. This is how
LVMH, Amazon, Tesla, Facebook,
and Oracle founders feature in this
list. The same kind of list exists for
India, too.

Inequality will always exist as
those that show enterprise and go
ahead will be the ones who are
much better off than those who
work in these companies. If these
entrepreneurs were not there,
there would be only rudimentary
structures of production and the
general level of income and pros-
perity would be low. People at the
lower levels can rise in life only
when there is faster growth which
creates jobs and this is where the
rich come in. While some are first
generation entrepreneurs, others
have risen because of inheritance.
As long as the rules of law are be-
ing observed and taxes being paid,
there should be no complaint about
inequality. As the market is free,
people can shift jobs, which they
do, to have their services command

the right price. No one is stopped
from starting their own enterprise
and the start-up culture in India of
late has been impressive. The ques-
tion is whether or not the tax sys-
tem addresses each component of
income and wealth.

The income tax system has differ-
ent slabs where the highest rate at
30 per cent also has surcharge up to
37.5 per cent, with an education
cess of 4 per cent on top. Therefore,
there is a progressive structure in
place here. The highest effective
rate of above 40 per cent would be
one of the highest in the world.

While a large proportion of
wealth of families is in the amount

to income. The question then is
whether the same exist for wealth
that is now the bone of contention.
Those who argue against any such
action would justify their stance on
grounds that when a person buys
property from a taxed source of in-
come, there cannot be multiple lay-
ers of taxation. This is a strong
point. Besides, there is already a
clause of having GST on houses
purchased, which varies between 1
per cent for affordable homes to 5
per cent. Therefore, there is a tax in
existence.

On the other side of the argu-
ment, those against the rich getting
away would say that this is the

Inequality will always exist as those that show
enterprise and go ahead will be the ones who are much
better off than those who work in these companies

of stocks that are held, value is re-
alised only when they are sold or
else it is notional. For those who
are bestowed with stock options,
there is a perquisite tax to be paid
on the difference between the aver-
age prevailing price and the cost to
the employee. Hence, this benefit is
also taxed at the time of vesting.
Here the capital gains tax is levied
across the board for amounts high-
er than Rs1 lakh per annum. When
property is sold, the laws are clear
on how the proceeds are taxed with
allowances being made for invest-
ing in another property or in cer-
tain pre-specified bonds of public
sector entities.

There is, hence, already in exis-
tence a fairly rigorous tax system
that covers all ends when it comes

starting point of inequality where
there are owners of companies,
CEOs, film stars, sportspersons
who buy property that could cost
more than Rs100 crore. Here, there
is a case for considering having a
fresh set of GST slabs for proper-
ties according to the consideration
so that those valued over Rs100
crore would be subject to 28 per
cent tax.

This would, however, mean ex-
treme taxation as there is already a
stamp duty that is paid on any
property transaction which auto-
matically increases with the value
of the deal. This too may not sound
fair and would not be justified.

Putting all the pieces together it
is hard to really justify separate
taxes for the rich as the present dis-

pensation is progressive and the
rich do end up paying higher level
of taxes than others. Taxing the
rich more merely because they are
rich on grounds of making them
pay for the upkeep of the poor may
not sound right. The onus is really
on governments to ensure that the
taxes that are collected are used
more for redistribution purposes
which is what is being done
through extensive programmes on
subsidies, employment and hous-
ing. Governments should spend
more on the lower income segment
especially in education and health
so that they can be elevated in the
hierarchy.

As the Indian economy went in
for reforms in 1991 and the govern-
ment moved away from commer-
cial activity, it is but natural that
the private sector had a larger role
to play. In the process of exponen-
tial growth witnessed in the last
three decades, India Inc. did make
a mark which has rewarded the
capitalist more than the ordinary
citizen who still moved up the in-
come chain. Overall living stan-
dards have improved across all seg-
ments even if has created a pyra-
mid like structure with the top 1
per cent residing at the top-end. As
the tax system is already compre-
hensive, there is no need to have
more taxes. Even if we tax the rich
at higher rates, the question is
whether the government uses the
same for redistribution or other
purposes. That’s the puzzle.

Madan Sabnavis is Chief Economist,
Bank of Baroda, and author of:
Corporate Quirks: The darker side of
the sun

Time to make religion a private atiair
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Fearless
Talk

X Abhay Mokashi

or those who have witnessed
F campaigning for general

elections in the past, the cur-
rent level of campaigning must be
traumatic, unless they have locked
their brains, blinded by implicit
faith in what their leader says.

Almost all political parties had
great orators, who spoke on the is-
sues before the country and the so-
lutions they wish to offer for those
problems. Of course, they had dif-
ferent perceptions on national is-
sues, they criticised each other, but
rarely did they rely on falsehood
and if a leader indulged in making
false statements, the members of
the audience were smart enough to
catch it. The level of literacy
among the voters was low, as com-
pared to today’s literacy rate, yet
the voters were well informed and
politically aware.

It was the political consciousness
of the masses, the majority of
whom where illiterate, that
strengthened our freedom
struggle, leading to freedom from
one of the mightiest empires in the
world. During those days, people
had wisdom and knowledge. Today
we are burdened with information,

which is often not based on facts.

Given the increase in the literacy
rate and access to information,
thanks to the internet, it is easier
for the public at large to verify the
facts, provided they have an open
mind, with a scientific tempera-
ment, which drives them to seek
the truth and correct oneself when
found to be on wrong premise.

Education is supposed to make
recipients have a persevering
mind, eager to seek the truth. Un-
fortunately, that is not what is seen
in the country, at least when it
comes to issues related to econom-
ics, social structure, which in-
cludes health, education and inclu-
sive development, with people
blindly believing the leaders’
claims.

Elections in yesteryears were not
fought on religious grounds, but on
approaches to handle the socio-eco-
nomic problems before the country:
The political parties, which fought
elections on religious grounds
were by and large rejected or per-
formed very poorly in electoral pol-
itics. Today, the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) speaks of bring in
Ram Rajya, but its leaders and can-
didates do not have the qualities of
Ram, even in the minutest form.
This was the case with the now de-
funct Ram Rajya party, which was
rejected by the voters.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi
tries to project himself as a man of
letters, but his references from his-
tory seem to be to the contrary. On

one hand his speeches expose his
ignorance on almost on all the sub-
jects that he speaks on, while on
the other there is enough evidence
to show that he manipulates infor-
mation and also speaks untruths.
The matter assumes importance
not because he is a star
campaigner of a national political
party, but because he is the Prime
Minister of the country. He keeps
stating that India is the mother of
democracy. She is in his case, given
the freedom he is getting from the
courts and the Election Commis-

nation like Pakistan can control it.

Pakistan’s political parties would
not want the Congress to be in pow-
er for two reasons, the first being
that the party was responsible for
the division of Pakistan, leading to
the formation of Bangladesh and
the second being that the Congress
does not discriminate against Mus-
lims and strives for communal har-
mony in the country.

A country ridden with internal
strives, irrespective of the cause, is
always weak and that is what Pak-
istan and China would want of In-

Elections in yesteryears were not fought on religious
grounds, but on approaches to handle the socio-
economic problems before the country

sion of India, by their silence, to
make speeches inciting hatred be-
tween communities and seeking
votes in the name of religion.
Modi has started speaking about
Pakistan wanting to install a Con-
gress government in the country
and that it is for the benefit of Pak-
istan to have a Congress govern-
ment. His party has gone to the ex-
tent of publishing advertisements
appealing to voters to decide
whether they would like to cast
their vote in favour of Hindustan
or Pakistan. By such statements
Modi and BJP are insulting India
and its population, because by his
statement he is trying to imply that
India is so weak that even a small

dia, where it is easy to fan commu-
nal passions and incite people to vi-
olence.

Instead of speaking on his
progress report of 10 years, Modi
has been stating that if the Con-
gress comes to power, it will put a
Babri Mosque lock on the Ram
Temple at Ayodhya and will give
reservations to Muslims; a gullible
population believes it to be true.
The Ram Temple has been con-
structed on the judgement of the
Supreme Court and no
government can veto it. Moreover,
it was the Congress government
that had opened the locks for Hin-
dus to pray at the temple.

The Constitution does not allow

reservation on the basis of
religion, so there is no question of
the Congress or any other party do-
ing so for the Muslims or any other
religion.

Leaders of all political parties are
looking for electoral success, but
they should bear in mind that the
strengthening of the nation should
be their topmost priority and the
strength of anation lies in the wel-
fare of the people and their contri-
bution to nation’s wealth building,
where they too have a share of the
wealth. That does not seem to be
happening today.

Just as a tall building stands on
its pillars, the different castes
communities in the country are
the pillars of India. If these are
weakened or shaken, the nation
will crumble.

While filing the nomination pa-
pers for the election, every candi-
date takes an oath of allegiance to
the Constitution, yet many of them
violate the Constitution during
their campaign. The preamble
speaks of secularism. The leaders
have failed to understand the
meaning of secularism;
secularism is where the govern-
ment does not practice any reli-
gion.

It is time we practice secularism
and make religion and religious is-
sues a private affair.

Abhay Mokashi is a senior journalist
and media trainer. He tweets at
@a_mokashi

phases, starting at 69.4% and

ending in 61.7% with an
overall 67.7% turnout.

the pillars on which nursing is
assiduously built. Thus, a
nurse is described as an

Inviting Eternal Abundance LETTERS  Voter apathy
— Ritesh Aswaney +  TO THE EDITOR he low turnout of 60 per
- - cent in the first three
ur ancients knew a tainly have the backing of Shocklng episode phases of polling shows there
thing or two about as- this auspicious day to help it is not much enthusiasm
tronomy! The Sun develop into a regular habit, tis sickening to read that the ~ among the public given the
represents the vital life force, and then bear eternal fruit, Governor of West Bengal is present political scenario. The
the masculine, and the moon much like the Akshay Patra. involved in an alleged summer heat could also have
represents thenurturingand It is also a day to think of molestation case. Keeping in reduced the number of voters.

nourishment critical for life,
the feminine. It is only natu-
ral that on the day that we see
these two celestial marvels
exalt in the heavens is
marked as extremely auspi-
cious. Yesterday we celebrat-
ed Akshay Tritiya, a day so
auspicious that it is generally
believed that this is one day
when one doesn’t have to look
for a specific muhurat
and you can leverage

the energies on this day

to start almost any .
project

was gifted by Surya Dev to
the Pandavas for their subsis-
tence, to provide enough food
for them when they were in
exile. Akshay means endless,
and eternal, which is why
popular culture also has it
that it’s an auspicious day to
buy precious metals like
gold, adding a timeless di-
mension to it, and helping fa-
cilitate eternal prosperity.

In addition to the popular
angle around material pros-
perity; there is a whole differ-
ent spiritual dimension that
the energies on their day help
us tap into. Being a great day
to start projects, if you've had
getting into yoga or medita-
tion on your mind, then this
is also a great excuse to final-
ly start a practice, for you cer-

those around us, those that
help us live our daily lives
more conveniently, whether
it’s the service staff at home
or at work. Goddess Anna-
purna, who represents food
and nourishment, is believed
to have appeared on this day,
and therefore it is a great
time to perform Anna Dana
(or the gift of food) to a chari-
table cause of your
choice. As the ancient
texts say, Anna Dana

is one of the greatest

-
. forms of service
Legend has it of that you can offer, but
course that the you're offering
Akshay Patra food and help-

ing fulfil one of the basic ne-
cessities of a fellow human
being.

Circling back to what we
started with, both the divine
father, the Sun and the divine
mother; the Moon being in
exaltation, this is also an op-
portune day to dedicate to
your parents, and if you've
not been able to make time
for them, then to resolve to
spending more time with
them. Material and spiritual
success are only possible
when there is a balance of
the masculine and feminine
energies that reside within
all of us, and Akshay Tritiya
is such a beautiful day to ac-
knowledge this and take
those first steps to help invite
that balance into our lives.

view his constitutional office, it
is very unlikely that the truth of
the matter relating to his
alleged sexual misconduct will
be investigated impartially and
expeditiously. Sandeshkhali, the
shameful Revanna episode of
Karnataka and the Brij Bhushan
Singh case are recent examples
to show that women'’s voices
are stifled in cases involving
the abuse of their modesty by
the high and mighty. That the
Governor, CV Ananda Bose, has
shown the CCTV footage of the
said date to a select audience
chosen by him makes the case
look more suspicious. If women
are not safe in the presence
and office of the Governor of a
state, no place is safe for them.
Avinash Godboley, Dewas

To increase number of voters
to more than 80 per cent,
debates in legislatures should
focus on welfare measures but
not on individuals or
theatricals or mudsling. People
want not just words but also
implementation of various
measures that would benefit
them.

PV Srinivas Sreelekha,

Secunderabad

Optimistic forecast

he completion of the third

phase of polling on May 7
means we are close to the
halfway mark in the Lok
Sabha electins. In 2019,
turnout figures had shown a
declining trend over the seven

However, researchers said
that this year a reverse
phenomenon could be
underway, with voting
percentage poised for a
marked improvement in the
subsequent phases. Despite a
low turnout, more votes cast
than in 2019 is an impressive
sign.

MR Jayanthy, Trichy

Women unsafe

he saga of the so called

godmen abusing women
continues with the reports of
such a godman raping and
blackmailing a woman at Mira
Road in Mumbai. It is time that
women are especially wary of
godmen who may know little
about religion but know much
about psychology and which
buttons to press to get the
desired responses and results.
They also know the women to
target. The police can take pro
active measures by using
decoys to trap these
unscrupulous criminals
operating openly without fear
and giving religion a bad
name.

Anthony Henriques, Mumbai

Marked by

compassion

he tremendous contribution

of nurses to humanity has
set the profession apart.
International Nurses Day (INC)
is observed all over on May
12, since 1965, to
commemorate the birthday of
Florence Nightingale, who is
synonymous with compassion.
Patience, love, forgiveness,
dedication and selflessness are

“universal gift" to mankind. It
is heart warming that nursing
has gone beyond the gender
stereotype.

Ganapathi Bhat, Akola

Quota question

he rhetorical shift by the

BJP to a Hindu-Muslim
binary began with the
comparison of the Congress
manifesto to the Muslim
League. It reached a crescendo
when Prime Minister Narendra
Modi declared "As long as
Modi is alive, | will not let
reservations of Dalits,
Adivasis, OBC to be given to
Muslims on the basis of
religion." Political analysts
interpret this as the impact of
the opposition charge that the
BJP wanted to change the
Constitution and scrap
reservations if it won 400
seats in the 2024 general
elections. However, in the
given situation, it is practically
impossible to alter the
structure of reservations while
remaining within the contours
of the Constitution. It was the
Telugu Desam Party chief
Chandrababu Naidu, an NDA
ally now, that promised a 4 per
cent reservation to Muslims a
few days ago. Naidu asserted
his party had “hired the best
advocates and fought for 4 per
cent Muslim reservations in the
Supreme Court”.

Haridasan Rajan, Kozhikode

Dear reader,
We are eager to know your opinions,
comments and suggestions. Write to
letters@fpj.co.in with the title of the letter
in the subject line. Using snail mail? Send
your letters to The Free Press Journal, Free

Press House, Free Press Marg, 215 Nariman
Point, Mumbai 400021.
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Air sickness

erging two airlines into one is a task fraught

with risk, as Air India and Indian Airlines

learnt to their discomfiture more than a
decade and a half ago when a merger was forced on
them by then Civil Aviation Minister Praful Patel, over-
riding concerns voiced, including by this newspaper,
that the scheme was hare-brained. The present Min-
ister, Jyotiraditya Scindia, may have little to do with
the merger pangs being faced by Air India and Vis-
tara, or by Air India Express and the former AirAsia
India, but the difference this time round, and one that
he must address, is that passengers are being put to
severe inconvenience while being asked to pay extor-
tionate fares for flights that are seemingly cancelled
at whim.

The consequences of the disruptions caused by
industrial action resorted to by pilots of Vistara last
month and the cabin crew of Air India Express this
week, have been two-fold. First, supply has been
unable to keep up with the demand for airline seats,
resulting in huge increases in fares. Second, with the
holiday season having begun, passengers are being
forced to redraw itineraries at considerable cost and
inconvenience.

In addition to the problems being faced by Vistara
and Air India Express, there are additional complica-
tions posed by the withdrawal of several of its aircraft
by Indigo because of problems with Pratt & Whitney
engines, and curtailed operations by Spicejet, which is
struggling to survive. And finally, of course, it has been
a year since GoAir was grounded after its owners filed
for bankruptcy. While Mr Scindia cannot be blamed
for the way airlines are managed, or mismanaged, the
government, as a regulator, has a responsibility to cit-
izens ~ of ensuring safe, trouble-free and fairly priced
air travel. In this task, Mr Scindia has failed abysmally.

Air India Express has responded to the step taken
by its cabin crew ~ of “reporting sick” without notice ~
by sacking several of them. Clearly the airline hopes
the severity of this action will force other “sick” crew
members to regain their health and good sense.
Termination letters have accused the crew members
of acts “subversive of public interest”, and of causing
damage ~ monetary and reputational ~ to the
company.

While all this is true, it must also be admitted that
there has been little engagement between the airline
and its staff, to understand grievances of the latter
and to attempt to find solutions. Leaving the dispute
to be handled by the Labour department of the Delhi
government will clearly not yield a solution, and it is
here that the Ministry of Civil Aviation tasked with
“formulation of national policies and programmes for
the development and regulation” of the sector must
step in. The fact of an impending election must not
stop Mr Scindia from immediately choosing to play an
effective role in resolving the issues that are causing
such great distress to passengers.

Difficult choices

s the political landscape continues to evolve in
the United States, President Joe Biden finds

himself walking a precarious tight-rope, bal-
ancing the demands of traditional alliances with the
rising tide of activism among young voters. The surge
of campus protests ~ now having reached some 140
campuses across 45 states and Washington DC ~ chal-
lenge Mr Biden’s stance on Israel’s conflict with
Hamas and are already beginning to force a rethink on
American foreign policy.

While Mr Biden is bound by longstanding foreign
policy commitments, he cannot ignore the shifting
values and priorities of a new generation. The chal-
lenge is clear: how to reconcile unwavering support
for Israel with the growing discontent among pro-
gressive constituents who view that country’s actions
in Gaza as unjust and disproportionate.

The protests also reflect a broader frustration with
the status quo and a desire for meaningful change.
They are fuelled by a sense of moral outrage at the
loss of life in Gaza and a belief that the United States
should use its leverage to hold Israel accountable for
its actions, while ensuring that funding to that country
be curbed. Yet, they also pose a dilemma for Mr Biden
and the Democratic Party, threatening to alienate key
constituents and sow division within the ranks. Mr
Biden must walk a tight-rope.

On the one hand, he must condemn any acts of
anti-Semitism that may arise in the course of the
demonstrations, reaffirming his commitment to com-
bating hatred and discrimination. On the other, he
must also recognise the legitimacy of peaceful protest
and engage with the underlying grievances driving
the movement.

The President’s response has, by his lights, been
measured, condemning anti-Semitism while express-
ing solidarity with the Palestinian people. But his crit-
ics believe his policies reflect a confused mind. His
reluctance to fully embrace the demands of the pro-
testers has drawn criticism from both sides of the
political spectrum.

Republicans accuse him of weakness and indeci-
sion, while some Democrats warn that failure to heed
the concerns of young voters could have dire conse-
quences at the ballot box. In truth, Mr Biden faces a
no-win situation.

No matter how he chooses to navigate the cur-
rent crisis, he is bound to incur the wrath of one fac-
tion or another. Yet, therein lies the essence of leader-
ship ~ the ability to make tough decisions in the face
of adversity, guided by principle and a commitment to
the common good.

As the protests continue to unfold, one thing is
clear: the stakes could not be higher. The outcome of
this struggle will not only shape the future of US for-
eign policy but also define the soul of the Democratic
Party for years to come. In the end, it will be up to Mr
Biden and his allies to rise up to the occasion, forging
a path that reflects the values and aspirations of all
Americans, young and old alike.

Precious Snakes

It is ironic that while we are so concerned about greenhouse gases and their impact
on the environment, we are more or less oblivious to freshwater consumption and
its impact on the environment and population. In a world where one in every five
persons does not have access to fresh water, and particularly when the demand for
water resources in the whole world is increasing, the issue of water footprint needs

to be taken seriously

research team compris-

ing scientists from Mac-

quarie University in

Australia, Oxford Uni-
versity, UK, the University of
Adelaide, Australia, the Universi-
ty of Witwatersrand, South
Africa, and the Vietnamese
Academy of Science and Tech-
nology, did a focussed study on
reticulated pythons (Malayopy-
thon reticulatus) and Burmese
pythons (Python bivittatus) and
reported that snake meat is not
only a good source of protein but
also the best alternative for sus-
tainable living. This appeared in
the journal Nature’s 14 March
2024 issue under Scientific
Reports (DOI:10.1038/s41598-
024-54874-4).

The researchers studied
more than 4,600 pythons and
found that reticulated and Bur-
mese pythons, in particular, req-
uired less food to produce, say, a
pound of meat compared to
conventional farm products
such as chicken, beef, pork, sal-
mon etc.

Pythons grow rapidly to
reach the ‘slaughter weight’
within a year after hatching.
According to Dr. Natusch, the
first author of the paper, “pyth-
ons outperform all mainstream
livestock chicken and cattle”
when food to protein conversion
is considered.

Eating snake meat is noth-
ing new. Snakes have long been
consumed in Southeast Asia and
China as a high-protein, low-sat-
urated fat food source. Hong
Kong is famous for its snake
soup which has been consumed
for over 2,000 years in China.

Scientists are not expecting
the consumption of snake meat
to be accepted worldwide easi-
ly, except maybe in some parts
of Asia. But they are batting for it
for serious environmental rea-
sons ~ from the point of view of
water conservation.

When we consume one kg
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of meat, we are consuming
16,000 liters of water unknow-
ingly ~ the amount of water
needed to raise livestock to get
that amount of meat.

Or, when we have a cup of
coffee in the morning, we con-
sume 150 litres of precious water
from the earth unknowingly. The
cotton T-shirt that we wear is
equivalent to about 2,000 litres
of water wrapped around us.

It was John Anthony Allan
of the University of London who
invented a method

print’ that most of us are famil-
iar with.

Itis ironic that while we are
so concerned about greenhouse
gases and their impact on the
environment, we are more or
less oblivious to freshwater con-
sumption and its impact on the
environment and population.

In a world where one in
every five persons does not have
access to fresh water, and par-
ticularly when the demand for
water resources in the whole

world is increas-

of estimating the
amount of fresh
water needed to
produce different
commodities, a
metric he has chri-
stened ‘virtual wa-
ter’. The amount of
virtual water con-
sumed through
food and clothing
is many times
more than the

SUPRAKASH
CHANDRA ROY

ing, the issue of
water footprint
needs to be taken
seriously.

The earth is
indeed a closed
system and the
water cycle ensur-
es that as a whole,
it neither loses nor
gains water, and so
the water will ne-
ver be depleted. It

amount that we The writer is a Member, is jokingly said that
s ational Commission O syt . .

consume for drin- History of Science, INSA and it is quite possible

king and house- _was Editor-in-Chief of the that the water that
journal Science and Culture .

hold purposes. for about two decades you drank just

India exports now was once

about 20 million kg used by Mama

of coffee annually, and is, there-
fore, responsible for exporting
about 420,000 million litres of
virtual Indian water with it.
Countries like Argentina, Brazil
and the US export billions of
litres of virtual water every year
while countries like Egypt, Italy
and Japan import billions of vir-
tual water.

It was Professor Arjen Hoe-
kstra who introduced the con-
cept of ‘water footprint’ as a me-
tric to measure the amount of
water consumed to produce go-
ods and services.

In other words, the water
footprint helps to comprehend
how much water people con-
sume daily in their lives, and is
similar to the ideas of ‘carbon
footprint’ or ‘ecological foot-

Dinosaur to give her baby a
bath! Critics have legitimately
questioned the need to conserve
water, given that all that we use
will be returned.

While that is certainly true
for a closed system, with the
dichotomy of increasing popu-
lation and finite resources,
resource management is crucial
to maintain the minimum
requirement of water per indi-
vidual.

An analogy may be seen in
inheriting a fixed amount of
money that can be used only for
the benefit of one’s children.
However, the amount of money
spent per child (per capita) will
diminish if the number of chil-
dren increases, and with more
progeny, a time will come when

editor@thestatesman.com
Nuanced understanding

SIR, This refers to 'Western Bias'
by Govind Bhattacharjee. In the
intricate web of India-West rela-
tions, one discerns a tapestry
woven with threads of coopera-
tion, interwoven with occasional
tensions and historical complexi-
ties. Upon closer scrutiny, it be-
comes apparent that the narrative
of incessant denigration from
Western quarters is but an over-
simplification of a relationship far
more multifaceted.

Initially, one encounters poi-
nts of friction, wherein strategic
divergences stand prominent. In-
dia’s longstanding policy of non-
alignment, coupled with its close
affiliation with Russia, particularly
in matters of defense, often poses
challenges to Western aspirations,
notably amidst conflicts such as
the Ukraine war. Moreover, con-
cerns regarding human rights,
amplified by Western nations’
emphasis on such liberties, cast a
shadow over India, prompting
scrutiny over treatment of minor-
ity groups and diminishing press
freedoms. Economic disparities
also loom large, as India’s inclina-
tion towards self-reliance through
protective measures clashes with
the free-market ethos cha-
mpioned by the West, culminat-

money available per child will
fall below what is needed to ful-
fill their basic needs.

Being a little conservative in
using water will help to avoid, or
at least delay, any future catas-
trophe. The water footprint of a
country is also an indicator of
the efficiency of the nation’s
water management and agricul-
tural practices.

According to the report of
the World Health Organization
(WHO), water scarcity impacts
40 per cent of the world’s popu-
lation and 700 million people
are at risk of being displaced
as a result of the water crisis
by 2030.

By 2040, almost 1 in 4 chil-
dren will live in an area of
extremely high water stress.
Among the many options sug-
gested by WHO to mitigate the
water crisis, attitudinal change
is a prime one.

Many conventional live-
stock fail to satisfy the criteria
for sustainability, and there is an
urgent need to explore alterna-
tives. Snakes are probably the
best alternative.

Snakes require minimal
water and can live with the dew
that settles on their scales in the
morning. They also need very
little food and live off rodents
and other pests that attack food
Crops.

Although large-scale pyth-
on farming is common in Asia,
environmentalists suggest that
the same is needed in other
parts of the world too.

Considering the potential
benefits, this will be a bold move
and the project requires encour-
agement from all corners of
society.

In the distant future, if a
snake burger is served instead of
a meat burger in a restaurant, do
not get perplexed but think of
the precious snake that helped
save the enormous amount of
precious water of Nature.
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Protecting local
media from
social media

he current discourse sur-
rounding social media regula-
tions is focused on bringing
those platforms under legal
and taxation framework. However, a
critical aspect missing in the efforts to
regulate them is how to safeguard our
interests around the democratic infor-
mation landscape and hold them
accountable for, or at least make them
support intervention to minimise, the
problems they may aggravate.

Regulation of social media plat-
forms is a widely discussed topic
worldwide. In Nepal, after the Ministry
of Communication and Information
Technology published the controver-
sial Social Media Bill draft, social
media regulation became a buzzword
among civil society organisations and
media. However, there is a criticism of
the bill for not distinguishing between
platform and content regulations, and
the restrictive nature of the bill that
aims to bring social media companies
into the local legal and taxation sys-
tem.

A significant aspect missing in the
discourse is how to safeguard our
information landscape by saving jour-
nalism and local media from giant
social media companies. While paving
the path for international social media
companies to enter Nepal, we must
ensure that our national and demo-
cratic interests ~ beyond taxation
issues ~ are well protected. Local jour-
nalism ~ and, therefore, our media sys-
tem ~ is one of the interests which

Tre KATHMANDU PosT

must be protected from social media
platforms. Local journalism needs pro-
tection for two reasons. First, it is inte-
gral to a functioning democracy. Sec-
ond, it is one of the best interventions
against the rise of misinformation.

Much of today’s journalism is
probably for business, but despite that,
media serves the citizens, government
and democracy of any country. In a
functional democracy, the people have
a voice in state matters and choose
their representatives, thereby making
informed decisions to choose a gov-
ernment. To make that decision cor-
rectly, the citizens must have correct
information on public matters of the
state. The government’s duty to ensure
that citizens are served with informa-
tion on public issues is entrusted to the
media. Because of this role, the state
supports and provides special protec-
tion and facilities ~ such as elevated
rights to seek information and move-
ment or equipment and papers on
subsidised rates ~ to the media.

For democracy to be functional,
the people in power should be
accountable. The media is also respon-
sible for bringing accountability into
play and questioning the decisions and
roles of those in power. The media also
serves as a platform where matters of
public interest are critically discussed
and debated. All these serve democra-
cy’s purpose by strengthening public
participation. The current information
ecosystem is messy, especially due to
the unprecedented rise of misinforma-
tion. Its spread is the greatest threat to
humanity, according to the World Eco-
nomic Forum’s Global Risks Report
2024. The abundance of fake informa-
tion in the public sphere means there
will be false discourses and fake deb-
ates; it can elect the wrong people to
significant positions and may misguide
the citizens on important issues.

ing in trade disputes and intellec-
tual property disagreements.

Furthermore, the specter of
Hindu nationalism, ascendant
within Indian politics, evokes ap-
prehension in Western circles, fe-
aring the marginalization of reli-
gious minorities and erosion of
India's secular fabric. Yet, amidst
the thorns of discord, there exist
verdant pastures of cooperation.
Shared security concerns, especi-
ally in the face of a rising China,
unite India and the West in the
Indo-Pacific theatre. Economic
interdependence further binds
their destinies. Moreover, despite
differing democratic models, a
mutual commitment to democra-
tic principles and rule of law ser-
ves as a cornerstone for enduring
collaboration on global issues.

In moving forward, a nuan-
ced approach beckons, one that
eschews the simplistic dichotomy
of denigration in favour of a more
comprehensive understanding.

Yours, etc., Amarjeet Kumar,

Hazaribagh, 7 May.

JAUNDICED VIEW

SIR, This refers to the article
Western Bias (The Statesman, 7
May) by Govind Bhattacharjee,
where he has rightly argued that

epaper.thestatesman.com

the West expected all countries
to follow their unique model, after
the collapse of the Soviet Union.

From the ninth largest econ-
omy in the world in 2010, India
rose to the fifth spot in these few
years, surpassing countries like
France and the UK.

The German business model
has weakened and Japan has an
ageing population while India is
poised to be an economic power-
house.

We have all the necessery
ingredients ~ leadership, entrep-
reneurs, and a congenial atmos-
phere to conduct business.

The Global North has a rigid
and specific perspective of itself;
and has remained stubbornly
uninterested in how other cul-
tures perceive it, unless being
threatened by such views.

They are run by a profoundly
entrenched ecosystem of techno-
bureaucrats, whose worldview is
dominated by the neo-cons
among them. India is a growing
power with an independent for-
eign policy.

It has the strategic geography
and military capability that make
it critcal to US interests. The
author has rightly asserted that
the West wishes India’s democra-
cy to be under its continuous vigi-
lance and control. Hence, it never
misses a chance to denigrate

A TRIUMPH

SIR, It is a moment of great pride that a 30-year-old Thansen from
Chennai has become the first double-hand amputee in Tamil Nadu
to obtain a 4-wheeler driving licence. His unflinching desire to drive
a car despite his physical challenges is truly inspiring. Thansen’s
feat not only showcases his determination, but also underscores the
importance of accessibility and inclusivity in society. His landmark
achievement challenges the traditional belief that hands are indis-

pensable for driving.

His attainment not only provides hope for others with disabil-
ities, but also prompts a change in how fitness certification is
viewed for individuals facing similar challenges. Succinctly put,
Thansen’s story is a triumph against tragedy.

Yours, etc., Ranganathan Sivakumar,

India’s rise.
Yours, etc.,
Nilanjan Mukhopadhyay,
Kolkata, 7 May.

PUTIN AGAIN

SIR, This refers to the report,
“Putin begins 5th term as presi-
dent, more in control of Russia
than ever”, published in The
Statesman today.

Arguably one of the most
powerful political leaders of all
time, Vladimir Putin begins yet
another term as President of Rus-
sia. Is it good news for the global
community? Well, that's tough to
say. For the western world, Putin
will always remain a threat, as

Chennai, 8 May.

Russia has traditionally been
anti-capitalist and shares diplo-
matic alliances with China and
North Korea ~ two heavily milita-
rized nuclear powers with an anti-
US stand.

There is also the fact that
Russia has already demonstrated
its massive military prowess, but
the more concerning issue should
be Putin’s warning to use its nu-
clear weapons.

For India however, another
presidential term for Putin appar-
ently means a consolidation of
already strong ties between the
two countries..

Yours, etc., Anupam Neogi,
Kolkata, 8 May.
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‘Hyderabad to be UT if BJ P wins’

he Bharat Rashtra Samithi

(BRS) is once again regroup-

ing in Telangana to fight one

of its toughest electoral bat-
tles following the debacle in the
Assembly elections last year. It is leav-
ing no stone unturned to prevent the
Congress and the BJP from making
the ongoing Lok Sabha polls a two-
cornered fight. In an interview with
Anindita Chowdhury of The States-
man, BRS Working President K T
Rama Rao talks about his sister K
Kavitha'’s incarceration in the Delhi
excise scam, change in Telangana pol-
itics after the elections, and why he
thinks Hyderabad, with its large
minority population, will become a
Union Territory if the saffron party
gets a third term at the Centre.

Excerpts:

Q: In Telangana, is this election
bipolar or a triangular one?

A: It is clearly a triangular fight.
But even in this triangle, there are
several pockets where the Congress
is our principal opponent and in
others, it is the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP). BRS is one party which
is everywhere, and the BJP and the
Congress seem to be playing a game
where they are dividing the task to
defeat the BRS through tacit under-
standing. In at least five to six seats,
look at the candidates they (Con-
gress) have fielded. Look at Secun-
derabad, Chevella, even Malkajgiri,
Adilabad, Nizamabad -- in all these
seats, the Congress has fielded can-
didates who are uninterested in that
particular seat or some absolutely
random people.

Q. But didn’t they poach leaders
from your party?

A: That is exactly my point.
They took Patnam Mahender Reddy

from the BRS. He wanted the
Chevella seat for his wife. At the last
minute, she was thrust into Malkaj-
giri because they did not have any
candidate there. So this person now
becomes a non-local, newbie and
their heart is not into the campaign.
Jeevan Reddy wanted to fight from
Karimnagar, but he has now been
fielded from Nizamabad. And they
fielded a rank outsider and com-
plete newbie in Karimnagar. In
around seven constituencies, the
Congress is, in fact, helping the BJP.
This may sound incredible, but the
Congress and the BJP had done this
in the last Lok Sabha election as
well because their objective in
Telangana is to corner us - the BRS.

Q. But Congress is alleging you
have cut a deal with the BJP to get
your party MLA Kavitha released
from jail?

A: If we had a deal with the BJP,
Kavitha would not have been in jail
in the first place. It is quite foolish to
even think like that. Let me ask a
counter question. How come all
party leaders fighting Modi are in jail
and the Congress, which is fighting
it tooth and nail, its leaders are not in
jail? Every single regional party, their
top leaders or family members have
been attacked, starting from Kejriwal,
KCR, Hemant Soren, Pinarayi
Vijayan, to Stalin even Abhishek
(Banerjee) is going through his ED
cases. If you look at the entire coun-
try, barring the Congress, every
major party fighting the BJP is under
the scanner.

Q. Since you are neither in the
NDA nor INDIA bloc, what is the way
forward?

A: Neither NDA nor INDIA bloc
looks like they are going to get the

magic figure by themselves. So tomor-
row, there can be a third formation as
well. We have seen the Congress sup-
porting a coalition government where
a majority party supported a minority
government. There are 13 political
parties which are non-aligned to
either NDA or INDIA such as the BRS,
YSRCP and the BJD. What is the guar-
antee that parties which are in NDA
or INDIA will stick with them?

Q. You are raising local issues
like misgovernance, water and power
crisis in the ongoing parliamentary
election.

A: Absolutely. Our slogan to the
people has been “Give us 10-12 seats
and KCR will rule the roost in state
politics again”.

Q. How would that be possible?

A: We will ensure the agenda of
the BRS and that of the people is
implemented once again. Also we
foresee a lot of political uncertainty
beyond June 4, both in Telangana
and the Centre. The chief minister
here is facing cases. He is himself
on a razor thin edge. Therefore, in
politics when a party like the Con-
gress is at the helm of affairs, you
have seen strange things happening
in the past.

Q. Are you referring to the cash-
for-vote case against Chief Minister
Revanth Reddy?

A: Yes, the final hearing in this
case is on July 24.

Q. What is your take on the con-
troversy surrounding the closure
report in Rohith Vemula case?

A: Revanth Reddy seems to be on
a mission to defy Rahul Gandhi. He
seems to be toeing the line of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi. He has dif-
fered with Rahul on every count.

Rahul says Adani is a fraud, Revanth
says he is a friend. On Modiji, Revanth
says he is ‘Bade Bhai’, while Rahul
keeps calling the Prime Minister ‘chor’
(thief).

On the Gujarat model, Rahul
says it is a ‘golmaal’ (dubious)
model but Revanth Reddy says
‘bahut accha’ (good) model. On
liquor scam, Rahul says there is no
scam, while Revanth differs. About
Rohith Vemula, Rahul says he wants
to introduce an act to protect Dalit
youth and students in large institu-
tions, but the Revanth Reddy gov-
ernment went ahead and said he
was not a Dalit.

Q. You have been saying in your
rallies that Hyderabad, after remain-
ing the joint capital for 10 years, will
be made a Union territory. Isn’t it
fear mongering?

A: Not at all. I am talking about
how Hyderabad (with one MP and 7
MLAs from AIMIM) will be made a
Union Territory because the BJP has
no presence here and I do not see
any change in the status quo in the
near future.

Likewise, they (BJP) will go for
lopsided delimitation so that the
voice of the south is suppressed
because they do not have a hold
here. Look at what is happening in
Delhi - a UT state, how they are
using the office of Lieutenant-Gov-
ernor - a non-elected, nominated
fellow to hound a democratically
elected government. This is a dan-
ger not only for Hyderabad, but also
for Bengaluru, Chennai, and Mum-
bai. The reason is that other than
Mumbai, none of these are under
BJP’s administration. They want a
stranglehold on this country. The
whole 'one nation, one election' is
just a ruse to control the entire
country’s electoral process.

Iran’s message resonates with Muslims

SHAHRAM AKBARZADEH

ran’s leadership has been a

direct beneficiary of the months-

long war in Gaza. With every

missile that Israel fires on Gaza,
every US veto of a UN Security Coun-
cil ceasefire resolution, and every
arrest of an anti-war protester on
American university campuses, Iran’s
rejection of the US-dominated world
order gains more credibility in the
Muslim world.

The ruling clerical regime in Iran
has built its foreign policy on the pil-
lar of anti-Americanism, rejecting
what it frames as the “injustice” of
US domination and “bullying” of
other countries. Washington’s con-
tinued support for Israel’s war on
Gaza in the face of an increasing
international backlash has only rein-
forced this narrative.

While the US has tried to back-
track and signal that humanitarian
considerations should guide Israel’s
conduct of the war, the damage to US
credibility has been done. Many
around the world - and specifically in
Muslim countries — do not see the
belated US warnings to Israel as gen-
uine.

And Tehran’s message of anti-
Americanism is resonating with large
segments of the public in the Muslim
world.

In one regional opinion survey in
late October, for instance, just 7 per
cent of respondents said the US had a
positive impact on the war, compared
to 40 per cent who viewed Iran’s role
as positive.

And in December, the highly
respected Arab Barometer reported
that approval ratings for the Iranian
supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei, had surpassed those of
the Saudi crown prince and Emirati
president.

This change in Iran’s standing in
the region is being watched with con-
cern by the political elite in the neigh-
bourhood.

Iran’s image has been further
enhanced by the fact it is the only
Muslim state to attack Israel against
the backdrop of public outrage over
the war in Gaza.

The Iranian missile and drone
attack on Israel on April 13 was cali-
brated to achieve two key objectives.

First, Iran’s leaders sought to pre-
serve the country’s image as the self-
appointed head of the “axis of resist-
ance”, comprised of its proxies in the
region — Hezbollah in Lebanon, the
Houthis in Yemen and other militia
groups in Iraq and Syria.

Iran also wanted to demonstrate
the effectiveness of its deterrence
model, which is based on the threat
of retaliation against Israeli aggression
through its proxy actors and expand-
ing missile and drone technology.

Coming two weeks after the
Israeli attack on its diplomatic mis-
sion in Damascus, Iran could not

afford to outsource its response to its
proxies. While Iran was clearly not
ready to start a war with Israel, not
responding in-kind to the Israeli
attack would have made it look weak
and seriously diminished its standing
among its allies and proxy groups.

But Iran’s leaders sought to min-
imise the damage and mitigate the
risk of escalation by warning Israel of
its attack in advance through inter-
mediaries. This way, Iran could save
face without getting embroiled in an
all-out war.

Iran’s second objective was to
demonstrate to the world that it has
the drone and missile technology to
hit back at Israel, if it chooses.

For more than a decade, Iran has
showcased its missiles during annual
military parades to support its claim
it can hit Israel if threatened. Its
attack last month involved more than
300 drones and missiles. Notwith-
standing the fact the damage was
minimal, the attack was proof Iran
now has the capacity to inflict pain
on Israel.

Israel’s limited response to Iran
suggests that war has been averted,
much to the relief of neighbouring
countries. But the long-term implica-
tions are more favourable for Iran.
This show of strength has likely
helped its rejectionist foreign policy
find receptive ears in the Muslim
world and beyond.

When Iranian President Ebrahim
Raisi visited Pakistan on April 23, for
example, he was greeted like a celebri-
ty. This was ironic as, earlier this year,
Iran and Pakistan had engaged in tit-
for-tat aerial attacks.

The two countries agreed to
boost bilateral trade to US$10 billion a
year, about five times the current
level. They also released a joint state-
ment calling on the UN Security
Council to take action against Israel,
saying it had “illegally” targeted
neighbouring countries and foreign
diplomatic compounds.

Chinese Foreign Minister Wang
Yi also offered a message of support to
Iran, saying: “China noted Iran’s state-
ment that its action was restrained and

was an act of self-defence in response
to the attack on its embassy”.

The implications of a more
emboldened Iran for the region are
severe. The Iranian authorities feel
vindicated by the events of the last
seven months. This means their anti-
US and anti-Israel rhetoric will remain
staunch as ever.

Iran’s drone and missile research
and development programme is also
likely to receive a boost. And Iran’s
support for its network of proxies and
allies will remain firmly in place, as
this enables the Iranian leadership to
project power beyond its borders and
retain its deterrence capability.

None of this bodes well for Iran’s
neighbours. An ideologically ener-
gised Islamic regime in Iran would be
less accommodating to regional con-
cerns, particularly those aired by gov-
ernments that have already nor-
malised relations with Israel (such as
the United Arab Emirates and
Bahrain), or are believed to be head-
ing in that direction (Saudi Arabia).

Moreover, the political credibility
of many Arab leaders has suffered in
the eyes of their citizens due to their
perceived ineffectiveness in support-
ing the Palestinians in Gaza.

Iran’s leaders did not plan the
series of events that started with the
Hamas attacks on Israel on October
7. In fact, they were just as surprised
by Hamas’ actions as the Israeli intel-
ligence agencies. But they are the
obvious beneficiary of the turn of
events.

The United States and Israel are
gifting Iran and its message of defi-
ance enormous appeal, well beyond
the imagination of Iranian authorities.

(The writer is Convenor of the Middle East
Studies Forum (MESF), and Acting Director the
Alfred Deakin Institute for Citizenship and
Globalisation, Deakin University. This article
was published on www.theconversation.com)
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ACROSS 13 City’s playing against 24 Part of bulb cracked 3 Fling is overlooked by 14 Popular setter

Lazio for final (5) female, | suspect secures right to get
(8) 25 Unfortunate, having (5) pay rise

1 What makes bio big 15 Look round, taking in to quit 4 Centre of Paris sadly (9)
and worthless? baron’s holding sway (9) has good and bad 16 Old English houses
(4-3-7) summerhouse 26 Renovation of store’s drivers start to captivate
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Latin, changing it 17 We re told gag, an easy (4,2,4.4) Evidently short of (8)
back to English? unfortunate sort "' time too 18 Summary of largely
(9) (6) (6) impressive book

10 Teenager’s not 19 At home, renowned DOWN 6 He explored two (7)
entirely happy out boxing legend initially British writers 20 A disfigurement
here gets angry (9) concealed by Mum’s
(5) (8) Series about cosmetic

11 One stops 22 Nick’s encouraging 1 Desperately we ask - entertaining English (7)
interfering, becoming report on newly- no, beg - Charlie not individual displaying a 21 Chuck Norris’s
vociferous wed’s health? to retaliate bit of nerve (7) heading for paradise
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NOTE: Figures in parentheses denote the number of letters in the words required. (By arrangement with The Independent, London)
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OCCASIONAL NOTE

To a. good many people one of the
most interesting items in the news of the
day will be the announcement that ships
are being turned in Colombo harbour. To
home-keeping Britons the statement may
seem prosaic and lacking in thrill. Not so
to the sun-baked dwellers in the plaint of
Bengal, British or Indian, who are still
enduring the torrid conditions of the spring
months. As the hot season draws towards
its close all eyes are turned longingly south-
wards, and it is a welcome sign when we
hear that the usual arrangements are being
made in Colombo harbour in anticipation
of the expected monsoon and that the
berths of vessels there are now facing the
south-west breakwater. The monsoon, of
course, has not yet broken at Colombo, and
whether the harbour authorities are expect-
ing it earlier than usual or whether they are
merely getting ready for it in good time we
cannot tell. In the ordinary course we might
expect the monsoon to make its way from
Colombo up the Bay to Bengal during the
first half of June; but, here as everywhere
else, ordinary weather usually consists of
departures from the normal. Whether the
eagerly awaited south-west monsoon
should be early, punctual, or late, however,
the preparations at Colombo at about this
time of the year always cheer us with the
reminder that the rains will soon be at
hand. Meantime the chota bursat is doing
its best to give the country measure of relief.

GLOOMY OUTLOOK
FOR TRADE

MR. Lloyd George, in a letter to The
Nation and the Athenaeum on the
prospects of British industry, says:

When peaceable conditions finally
arrive and currencies are stabilized we
shall be face to face with the trade rival-
ries of nations which have perfected their
machinery while they were engaged in
wiping all their debts off the slate.

I view the immediate future of
British trade with considerable misgiv-
ings. A farseeing manufacturer utilizes
periods of slackness to repair his
machinery, to re-equip his workshop,
and generally to put his factory in order.

I suggest that the nation ought to
follow that wise example, and that this is
the time to do so.

No man who has examined the use
now being made of our national resources
can believe that we are making the best of
them. Capital and labour are alike stran-
gled by vested prejudices and traditions.
Both are capable of producing infinitely
more wealth for the benefit of the com-
munity than they are now creating.

The best means of achieving pro-
duction seems to be the most urgent
task of our industrial and political lead-
ers at this hour.

BOMB DROPPING

Questioned by Sir Waller Schwabe
with regard to the bomb dropping on
Gujranwala, Lord Chelmsford agreed
that aeroplanes should not be used
except as a last resort, and this was a last
resort at Gujranwala. Had the distur-
bance not been suppressed terrible
things would have happened there.

Sir Walter Schwabe asked the rea-
son of Sir Sankaran Nair's resignation
from the Viceroy's Council.

Lord Chelmsford said Sir Sankaran
was disturbed with regard to the counte-
nancing of Martial Law in the Punjab and
the refusal to allow barristers from outside
to enter the Punjab. He was very anxious
to put an end to Martial Law. Lord
Chelmsford said he approached the Gov-
ernor and the military authorities in the
Punjab, but the Afghan war then broke out
and that made all the difference as the
Punjab was the centre of railway commu-
nications. The military authorities pointed
out that with Martial Law 500 men could
keep the railways safe, but without it 5,000
men would be required. Therefore he
thought it inadvisable to withdraw Mar-
tial Law. Sir Sankaran Nair did not agree.

Lord Chelmsford said that he was as
anxious as Sir Sankaran Nair that there
should be free trade in barristers in the
Punjab and consulted the Punjab Gov-
ernment. Sir Michael O'Dwyer informed
him that he had consulted the Chief Jus-
tice, and his military advisers who were
of opinion that the majority of the bar-
risters who would come to the Punjab
would make disturbing speeches.

Sir Sankaran Nair, Lord Chelmsford
added, did not say he was "unable to
countenance the atrocities in the Pun-
jab," and never put it so strongly. The
court was then adjourned.

A FEAT OF STRENGTH

AN extraordinary trial of strength
has just been performed at Deeping St.
Nicholas, in South Lincolnshire.

To settle a wager a twenty-three-
year-old horseman named Warboys,
employed by Mr. George Freir, farmer,
carried an 18st. sack of wheat for one mile
down a main road without stopping.

Warboys carried the sack across his
neck and shoulders, and did not seem
in the least worried by the weight, doing
the mile in the remarkable time of eight-
een minutes. Such a remarkable per-
formance is considered unique in agri-
cultural circles. Warboys is 6 feet 2 inch-
es in height, a total abstainer, a moder-
ate smoker and unmarried.
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PAPER WITH PASSION

Testing times

Stakes could not be higher in Haryana’s political
chess, with the outcome remaining anybody’s guess

fore the intricacies of coalition dynamics. The Jannayak Janta Party (JJP), a

The recent developments in Haryana’s political circles have again brought to the

key player in the State’s politics, has decided to align with the Congress in demand-
ing a floor test for the BJP-led Government in the Haryana Assembly. This comes
on the heels of the withdrawal of support by three Independent MLAs to the ruling
coalition, turning it into minority with 44 legislators in the House of 90. The Congress,
buoyed by the latest developments and perhaps sensing an opportunity to tip the
scales in its favour, has seized upon this moment to mount pressure on the BJP
Government. However, in the backdrop of this high-stakes political manoeuvring, the
JJP finds itself grappling with internal discord. Reports have emerged suggesting
that three of its MLAs held clandestine meetings with former Chief Minister ML Khattar,
raising eyebrows and fuelling speculation about potential defections. The apparent

for the State’s future.

dissonance within the JJP underscores the complex
interplay of interests and ambitions that often char-
acterises coalition politics. For a party like the JJP
which emerged as a key player following the frac-
tured mandate in the last State elections, maintain-
ing cohesion within its ranks while balancing com-
peting demands from its coalition partners is no easy
feat. To jog the memory, it was in Haryana that ‘Aaya
Ram Gaya Ram’ culture started, which continues
unabated. The outcome of this internal tug-of-war
will not only shape the immediate political landscape
in Haryana but also have far-reaching implications

As alliances shift and allegiances waver, the only constant is the relentless pursuit
of power and the drive to stay one step ahead of the competition. With the House
strength being 90 members, a political party needs the support of 46 MLASs to cross
the halfway mark and form a Government. After the withdrawal of support by three
Independents, the BJP is short of two MLAs to continue in the Government. The BJP
now has 40 MLAs, besides the support of a lone Haryana Lokhit Party legislator
and at least three Independents (earlier, it had six Independents in support), which
brings to a total of 44 in the House. For the BJP, it is a double whammy, all this is
happening days ahead of the Lok Sabha polls to the 10 Haryana seats on May 25.
In the 2014 Lok Sabha elections, the BJP won seven of these seats in Haryana with
a 35 per cent vote share. In 2019, the BJP won all 10 seats with a 58 per cent vote
share. In the current situation, however, it might be a Herculean task. JJP’s Dushyant
Chautala has mounted pressure on the Nayab Singh Saini Government for a floor
test, which he is likely to get the Chair’s nod for. If the JUP breaks, it would give the
BJP the much-needed elbow room but what is certain for now is that it is time for

horse trading in Haryana.
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Aherd of elephants grazes near a village at Boko, in Kamrup district of Assam

Battle to save
India’s biodiversity

the pioneer

KAVIN KUMAR
KANDASAMY

India’s rich biodiversity is under severe threat due to climate change, as recent
studies warn of potential economic losses and irreversible ecological damage

ndia, a land of diverse cli-
mates and rich ecosystems,
is a global treasure trove of
biodiversity. From the
majestic Himalayan ranges
to the vibrant coastal reefs, our
country’s biodiversity sustains
countless life forms and plays a
crucial role in regulating ecosys-
tems. It's not just a vital resource
for human sustenance, providing
food, water, shelter and medicine,
but also a critical indicator of our
planet’s health, a testament to our
rich heritage and a responsibili-
ty we all share.
However, the delicate balance of
India’s biodiversity is now facing
unprecedented threats from cli-
mate change. Recent studies
warn that India may lose a stag-
gering 35 per cent of its GDP by
the year 2100 due to climate
change, highlighting the deep
interconnection between the
nation’s prosperity and its natur-
al heritage. Rampant deforesta-
tion and habitat degradation,
particularly in regions like the
Western Ghats, are pushing car-
bon sinks towards becoming
sources, exacerbating the cli-
mate crisis. The time for action
is now.
Impact of Climate Change: A
Looming Crisis
The repercussions of climate
change are becoming quite evi-
dent in altering ecological bal-
ance, extreme weather events
and increasing health risks. In an
era marked by escalating environ-
mental challenges, the climate
crisis demands urgent and con-
certed action. According to a
[i]United Nations’
InterGovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC) report,
climate change is imperilling
human well-being and planetary
health, focusing strongly on
interactions between climate,
biodiversity and human society.
The report suggests that the rise
in extreme weather conditions
has led to some irreversible
impacts as natural and human
systems are pushed beyond their
ability to adapt.
Not only this, a report by the
Reserve Bank of India high-
lights how climate change poses
challenges for monetary policy,
with frequent weather shocks
threatening economic growth
and stability. Moreover, a recent

study predicts that climate
change could cut global
income by up to 19 per cent
in the next 25 years, with the
most vulnerable countries suf-
fering the most severe
impacts.

To overcome these challenges,
India has embarked on a jour-
ney to mitigate climate change
and safeguard its biodiversity.
With the G20 presidency last
year, India has positioned
itself as the voice of the Global
South to lead the way in cli-
mate action and leveraged
this positioning to drive
impactful outcomes in various
realms related to climate
action. Tackling deforesta-
tion, reducing emissions and
restoring ecosystems are key
strategies. With over 26 per
cent of the country grappling
with expanding drought con-
ditions, urgent measures are
being taken to build resilience
against environmental degra-
dation.

Pioneering Climate Action
Tamil Nadu, a coastal State in
the heart of southern India, is
emerging as a beacon of hope
and leading the charge in cli-
mate change efforts. The State
has become a forerunner in
climate action by announcing
three major missions, name-

BIODIVERSITY, A

URGENT ACTION TO
MITIGATE IMPACTS
AND SAFEGUARD ITS +to
RICH NATURAL
HERITAGE

ly  Climate  Change;
Biodiversity Conservation and
Greening; and Wetlands.
Through initiatives like the
Tamil Nadu Biodiversity and
Greening Project (TBGP), the
State aims to achieve a 33 per
cent forest and tree cover by
2031. With approximately $90
million in investments, Tamil
Nadu’s Climate Change
Mission, Green Tamil Nadu
Mission and Tamil Nadu

INDIA'S

VITAL RESOURCE Wetlands Mission demon-
AND INDICATOR OF ainable development and
PLANETARY €cosystem restoration.

HEALTH. FACES  Addrewing the lmate crsi
UNPRECEDENTED  ~fios fromm all vt
THREATS FROM Qe b o
CLIMATE CHANGE, public-private partnerships
NECESSITATING iy and enle e it

tions. Startups are pivotal in
developing innovative tech-
nologies that reduce carbon
footprints while contributing
economic growth.
International collaboration,
exemplified by agreements
like the Paris Agreement, pro-
vides a framework for collec-
tive action on a global scale.
India’s leadership in renewable
energy, particularly through

L |

initiatives like the
International Solar Alliance
(ISA), underscores its com-
mitment to driving sustainable
development and fostering a
harmonious coexistence
between humanity and nature.
As India addresses the inter-
twined challenges of climate
change and biodiversity loss,
the steps taken today will
shape the legacy for future
generations.
This demands reflection, unity
and action to come up with
sustainable solutions. In this
crucial sustainability battle,
India’s role extends beyond its
borders, contributing signifi-
cantly to global biodiversity
conservation and climate
change mitigation efforts. The
recent Supreme Court ruling
recognising the right against
climate change as a funda-
mental right under Article 14
and Article 21 underscores
India’s steadfast commitment
to climate action and environ-
mental protection. This offers
prospects for the Government,
corporations and climate
action companies to come
together and work towards a
sustainable future.
(The writer is the CEO of
ProClime; their
views are personal)

Use of lighting in
Indian architecture

Lighting greatly enhances India’s architectural heritage, turning historic
landmarks into captivating spectacles

itage reflects a blend of

history, culture and tradi-
tion. In bustling urban envi-
ronments, our heritage mon-
uments stand as timeless
witnesses to our rich past.
However, these architectur-
al marvels often fade into the
background amidst the
vibrant city scenes. Yet,
through the strategic appli-
cation of lighting, these
structures are brought to
life, captivating the imagina-
tion and enhancing their
charm after dusk.
Enhancing Historical
Significance Through
Lighting
Carefully designed external
lighting has the power to
breathe new life into heritage
landmarks, illuminating
their intricate details and his-
torical significance. technol-
ogy, renowned for its ener-
gy efficiency and controlla-
bility, offers a unique oppor-
tunity to showcase these
monuments in a manner
that respects their heritage
while captivating modern
audiences. By leveraging
lighting solutions, cities
across India are revitalizing
their architectural treasures,
ensuring they remain bea-

India’s architectural her-

cons of cultural heritage for
generations to come.

Transforming Indian
Architectural Landscape
with Lighting

From the majestic Sun
Temple in Konark to the
iconic Roomi Gate in
Lucknow, lighting has trans-
formed India’s architectural
scene, infusing these struc-
tures with renewed splen-
dour and magnificence.

Sun Temple, Modhera:
Nestled in the heart of
Gujarat, the Sun Temple
stands as a testament to
ancient craftsmanship and
architectural ingenuity.
Through the application of
dynamic lighting, the tem-
ple’s intricate carvings and
majestic outlines are brought
to life after sunset. Visitors
are mesmerized as the tem-

ple emerges as a radiant
spectacle, inviting them to
embark on a journey
through time and history.
Roomi Gate, Lucknow: As
a symbol of Lucknow’s rich
Mughal heritage, Roomi
Gate exudes grandeur and
historical significance.
Dynamic lighting accentu-
ates the gate’s intricate motifs
and architectural features,
casting a mesmerizing glow
that captivates spectators.
Muminated against the night
sky, Roomi Gate symbolizes
the city’s cultural legacy,
inviting locals and tourists
alike to marvel at its beauty.
Gujarat Bhawan: Nestled
in the heart of New Delhi,
Gujarat Bhawan serves as a
cultural hub representing
the vibrant heritage of
Gujarat. Through the inte-
gration of dynamic lighting,
the Bhawan transforms,
becoming a luminous tribute
that honours the State’s rich
traditions. The interplay of
light accentuates its distinc-
tive features, creating a cap-
tivating visual narrative for
visitors and passersby.
Signature Bridge: The Delhi
Government’s decision to
illuminate the entire struc-
ture of the Signature Bridge
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ABHIJIT VAISH

underscores the city’s com-
mitment to enhancing its
architectural landmarks.
Towering above the city’s
skyline, the bridge now
glows at night, offering a
spectacular view to visitors
and residents alike.
Maryada Purushottam Shri
Ram International Airport,
Ayodhya: This architectural
marvel, features dynamic
lighting that complements its
unique design inspired by
the Nagara style of temple
architecture. Blending mod-
ern facilities with rich cultur-
al heritage, the airport offers
a captivating experience for
travellers and visitors.
Lighting greatly enhances
India’s architectural heritage,
turning historic landmarks
into captivating spectacles.
Embracing this technology
allows cities to showcase
their cultural legacy and
create vibrant public spaces,
enriching the lives of resi-
dents and visitors. As India
progresses, lighting signi-
fies innovation, guiding
towards a brighter future
for its architectural land-
scape.
(The author is the executive
director at Instapower Ltd,
views are personal)

LETTERS KNy}

EVOLUTION OF MONETARY POLICY
Madam — This refers to the article,
‘Evolution of monetary policy; which was
published on 8 May 2024. Even before
India got freedom the Congress formed a
commiittee to suggest the type of econom-
ic policy free India should adopt. The com-
mittee analysed and said the key infrastruc-
ture sector should be under the Public sec-
tor to help the investors with raw materi-
als, power, transport and communication
at a very economical cost.
This helps domestic ventures to produce
more. None of the rich in India had so
much reserve to invest in big projects and
returns from such projects take some years.
When Rajiv came to power he availed a
small loan from the World Bank to devel-
op mainly the telecom sector accepting the
condition to to open our door slightly for
foreign goods to be marketed here. Though
the country went bankrupt between 1980-
1990, it is to be noted that the assets of the
top richest families swelled from Rs 8000
CR to Rs 40,000 Cr during the same peri-
od. So irrespective of parties the interests
of the rich are well cared for and produced
more than 200 billionaires in a short span
under the present regime. This course con-
tinues and will go on to enrich the rich, the
cost of the due share of the unprivileged
section.

A G Rajmohan | Anantapur

MISLEADING ADVERTISEMENTS

Madam — Apropos the editorial “The
Name Game” published on 9th May, this
is my response. There are guidelines
issued by the Department of Consumer
Affairs called “Endorsements know-hows”
for celebrities, influencers and virtual
influencers on social media platforms. The
guidelines specify that celebrities must not
endorse any product or service they have
not personally used or experienced.
Further, they are advised to be diligent
before endorsing any product or service i.e.
extremely careful by analysing the pros and
cons of it to save the health and money of
lakhs of their followers. some of them
blindly accept and adopt what they say. An

E EDITOR

War of words over industrialists

Ambani, Adani,” The Pioneer, May 9, this is

my response. The phenomenal industrialists
Ambani and Adani have become fodder for the
political slugfest between the ruling and opposi-
tion parties in our country. They have been pil-
loried by Rahul Gandhi, alleging Modi helped them
grow. In contrast, this time Modi turned the tables

Apropos, “Modi questions Rahul’s silence on

example of carelessly endorsing a harmful
product is ‘pan masala’ that too on a sports
channel during the live telecast of a crick-
et match watched by millions of youngsters,
highly prone to its habit-forming usage.
The Hor’ble Supreme Court has reiterat-
ed the above guidelines. The Government
needs to punish the celebrities indulging
in misleading promotions under the
Consumer Protection Act by a jail term,
not mere fines to instil responsibility in
them as advocated by the Court.

O Prasada Rao | Hyderabad

FOOTBALL IS NUMBER ONE

Madam — Though top football-playing
nations are restricted to Europe, Latin
America and African countries, the beau-
tiful game’s popularity is unmatched in
non-football-playing nations as well. The
game is a universal language, to say so and
has nicely flowered over the decades
through champion players of diverse
socio-economic milieus gathering togeth-
er for a common cause: regale the fans with
skill and perseverance. No surprise, the
lovely game is viewed as a promoter of uni-

against Rahul, alleging a deal between the busi-
ness tycoons and Congress has silenced Rahul.
It's a sad commentary in a country that aspires
to emerge as a developed nation and laying the
red carpet for the industrialists seeking invest-
ments to facilitate employment generation and,
thus, economic growth - has engaged in attack-
ing entrepreneurs.
India needs to encourage more and more entre-
preneurship and innovation bringing more firms
into the sphere as a country where millions of peo-
ple join the labour force every month which can’t
be absorbed by a few conglomerates. However,
the Congress party was exposed with its hand in
glove with businesses in the allocation of 2G spec-
trum and coal. At the same time, the Modi
Government brought in reforms to enhance trans-
parency in the allocation of natural resources and
the overhauling of the country’s bankruptcy laws.
N Sadhasiva Reddy | Bengaluru

versal peace despite the onfield acrimony.
The exhilaration of great players will cap-
tivate fans forever.
No game evokes such intense emotions that
emanate after every goal is scored.
Parallelly, administrators and countries
worldwide have displayed mostly unam-
biguous references towards the game.
Now, in a huge honour to football, the
United Nations General Assembly(UNGA)
has adopted a resolution proclaiming
May 25 as “World Football Day”. May 25
marks the 100th anniversary of the first
ever Football tournament. As aptly
described by a diplomat at the UNGA,
football is the “number one game played
and followed across the globe”
Additionally, as the resolution Stated,
football creates a space for international
cooperation. World Football Day is intend-
ed to encourage global peace, overall
development and women and empower-
ment of women and girls.

Ganapathi Bhat | Akola

Send your feedback to;
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TRAITS OF A
SUCCESSFUL PERSON

He dares to defy convention and breathe
life into audacious ideas

) - il
RAVI VALLURI

There is a part of us that will not let us be content until we become

all that we are capable of being. Life is not about resting on our

past achievements and laurels and residing in our comfort zone.
It is an adventure from being ordinary to extraordinary. One’s current
situation may be good, but if a greater opportunity presents itself, one
must be open to expanding. This does not mean you are to run away
or violate your integrity.
Muscles stay strong and flexible only by use and stretching and so
does our mind. The challenge is the way of the universe and show-
ing us the path that the bigger we assume that form and shape. We
should bless our dreams and our desires to identify the opportunity
that is lurking as there would be several chances arising around the
corner. We need the courage and humility to ask the Universe to pro-
vide such opportunities, leave behind all our limitations and step for-
ward to live life as magnificent and gigantic as ordained by the Universe.
Successful people stretch their hands and take up responsibility which
empowers them to enter uncharted territories. This increases the level
of their prana/chi, attention span and nature of work, adding a new
dimension to the personality. Successful people are never straight-
jacketed in their approach and revel in taking risks. Only risk-takers
become game-changers.
Rahul Bajaj's sons Rajiv and Sanjiv embarked upon a fascinating idea
to salvage the scrap of the decommissioned INS Vikrant to manufac-
ture scooters. It was an innovative idea, utilizing scrap in a novel man-
ner. While the bottom line of the exercise may be to generate profit,
the unattainable thought is audacious. Therefore, successful entre-
preneurs never kill an idea. An ingenious idea can be a platform for
a radical discovery.

e

An awesome idea is breathtaking and amazing, stunning and awe-
inspiring. When the idea germinates, something stupendous takes place.
Think big and do not listen to people who tell you it can’t be done.
“Life is too short to think small”, writes Tim Ferriss. The Universe lis-
tens to our deepest thoughts. If the thought is positive, we are blessed
with positive results.
The cardinal principle in life is to ensure that we receive and circu-
late only positive thoughts. We should ensure that we are surround-
ed by efficacious people. Keep shouldering responsibility and ensure
that we possess a YES MIND. Successful enterprises ensure that their
workforce performs in harmony and synergy while working in teams.
The Universe believes in the Laws of Attraction, the Laws of Abundance,
the Laws of Gratefulness and the Laws of Spiralling Effect. All this
gets transformed into what Darren Hardy calls the Compound Effect.
Next, we ought to always feel blessed and have faith that a superior
power is guiding us in our endeavours. There is a superior intelligence
that is always creating wonderful opportunities for us and these should
be grabbed and seized with humility.
A triumphant individual hinges his belief on the thought that the Divine
will take care of everything and by simply reposing faith in that Superior
Power. Successful People work on these principles where the foot-
ball swerves like a parabola and enters the net and we are benumbed,
giving a standing ovation. That is the miracle performed. Choose to
call it the power of the Almighty or the architecture of the Universe.
But this works on the premise of the power of positive thinking and
becoming successful.
(The writer is the CEQ of Chhattisgarh East Railway Ltd.
and Chhattisgarh East West Railway Ltd. He is a faculty of
the Art of Living; views are personal)
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Precision agriculture:

~

Key to food security ==

"The future of Indian agriculture hinges on a blend of tradition and innovation.
Precision agriculture offers a crucial pathway to sustainably feed 1.7 billion people

ndias population is projected to

reach approximately 1.7 billion by :

2050. It would be a significant chal- :

lenge for Indian agriculture to meet

the food demands of such a vast pop-
ulation amidst the emerging challenges of :
climate change. Additionally, the sector
faces issues such as an ageing farmer pop- :
ulation. Younger generations are increas- :
ingly veering away from taking over the
family agricultural farm, choosing other, :
more lucrative and less labour-intensive :
career paths over agriculture. To address :
these challenges, the adoption of modern
farming techniques like precision farming :
and digital smart agriculture becomes :
imperative to ensure sustainable food :
production and the future prosperity of :

Indian agriculture.

A recent parliamentary panel has empha- :
sized the importance of promoting agricul- :
tural mechanization, particularly for small :
and marginal farmers and has advocated :
for the integration of tiny robots and :
Artificial Intelligence (AI) into Indian farm
operations to address the challenges posed
by fragmented land holdings. Furthermore, :
the panel recommended the establishment :
of a ‘National Institute of Agricultural :
Robotics and Artificial Intelligence’ to :
ensure that India remains at the forefront :
of agricultural development both domes- :
tically and internationally. On August 23,
2022, regarding Farm Mechanization, the :
Secretary of the Department of Agricultural :

Research and Education revealed that :

India’s mechanisation level stands at 47 per
cent, trailing China (59.5 per cent), Brazil :
(75 per cent) and the US (95 per cent). The
level of mechanisation varies greatly by :
region inside India too. Northern States :
boast higher rates (70-80 per cent), driven :
by fertile land, labour decline and State :
backing. Southern and eastern States lag :
(35-45 per cent) due to fragmented land
holdings. North-eastern States struggle due

to terrain, equipment costs and socio-eco-
nomic factors.
Certainly, agriculture has evolved steadi-

ly from a traditional, labour-intensive :
model to a sophisticated, technology-dri- :
ven system. Key milestones include the :
establishment of the Department of :

Agricultural Research and Education

(DARE), the Indian Council of Agricultural
Research (ICAR) and Krishi Vigyan :
Kendra (KVK). The development of high-
yielding, cost-effective, disease/pest-resis- :
tant and climate-resilient varieties and tech- :
nologies across crops, horticulture, animal
husbandry and fisheries sciences by ICAR
has significantly bolstered production and :
productivity. However, while acknowl- :
edging these strides, it's imperative to rec- :
ognize that the pace of progress must match

the urgency of our times.
Throughout history, people have always

sought easier, faster and more efficient ways
to get things done. This pursuit has :
sparked a technological revolution that :
merges age-old farming practices with cut-
ting-edge innovations like the Internet of :
Things (IoT) known as Ag-IoT. Itis a huge :

change in farming that could shake up how
we grow, manage and protect our food. Its
solutions are not merely about efficiency;

they are about empowering farmers to :
achieve greater time efficiency, productiv- :

ity and precision in their daily tasks. It’s like

having a super smart assistant that can take
care of land, animals, crops and farms with- :
out needing humans to do everything. :
People also call it precision agriculture, :

smart agriculture, or digital agriculture.

. THE INTERNET OF
THINGS IS A HUGE.
CHANGE IN

~ FARMING THAT
. COULD SHAKE UP.
HOW WE GROW,
MANAGE AND
PROTECT OUR
FOOD. ITS
SOLUTIONS:
ARE NOT

- MERELY ABOUT
 EFFICIENGY; THEY.
ARE ABOUT
EMPOWERING
~ FARMERSTO
 ACHIEVE GREATER
- TIME EFFICIENCY,
~ PRODUCTIVITY
AND PRECISION IN
THEIR DAILY
TASKS

¢ Itislike a big step forward in farm-
i ing because it uses data to make
¢ decisions, making everything more
¢ efficient and productive. Through
i Ag-IoT, the very pulse of plant and
¢ animal needs can be sensed. The
¢ farmers can keep an eye on the soil
i all the time, control watering sys-
i tems from afar and even check on

the health of their animals without
being right there. It's super handy
because it can predict how much
crops will grow accurately. In every
aspect, Ag-IoT stands poised to rev-
olutionize the landscape of crop
management, insect and pest sur-
veillance, food warehousing, live-
stock care, disease monitoring,
dairy operations, supply chain
logistics and beyond.

The evolution of drone technolo-
gy has opened up boundless pos-
sibilities in the realm of crop assess-
ment and monitoring. One such
pioneering initiative, the NaMo
Drone Didi Initiative, stands as a
beacon of empowerment for rural
women. In a momentous gesture,
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
personally handed over 1000
drones to 1000 Namo Drone Didis
across 10 locations nationwide at
the Indian Agricultural Research
Institute in Pusa, New Delhi. These
drones will help them do things like
check on crops, spray fertilizers and
plant seeds. Prime Minister Modi’s
announcement of the ‘Drone Didi’
yojana 2023-24 further under-
scores the Government’s dedication
to leveraging technology for the
betterment of society. Significant
financial allocations during 2020-
21 and 2021-22, by the Indian
Government including INR 1756.3
crores and INR 2422.7 crores

: respectively to States for the inte-

i gration of cutting-edge technologies

like drones, artificial intelligence,
blockchain, remote sensing and GIS
into agriculture and INR 7302.50
crores and INR 7908.18 crores
were made in the same periods to
ICAR for R&D, further demon-
strate the Government’s dedication
to modernizing agriculture.
Technological strides like RFID tags
(radio frequency identification)
and systems like NLIS (National
Livestock Identification Scheme)
and INAPH (Information Network
for Animal Productivity & Health)
have propelled Precision Dairy
Farming.

With swift electronic scanning and
data integration, farmers can effi-
ciently manage cow health, produc-
tivity and records, marking a signif-
icant shift in the dairy industry
towards precision and efficiency.
Meanwhile, in the aquaculture
industry, companies like
Aquaconnect and Shrimpbox are
leveraging technology to revolu-
tionise  shrimp  farming.
Aquaconnect employs artificial
intelligence and satellite sensing
technologies to monitor farm per-
formance and provide advice to
shrimp and fish farmers, predom-
inantly small to medium-scale
operations. Shrimpbox, on the
other hand, specializes in shrimp
farming in colder climates and
landlocked areas, boasting impres-
sive productivity with minimal
water usage and without antibiotics.
Cropin Technology, based in
Bengaluru, has developed Aksara,
an open-source microlanguage
model tailored for climate-smart
farming.

In India, the World Economic
Forum’s AI for Agriculture
Innovation (AI4Al) initiative, led by
C4IR India, is revolutionizing farm-

ing through Al The ‘Saagu Baagu’
pilot in Telanganas Khammam
district, supported by the Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation and
Digital Green, exemplifies this suc-
cess. With over 7,000 farmers ben-
efiting, chilli yields surged by 21 per
cent, pesticide use decreased by 9
per cent, fertilizer usage dropped by
5 per cent and unit prices improved
by 8 per cent. Consequently, farm-
ers doubled their earnings, with
incomes rising by over INR 66,000
per acre per crop cycle. Overall, Al
interventions at 175 farms in India
have boosted crop yields by 30 per
cent, as per the Indian Council of
Agricultural Research (ICAR).

In conclusion, the future of Indian
agriculture hinges on a blend of tra-
dition and innovation. With a bur-
geoning population and dwindling
resources, precision agriculture
offers a crucial pathway to sustain-
ably feed 1.7 billion people. If
established, the ‘National Institute
of Agricultural Robotics and
Artificial Intelligence’ would cata-
pult Indian agriculture into
unprecedented realms of excel-
lence. The benefits of farm mech-
anization must permeate every
corner of our nation, bridging
divides and fostering inclusivity. We
cannot afford to overlook those
who are marginalized by the digi-
tal divide, particularly our small-
scale farmers. As we look towards
the future, let us remain commit-
ted to nurturing a vibrant, tech-
enabled agrarian ecosystem that
empowers farmers, preserves nat-
ural resources and ensures food

security for generations to come.
(The writer is a scientist, at
Odisha University of Agriculture
and Technology, Bhawanipatna;
their views are personal)

Revisiting Rohith Vemula’s death after eight years

As the dust settles, revelations by the Telangana Police shed new light on Vemula’s untimely death

ohith Vemula(26), a
RPhD scholar at the

University of
Hyderabad was found dead in
his hostel room on 17 January
2016. Had he lived for anoth-
er fortnight, he would have
celebrated his 27th birthday
on January 30. But he was
called back by the Maker as
it is said that He prefers the
favourite ones to join Him
ahead of others.
The untimely demise of
Vemula opened a Pandora’s
Box all over India.
Opposition parties led by the
Congress staged a nation-
wide protest and agitation
blaming the Narendra Modi
Government at the Centre for
the death of this young man.
The CPI(M)’s frontal organi-
zation SFI called for educa-
tion bundh the next day and

KUMAR CHELLAPPAN

demanded the resignation of
Smriti Irani, the then union
minister for human resources
development and Bandaru
Dattatreya, a minister of State
from the council of ministers
blaming the duo for the death
of Rohith Vemula. Poets affil-
iated with the CPI(M) and
other Left organizations
wrote poems and short stories
based on the life and times of
Vemula. The fact that Vemula
belonged to the Harijan com-

munity added to their ire and
this was discernible from the
power of the words with
which they blamed the “com-
munal and  fascist”
Government at the Centre.
Many articles and features
that appeared in regional
newspapers and satellite TV
channels blamed the
doorsteps of Smrithi Irani for
Rohith Vemula’s suicide.

A major political outfit pro-
moted by the all-powerful
minority community had
declared a solatium of Rs 25
lakh to the family of Vemula
within days of his unfortunate
death. Though it is more
than eight years since he
bade farewell to this world,
his mother or brother has not
been given the promised
amount. When Radhika, the
mother of Rohith

Vemulacontacted the leader-
ship of the said party, they
feigned ignorance about the
amount and the matter was
given a silent burial.

More than eight years after
the suicide of Vemula, the
Telangana Police which was
entrusted with the probe of
finding out matters that led
Vemula to resort to the
extreme measure concluded
that Rohith Vemula was nei-
ther a member of the Harijan
community nor any Other
Backward Community
(OBC) student as he had
claimed. The fear that the
university was likely to detect
the truth behind his caste sta-
tus which would put an end
to his political aspirations
had made him take the dras-
tic step, said the police report.
The unanswered question in

the whole episode is why the
investigating officers failed to
track the phone calls made by
Vemula during the last few
days of his life. This would
have thrown more light on
the reasons behind the sui-
cide of the research scholar.
Many of his colleagues
attribute a failed love affair as
the cause behind his suicide.

Months before he committed
suicide, Vemula had led a
demonstration under the aus-
pices of the Ambedkar
Students Association on the
University Campus to protest
the death penalty awarded to
Yakub Memon, one of the
prime accused in the Mumbai
serial blasts of 1993 which
claimed 260 lives. There were
reports that the soft-spoken
Vemula and his friends had
bashed up a member of the
rival union and the victim
needed hospitalisation.
Moreover, there were charges
against the University of
Hyderabad for non-payment
of a monthly scholarship of
Rs 25,000 to Vemula though
the university authorities
denied the allegation.

Rohith Vemula was neither
the first Harijan student in the

University of Hyderabad or
any other universities in India
who have committed sui-
cide. Rajini Anand, an engi-
neering college student in
Kerala had jumped to death
in 2004 following the callous
approach of the ruling
Congress-led Government in
the State towards her plea for
financial assistance to pay col-
lege fees.

Sometime last year, a CPI(M)
member of Rajya Sabha asked
the Government of India to
furnish the number of
Harijan students who had
committed suicide in the
country since 2014. The MP’s
innuendo was that no Harijan
students had committed sui-
cide in the country before the
swearing-in of Modi as Prime
Minister.

The kind of fire from the

opposition faced by Smrithi
Irani was unprecedented and
strange. The Rohith Vemula
affair cost her the office of the
HRD ministry and she was
relegated to minister of tex-
tiles Opposition party leaders
have all the right to criticize
the Government and minis-
ters for errors and omissions.
But it should be restricted to
the carelessness and irre-
sponsibility of the concerned
minister. For eight years, this
young lady was crucified by
her political rivals. Had they
taken a little bit of time and
gone through the releases
issued by the Government of
India, they would not have
dared to throw mud at

Smrithi.
(The writer is special corre-
spondent with The Pioneer;
views are personal)
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Ray of justice seen in
‘poll’ bail for Kejriwal

rvind Kejriwal is a free man till the end of the Lok Sabha polls on June 1.

In granting him interim bail for campaigning, the Supreme Court has

upheld the right of the Delhi chief minister and head of the Aam Aadmi

arty to take part in the election campaign and vote. Justice has been ren-

dered to an extent, but it is not a blanket order since many others, including his for-
mer deputy CM Manish Sisodia, remain in jail in the same “liquor-gate” case.

The money laundering case linked to a scrapped Delhi liquor policy registered
against him remains and he will return to Tihar Jail on June 2. The implications
of the verdict, delivered by a bench of Justices Sanjiv Khanna and Dipankar Datta,
are far-reaching. It could be argued that the release of a star campaigner could
influence the polling.

The conditional bail order sets a sort of precedent in cases involving the PMLA
Act which by its very nature of being draconian could be misused by those in
authority to muzzle political opponents. Of course, the merits of the case are yet to
be examined in detail before a verdict is pronounced on whether members of the
Delhi Cabinet were conspirators in a liquor policy scam for the benefit of their
political party.

The orders served in similar cases, some linked to the same Delhi liquor policy
change and another significant one in the arrest of the former Jharkhand chief
minister Hemant Soren — who, incidentally, is still in jail with his right to cam-
paign not having brought him equivalent relief — have been mixed, though one of
the judges has been a constant in many of the benches that dealt with the cases
against other politicians regarding the granting of regular bail.

Considering the current circumstances when the country is in the middle of par-
liamentary elections, the Kejriwal case assumes great significance. On the one
hand is the charge that the ruling party has been prone to using Central investiga-
tive agencies to put many opponents in jail, especially by using the PMLA with its
stringent conditions devolving upon the accused to prove their innocence.

On the other hand, Mr Kejriwal had not set a very good example in ducking mul-
tiple summonses from Central agencies over nine months that his ultimate arrest
came much closer to the polls and thus brought this angle of it infringing the demo-
cratic right of an individual. No court is likely to be as sympathetic if a common
man was to ignore summons in this manner.

The ED delaying Mr Kejriwal’s arrest after registering an ECIR in August 2022,
as pointed out by the court, the ED refusing to accept lawyers’ offer to present all
documents called for and Mr Kejriwal ducking summons on the grounds that the
charges were politically motivated, had led to an impasse until his arrest on March
21. What the bail order has done is to level the electoral playing field that had been
skewed by arrests and the tendency of the investigating agencies to make the
process itself the punishment more than bringing graft cases registered against
prominent politicians to a conclusion.

Whatever be the denouement, it is now established that political priorities have
a way of trumping everything else in India, even if the court insists that this inter-
im bail will not set a precedent. And yet there is a ray of justice to be seen in Mr
Kejriwal being given time off to seek votes for his party and the national alliance it
has joined.

Some good tips on Indians’ diet

r some time now most people, empowered by bits and pieces of knowledge

E gleaned thanks to the Internet revolution, have known what a healthy diet is

and that Indians in general have hardly made moves to get closer to that ideal.

The medical council and the national nutrition institute, in their latest guidelines
based on research also on the latest dietary trends in India, have simply reiterated the
importance of a healthy diet.

It is up to people to heed the advice after studying the details of the recommenda-
tions, take measures to cut sugar intake and oils and eat fat only in moderation and
avoid ultra-processed foods that contain a huge amount of chemicals and preserva-
tives. All that must be done while undertaking proper physical exercise in combina-
tion with a more active lifestyle to avoid the non-communicable diseases that burden
more than half the 1.4 crore Indians because of their unhealthy diet patterns.

There is a huge amount of good advice among the 17 dietary recommendations,
many of which we may have all known already but still struggled to adapt and follow
from sheer force of habit or due to economic circumstances or existing medical con-
ditions. It is never too late to switch to a healthier diet pattern that may help fend or
stave off altogether lifestyle diseases like hypertension, obesity and diabetes that
haunt Indians to such levels as to label the country the world’s diabetes capital, etc.

The battle against malnutrition may have been won to a certain extent but under-
nutrition is prevalent in Indians and only a change in diet patterns paying greater
attention to nutrient intake might help retrieve the situation.

The advice against taking protein supplements because of their content beyond
healthy proteins might sound jarring to younger generations, many of whom are
inveterate gymnasium enthusiasts. Maybe, greater attention to the information on
labels would help them find the right source of proteins.

The very thought that a significant proportion of premature deaths can be averted
by following a healthy lifestyle should wake the general population to something that
is being said for the good health of the nation.

In the end, you are what you eat, and the old maxim should suffice as a reminder
that there is a better way to eat so that we may live better. More fruits and nuts, more
nutritious combos, less sugar, less carbs and less red meat is the way to go and to stick
to this is a challenge people must accept if they wish to live longer and, more impor-
tantly, healthier.
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Vaccines and trust: Need
for nuanced conversation

Patralekha

Chatterjee

a polarised and elec-

tion-mode India,
spreading  paranoia
over rare side effects of
the Astra-

Zeneca/Covishield vaccine,
willingly or unwittingly, can
lead to a permanent tear in
public trust in vaccines.

Soon after Anglo-Swedish
drugmaker  AstraZeneca
acknowledged in a British
court that its Covid-19 vac-
cine can, “in very rare cases,
cause TTS”, there has been
utter panic among sections
of the Indian public. TTS, or
Thrombosis with
Thrombocytopenia ~ Syn-
drome, causes people to have
blood clots and a low blood
platelet count.

Back in April 2021, a state-
ment by the World Health
Organisation had noted:
“Based on latest available
data, the risk of TTS with
Vaxzervria and Covishield
vaccines appears to be very
low. Data from the UK sug-
gest the risk is approximate-
ly four cases per million
adults (1 case per 250,000)
who receive the vaccine,
while the rate is estimated to
be approximately one per
100,000 in the European
Union. Countries assessing
the risk of TTS following the
Covid-19 vaccination should
perform a benefit-risk analy-
sis that considers local epi-
demiology (including inci-
dence and mortality from
Covid-19 disease), age groups
targeted for vaccination and
the availability of alterna-
tive vaccines.”

The statement, following a
review by WHO’s Global
Advisory Committee on
Vaccine Safety, flagged the
possibility of “a geographic
variation in the risk of these
rare adverse events” and
urged evaluation of potential
cases of TTS in all countries.

At the time of writing,
AstraZeneca has begun
worldwide withdrawal of its
Covid-19 vaccine. The phar-
ma major says the vaccine
was being removed from
markets for commercial rea-
sons; it was no longer being
manufactured or supplied,

having been superseded by
updated vaccines that tackle
new variants.

In India, it is election time
and the Oxford-AstraZeneca
vaccine, manufactured and
marketed by the Pune-based
Serum Institute of India
(SII), is troublingly at the
centre of a fierce political
row between the ruling
Bharatiya Janata party and
the Opposition.

Scientists must investigate
the side effects of all vac-
cines, rare or not. Questions
must be asked about
Covishield or any other vac-
cine or drug in public inter-
est. But how it is done, and
by whom is critical.
Sweeping generalisations
can do immense damage. In
India, nearly one out of
every four children still miss
out on essential vaccines.

Fear of vaccines is the last
thing that one wants.

How did we get to this
messy state?

India’s effort to vaccinate
its vast population against
Covid-19 was widely lauded,
critiques about overall man-
agement of the pandemic
notwithstanding. But the
vaccination campaign, like
S0 many other campaigns in
recent years, pivoted around
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi. Until recently, Covid-
19 vaccination certificates
had the Prime Minister’s
photo. Mr Modi's photo was
removed from CoWIN cer-
tificates after an Election
Commission directive. “Vote
for Modi as he got us Covid-
19 vaccines”, said a BJP
leader last month.

Now, several politicians
opposed to Mr Modi have
latched on to AstraZeneca’s
statement about rare side
effects in a British court; all
too predictably, BJP sympa-
thisers see a grand conspira-
cy about AstraZeneca admit-
ting to side effects in its Covi-
shield vaccine during the
ongoing election season.

What is being muted in all
the noisy paranoia about
blood clots and heart attacks
in relation to Covishield are
three key words — a “rare

Trust remains vital
in the age of
polycrisis,
uncertainty and
shifting truths.
There is a real
need for nuance,
openness and
transparency in the
vaccine
conversation.

side effect”. They may hap-
pen within a few days or a
few weeks of taking the vac-
cine, but not several years
after the vaccination.

What has contributed to
the mess is the insufficient
emphasis on possible rare
adverse effects during earli-
er awareness campaigns
when the priority was to get
every eligible  person
vaccinated.

As Dr Anant Bhan, a
researcher on global health
and bioethics, puts it: “Every
vaccine, including the long
established and used oral
polio vaccine, has some risk.
But serious adverse effects
are rare and the benefits of
vaccines, whether old or new
ones, far outweigh the risks.
The hysteria in the social
media over the recent disclo-
sure by AstraZeneca (about
rare adverse effects of their
Covid vaccine, used as
Covishield in India) is unfor-
tunate”.

Dr Bhan points out there
was always a large active
online community of “anti-
vaxxers” globally. Now there
is a risk of the recent devel-
opments feeding local dis-
courses over vaccines nega-
tively. “Disclosure about
risks of clotting (TTS) are
not new findings. These
were not hidden. They have
been known and written
about in medical journals
since 2021. The problem is
that in an election season,
the whole issue about known
adverse effects as discussed
in the context of a UK court
case has got politicised. And
there is a danger of sections
of the public thinking that
vaccines mean risk. This is
dangerous,” says Dr Bhan.

Health advocates are
stressing that it is crucial to
remember that the benefits
of vaccination far outweigh
the risks. “To put it into per-
spective, let us consider can-
cer treatment. Some cancer
drugs can have serious side

United States have made their mark.

effects, like lowering blood
counts or harming the heart,
liver, and kidneys, or even
increasing the risk of severe
infections. Despite these
risks, we still use chemother-
apy because the benefits are
clear. Similarly, in treat-
ment for heart attacks,
thrombolytic drugs can be
life-saving, but they also
carry the risk of causing
bleeding in the brain, which
can be fatal. Yet, we still
administer them because the
benefits outweigh the risks.
So, it is not fair to blame the
vaccine for these adverse
events and blow them out of
proportion. Yes, there have
been cases of myocarditis,
especially in younger people,
but at the time, we did not
fully understand the extent
of the risk. However, it is
worth noting that the anti-
vaccine movement might do
more harm than good by
spreading fear and panic. If
people become too scared to
get vaccinated, it could have
serious consequences for
public health,” says Dr S.P.
Kalantari, professor of medi-
cine, Mahatma Gandhi
Institute of Medical
Sciences, Sevagram,
Maharashtra.

Which brings me to trust:
the bedrock of immunisa-
tion programmes.

Trust remains vital in the
age of polycrisis, uncertain-
ty and shifting truths. How
one communicates messages
about vaccines is the key to
building trust. There is a
real need for a nuanced con-
versation, openness, and
transparency in the vaccine
conversation.

“Health policy messaging
must convey that vaccines
have significant benefits and
acknowledge the rare risks.
This calls for responsible
behaviour on the part of
everyone and there is an
urgent need to build trust in
the system. A person being
vaccinated must believe that
the health system will come
to her/his aid if anything
were to go wrong, even if
that probability is rare. We
cannot whitewash concern
whenever and wherever it
arises,” says Dr Bhan.

The system cannot be
opaque.

The writer focuses on devel-
opment issues in India and
emerging economies. She can
be reached at
patralekha.chatterjee
@gmail.com.

LETTERS

POLICE EXCESSES

Police excesses over the
arrestees and prisoners in jail
after or before trial are uni-
formly rude, crude and extra
constitutional throughout
the world and the Indian
Police, particularly the TN
Police, cannot be any excep-
tion. The recent blood chill-
ing incidents that took place
in police custody testify to
this truth. The undesirable
and extra constitutional hap-
penings are due to the fact
that the policemen are con-
strained to do many acts in
violation of the prescribed
codes and rules to please
the party in power, especial-
ly the CM who normally han-
dles the Home portfolio. It is
quite natural that most of
them misuse and abuse the
Policemen to serve their own
personal, political and party
interests by choking any
voice of even a mild dissent
of the critics and opposition
parties.

Kongunaattan

Coimbatore

LIVE-IN RELATIONSHIP

I endorse the opinion of Chhattisgarh
High Court that live-in- relationship is
a stigma imported from the west ("Live-
in is imported, stigma in India", May 9).
"East is East and West is West, and
never the twain shall meet", said
Rudyard Kipling. A Hindu marriage is
a sacrament, not a contract. The
'Saptapati' (Seven steps) in Hindu mar-
riage refers to the seven promises of
marriage that the bride and groom
should take with each step. When the
bridegroom ties the sacred thread
(mangalsutra) around the bride's neck,
the priest chants the Vedic mantra
‘'mangalyam tantunanena' that solidi-
fies the conjugal relationship. The apex
court expressly states that a Hindu
marriage is not complete unless accom-
panied by appropriate ceremonies and
rituals like Saptapati. The
Chhattisgarh High Court rightly
observes that live-in-relationship
affords a convenient escape when

things fail to work between partners!
Kangayam R. Narasimhan
Chennai

Mail your letters to
chennaidesk@deccanmail.com

Farrukh
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The Indian diaspora
and fissures within:

Why do Sunak & Co
target UK refugees?

“O come with old Bachchoo and leave the rest
Though Khayyam and Rumi are still the best
He who tries and tries they say never dies —
So Bachchoo attempts poetic conquest...”
— From Aesop’s Goal, by Bachchoo

here is no escaping the fact: I am part of what

'some characterise as the “Indian diaspora”. I

haven’t decided whether being a member of it

is a historical triumph or something to be
ashamed of. I suppose, to settle my trembling heart
on the question, I should examine the evidence for
one or the other — for being proud or ashamed of
being a “diasporic” individual. The question doesn’t
keep me awake all night, but some events, recent
encounters, media shows and even a recent academ-
ically researched book, bring me to wonder.

It’s Edward T.G. Anderson’s Hindu Nationalism in
the Indian Diaspora. He begins the book with a histo-
ry of the formation of what can be loosely labelled the
Indian “diaspora”. This is not the belated account of
people like the Pakistani workers in the mills of
Yorkshire and Lancashire who migrated in the 1950s
and 1960s; or myself, who came as a student to
Britain in the mid-1960s and for various reasons
remained (do read my autobiography Fragments
Against My Ruin, which says why I stayed. Stop
advertising your rubbish — Ed).

Anderson’s account takes into consideration the
movements of labour under the British Raj — the
indentures to the Caribbean islands in the nine-
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teenth century, the migration of Indians to South
Africa, etc. The diaspora is not just recent history,
though Anderson’s account concerns itself in great
detail with the genesis of the Hindu and Hindutva
ideology and organisations which arose through the
inspiration of the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh
(RSS) and organisations such as the Vishwa Hindu
Parishad (VHP).

Anderson’s detailed and profound analysis is sub-
titled “Transactional Politics and British Multi-cul-
turalism”. Undoubtedly, the Hindutva ideology as
perpetrated by the RSS and VHP have some impact
on the worship and beliefs of the Hindu communities
in the UK. The public impact of these is nothing more
than the presence of predominantly Gujarati hordes
at London’s Wembley Stadium when Prime Minister
Narendra Modi visited and presided there.

The only “political” impact that this particular
tenet of philosophy had was perhaps a riot of Hindu-
Muslim dissent which lasted a few days in Leicester
with agitators from each community invading the
residential districts of the other and shouting slo-
gans. Big deal?

The “diasporic” record, in recent times, is so much
more interesting. Let’s count the “diaspora” as peo-
ple from the subcontinent. Muslims welcome in the
term.

These have made their mark in the culture, com-
merce and politics of the UK to which I'm concen-
trating my contentions —not that I can’t see that Leo
Varadkar in Ireland and Kamala Harris in the

The world knows that Salman Rushdie and Hanif
Kureishi, among others, have had a profound impact
on world literature — not to mention the diasporic
master of international insight, the Nobel laureate
Vidia Naipaul.

Vidia seems to have an ambivalent position as one
of us — as an Indian diasporic. He was a Trinidadian
by origin, a descendant of Indian indentured labour
and, in Anderson’s definition, a distinct diasporic.
He wrote an early book of discovery through an
exploration of India called An Area of Darkness,
which was denounced, almost universally, by Indian
critics.

But then, when in his next book and in several his-
torically truthful works he wrote about the cruelty of
the Muslim regimes of India against the Hindu popu-
lation, he was adopted by the Hindutva brigade as
one of their spokespersons.

He was actually, trust me, who knew him intimate-
ly and personally, no such thing.

And so, gentle reader, apart from these triumphs of
diasporic achievement, I have, after reading
Edward’s meticulously examined book, contemplat-
ed sadly, disappointedly, writing something about
the truly negative contribution of us diasporic mem-
bers to countries, to culture, to history and even to
truth.

I mean targeting very prominent people like
Hedgie Soongone (yes, my name for Rishi Sunak), the
unelected by people or party, “Prime Minister of the

4’*

UK”; Cruella Cowardperson (satirical name for
Suella Fernandes Braverman) and Ugly “Priti”
Patel... and yes, some others.

These — the named three — are the diasporic
Indian children of immigrants who fled Africa and
were given shelter in the UK and British citizenship.
What have all three dedicatedly done to further their
Conservative political careers?

Gentle reader, “Priti”, promoted to the rank of
home secretary, formulated a policy to send people
fleeing from prejudice, oppression and even genocide
and seeking asylum in Britain, to Rwanda — a coun-
try now designated as a great, safe place after its
genocidal history between the Tutsi and
Hutu tribes.

Ugly’s family had fled Africa—Idi Amin, racial dis-
crimination... geddit? So did the families of Cruella
and Hedgie, both of whom have, in political office as
successive home secretaries of the UK and as PM,
sucked up to the same policy. Yes, very many of this
trio’s Tory colleagues think their policy is a disaster.
It is.

My humble diasporic opinion — or question — is
why do the descendants of families who fled Africa
want to exile desperate refugees to be forcibly sent
there?

Thirty pieces of silver?

Nah!

Pandering to supposed crowd prejudice? Most like-

ly. But that’s not decidedly, uniformly, ambivalent
Britain. Watch this space!
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Voting for relief

Interim bail for Delhi CM reverses
damage to level playing field in polls

ter Arvind Kejriwal, the Supreme Court of
India has reversed a development that upset
the level playing field for the ongoing general
election. When Mr. Kejriwal was arrested in
March for his alleged involvement in corruption
in the formulation of a liquor policy for Delhi, it
might not have seemed an obvious setback to fed-
eralism and democracy. But the arrest of a serv-
ing Chief Minister and a key figure in the Opposi-
tion, when the election process was already on,
sent shock waves among regional parties. And, as
he remained behind bars, it stoked fears that
States run by parties other than those in power at
the Centre could easily be undermined by getting
central agencies to arrest Chief Ministers on
charges that may or may not be based on evi-
dence. In Mr. Kejriwal’s case, the Court is right in
both citing the general election as a good enough
reason to grant him interim bail until June 1,
when the last phase of polling will be held, and in
rejecting the Centre’s argument that it would
amount to favourable treatment to politicians. As
the Court has pointed out, interim release orders
relate to the “peculiarities associated with the
person in question and surrounding circum-
stances”. The absence of a notable leader from
the campaign arena, especially when he is yet to
be convicted, will be a factor that will cast a
doubt on the free and fair nature of the election.
The Court has made his bail conditional on his
keeping away from the Delhi Secretariat and the
CM’s office. And he is to abide by his statement
that he would not sign any official file, unless re-
quired to do so to get the Lieutenant General’s ap-
proval for something. That Mr. Kejriwal did not
respond to several summonses from the Enforce-
ment Directorate (ED) does not show him in a
good light. But, at the same time, it cannot be for-
gotten that be it the CBI’s corruption charge, or
the ED’s money-laundering charge, the case
against him is based on a belated statement made
by suspects who had turned approvers and ob-
tained pardon on the promise of testifying
against him. The probative value of these state-
ments will be tested during trial. Another factor
to be noted is that there are statutory restrictions
under the Prevention of Money Laundering Act
on seeking bail, resulting in many questioning
the validity of their arrest, as Mr. Kejriwal has
done, rather than file for bail. If only courts ap-
plied the basic principle of granting bail to those
who are unlikely to flee from justice, with appro-
priate conditions to neutralise their likely in-
fluence over witnesses and to safeguard evi-
dence, orders granting bail would not evoke
political reactions and doubts whether the polit-
ical class is being unduly favoured.

Folds and faults

Free use of AlphaFold 3 must extend to
scrutiny of its inner mechanisms
P roteins are long chains of amino-acid resi-

l n granting interim bail to Delhi Chief Minis-

dues that fold into specific shapes. Pro-
perly folded proteins function normally
whereas misfolded ones can lead to debilitating
diseases. Since these chains are quite long, a gi-
ven protein can actually fold into one of a very
large number of shapes — yet it makes a beeline
for a specific shape while avoiding all the others.
How and why this happens constitute an impor-
tant mystery in structural biology called the pro-
tein-folding problem. In 2018, five decades after it
was mooted, a Google subsidiary named Deep-
Mind developed a purpose-built Al tool to predict
the shapes into which different proteins could
fold, called AlphaFold. The upgraded AlphaFold
2 followed two years later. Many scientists and
technologists acknowledge that these two deep-
learning systems have transformed human
awareness of protein structures, a feat the ma-
chines demonstrated in the biennial Critical As-
sessment of Protein Structure Prediction contest.
Recently, DeepMind launched AlphaFold 3,
which can reportedly predict the shapes with
nearly 80% accuracy as well as model DNA, RNA,
ligands, and modifications to them. As with the
first two AlphaFolds, no. 3 is great for being able
to elucidate the folded proteins’ structures in se-
conds rather than the years humans have re-
quired with advanced microscopic techniques.
Not surprisingly, the excitement that followed
the release of AlphaFold 3 has been unable to es-
cape the hype and overblown expectations that
dogged the launches of its predecessors. These
machines can predict protein structures with re-
latively high accuracy but they cannot say why
they are folded that way; this is still the task of hu-
man scientists. How the AlphaFolds will catalyse
drug discovery is also unclear. Many drugs fail to
make it to the market from the laboratory be-
cause medical researchers are unable to antici-
pate all the interactions between the drugs’ va-
rious components and various parts of the body.
The protein-folding problem is important to
crack but it will not magically improve drugs’
chances in human clinical trials. It is a step in that
direction. Finally, the free use of AlphaFold 3 is li-
mited while its inner mechanisms are unavailable
for public exploration or scrutiny, so far. While
the motivation to innovate of DeepMind is lauda-
ble, the cutting-edge value AlphaFold 3 presents
to health care means the company should ex-
plore alternative revenue models in which the
system is not trapped behind paywalls or exorbi-
tant prices — a fate that has already befallen
scientific papers and medicines born of publicly
funded research. Recall that the AlphaFolds’
training data itself includes protein structures
first elucidated by such research.

CM
K

The fraying of the model code of

he model code of conduct has, once
again, attracted national attention
because of its egregious violation by
senior politicians during the election
campaign for the 18th Lok Sabha. Political parties
are duty bound to obey the code as it was framed
by the Election Commission of India (ECI) on the
basis of a consensus among all political parties in
order to have a peaceful, orderly and civilised
election. However, as elections in India are a no
holds barred war, this consensus often breaks
down with party leaders losing no opportunity to
hit their opponents below the belt. Of late,
elections are a free for all. Distortions, blatant
falsehoods, mischievous misinterpretations,
slanging matches — all are par for the course.

The Constitution mandates the ECI to conduct
elections in a free and fair manner. In fact, free
and fair elections are a part of the basic structure
of the Constitution. Article 324 confers on the
Election Commission, plenary powers to enable it
to ensure a free and fair election. In Election
Commission of India vs State of Tamil Nadu and
Others (1993), the Supreme Court of India restates
the role and powers of the Commission in the
following words: “The ECI is a high constitutional
authority charged with the function and the duty
of ensuring free and fair elections and of the
purity of the electoral process. It has all the
incidental and ancillary powers to effectuate the
constitutional objective and purpose. The
plenitude of the Commission’s powers
corresponds to the high constitutional functions
it has to discharge.”

Key provisions
The model code of conduct was framed by the
Commission to ensure that the elections are free
and fair and the electoral process remains pure.
Also, a level playing field is a necessary condition
to ensure that elections are free and fair. The key
provisions of the code are: no party or candidate
shall indulge in any activity which may aggravate
existing differences or create communal hatred
or cause tension between different castes,
communities — religious or linguistic; criticism of
other political parties shall be confined to their
policies and programs. No unverified allegations
or distortions against other parties shall be
allowed; there shall be no appeal to cast or
communal feelings for securing votes; no party or
its candidate shall indulge in corrupt practices or
commit offences under the election law.
Needless to say that violation of these
directions are serious infractions of the code,
making it impossible to hold free and fair
elections and maintain the purity of the electoral
process. So, it is the duty of the ECI to quickly
examine those violations and take suitable action
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against the violators so that the purity of the
electoral process is maintained. Here a question
arises as to what action the Commission can take
in such cases.

On deterrent action

It is common knowledge that the model code of
conduct is not legally enforceable. So, it is not
possible to seek any relief from the court for
violation of the code. The only way open to the
aggrieved party is to complain to the Commission
and seek its intervention. It must be noted here
that neither The Representation of the People Act
nor The Conduct of Election Rules makes any
provision for the model code of conduct.
However, the Election Symbols (Reservation and
Allotment) Order brought out by the ECI in 1968
makes a provision to deal with the violation of the
Model Code of Conduct. The Symbols order was
issued in exercise of the powers conferred by
Article 324. Paragraph 16A of the Symbols order
says that in case of violation of the model code of
conduct or other direction or orders of the
Commission, it can suspend the recognition of a
party, or, in an extreme case, even withdraw its
recognition. Suspension or withdrawal of
recognition of a party will deprive it of the
symbol reserved for it. This will pose enormous
problems to a recognised party as it will not be
able to use its reserved symbol in the election. So,
the ECI has the power to act decisively against the
violators of the model code of conduct. We have
seen the ECI taking violators off the election
campaign for 24 to 48 hours. It can also take the
violator off the campaign in the elections no
matter how high he or she is in the party. Such
actions by the ECI will definitely act as a deterrent
and send the right message to the political
parties.

However, experience shows that after the late
T.N. Seshan, the ECI has never acted so decisively
as he used to do. T.N. Seshan struck terror in the
minds of politicians. Elections in India today are a
do-or-die battle and the only aim here is to defeat
the enemy. Political adversaries are treated as
enemies and the goal is to exterminate them.
Elections have long ceased to be the civilised
democratic exercise they are meant to be, where
each player scrupulously adheres to be norms set
by law. Now, every effort is made to stir the basest
passions in men. At one time there existed a
consensus among politicians that nothing should
be done to exacerbate the divisions in the society
especially on the basis of religion.

We should not forget that religion in India is a
potent tool which can be effectively used to
divide society. The founding fathers of the
Constitution wisely chose secularism and
democracy as the warp and woof of the

conduct

Constitution. They believed that only secularism
can hold this country of immense diversities
together. The Representation of People Act 1951,
has made any appeal in the name of any religion
a corrupt practice which will invalidate an
election. Thus, religion is kept out of the electoral
battle by the statute. But it is brought back and
installed at the centre of this battlefield by
politicians. The nation wants the ECI to address
this issue with full seriousness.

A violation of oath

The issue of senior members of the Council of
Ministers making communally charged speeches
during the election campaign has not been dealt
with sternly by the ECI or the courts. Speeches of
such persons during the election campaign,
which have extremely toxic references to the
followers of a particular religion or community or
caste and which can promote hatred in a section
of voters, flagrantly violate the oath they have
taken as Ministers. A Minister, through the oath
he takes, gives a solemn assurance to the people
of the country that he will do right to all manner
of people without favour or ill will. By speaking
directly or indirectly against a section of the
society, they demonstrate their inherent bias and
ill will against them which is a violation of oath.
The Constitution or the election law does not
prescribe any punishment for violating the oath
by Ministers. Section 125 of the Representation of
People Act 1951, provides for a three-year
sentence as maximum punishment for promoting
feelings of enmity or hatred between different
classes of citizens on the ground of religion.
Members of the Council of Ministers of the Union
as well as the States are holding high
constitutional office and are oath bound to do
right to all without ill will towards anyone.
Therefore, any utterances on their part to the
contrary need to be seriously dealt with. The
apex court can give a standing direction to the
ECI to initiate criminal proceedings under Section
125 of the Representation of People Act 1951
whenever such occasion arises and also take the
violators off the campaign till the ongoing
elections are over.

The top court has always laid stress on
maintaining the purity of an election. It says:
“what is meant by purity of elections? According
to us, it means that the elections should not only
be free from corrupt practices but also free from
evil practices” (A. Neelalohithadasan Nadar vs
George Mascrene). Promoting hatred between two
sections of people on the ground of religion , cast
or community is an evil practice. The
Constitution puts a lot of powers in the hands of
the ECI. These powers are meant to be exercised
when the need arises.

Freshwater quest, the likely new gold hunt

ne would never imagine that huge
0 volumes of freshwater exist under the

saline ocean. In the 1960s, says a media
report, the U.S. Geological Survey drilled
boreholes off the New Jersey coast and
unexpectedly struck freshwater. Similarly, with
time, a team of scientists from Vietnam and even
in other countries have discovered underwater
sources of fresh water. For example, a river under
the sea was discovered at the bottom of the Black
Sea. This river appears to be over a 100 feet deep
and has a flow rate of about four miles per hour;
about 22,000 cubic meters of water passes
through this particular channel. It would count
among one of the largest rivers in the world when
compared to land-based rivers, say media links.
This makes one thing certain: there is scientific
evidence of rivers under the sea.

Statistics show that the total volume of water
on earth is estimated at 1.386 billion km3, where
97.5% is salt water and 2.5% freshwater. Out of
this freshwater, only 0.3% is in liquid form on the
surface, which means that the rest of the
freshwater is underground, including on or under
the ocean bed.

Considering that freshwater is a depleting
resource, countries will begin exploring for and
exploiting freshwater from above or under their
ocean bed, within their maritime zones.
Eventually, countries will expand exploration
beyond their Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ),
into what is commonly known as the “Area”,
which is covered under Part XI of the United
Nations Law of the Sea Convention, 1982
(UNCLOS). The “Area” under UNCLOS is defined
as the seabed and ocean floor and subsoil
thereof, beyond the limits of national jurisdiction
and is referred to as the common heritage of
mankind. This means that it is available for
everyone’s use and benefit, keeping in mind the
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future generations.

The law of the sea

Although UNCLOS arrays most of the
internationally accepted law on the subject,
customary international law continues to remain
an important source of the law of the sea. While
UNCLOS is known as a single comprehensive text
covering the constitution and the governance of
the oceans, it is interesting to know that the
Convention on the Territorial Sea and the
Contiguous Zone, the Convention on the High
Seas, the Convention on Fishing and
Conservation of the Living Resources of the High
Seas and the Convention on the Continental Shelf
(Geneva Conventions on the Law of the Sea, 1958)
cover most of the issues as UNCLOS and these
Geneva conventions are mostly platformed over
customary international law.

To complicate matters further, Article 311 of
UNCLOS states that this Convention shall prevail
as between states parties, over the Geneva
Conventions on the Law of the Sea, 1958. Hence,
not only is UNCLOS not applicable to these
non-signatory states but also these countries do
not recognise the doctrine of Exclusive Economic
Zone (200 nm) or the “Area” (beyond 200 nm).
The least of the surprise is that the United States
is a signatory to the Geneva Conventions 1958 and
not UNCLOS.

Exploration and exploitation of the “Area”
under UNCLOS is limited to the term “resources”,
which is defined as all solid, liquid or gaseous
mineral resources in situ in the Area at or
beneath the seabed, including polymetallic
nodules — and resources when recovered from
the Area are referred to as “minerals™. If this be
the case, does the definition of the term
“minerals” cover “freshwater”? The International
Seabed Authority (referred to as the Authority) is

empowered under UNCLOS to administer and
control the activities in the Area. Consequently,
exploration of all minerals from the Area is
required to be in accordance with the rules,
regulations and procedures laid down by the
Authority. If state parties to UNCLOS are
regulated by the Authority, who regulates state
parties to the Geneva Conventions, especially in
activities concerning mining and exploratory
activities in the “Area”?

A zone of exploration

As evident from current events, the next wars are
expected to be fought over water and expansion.
Given that in the years to come freshwater will
become a very scarce and an expensive
commodity, the Area will qualify as a potential
zone for freshwater exploration and extraction.
Just as oil wells are explored and capped for
future use, fresh water wells may be identified
and capped for future use. In the lacuna of
specific legislation and terminologies governing
and controlling the advancement of resource
beyond national jurisdiction (such as fresh water)
integrated with multiple legislations governing
the law of the sea, the “Area” will once again
attract controversy.

Given that a large international community is
diligently working towards Sustainable
Development Goals and activities beyond
national jurisdictions, arriving at an amicable
non-controversial legislative text, addressing
various lacunae in the laws of the sea, especially
exploratory activities concerning freshwater from
the Area, ought to be the next logical milestone.
In this, India can take the lead role. This would be
an area which would truly benefit mankind,
rather than spending gallons of money, looking
for water and proposing plans for human
settlement on Mars and the moon.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Interim bail granted

| write this letter as Senior
Advocate, Supreme Court of
India, and a former Union
Minister for Law and
Justice. The Supreme
Court’s order granting
interim bail to Delhi Chief
Minister Arvind Kejriwal
balances the sanctity of the
fundamental right to
personal liberty and
freedom of expression in
the election season with the
necessity to observe the
legal due process in a
criminal investigation.

In as much as the Court’s
order facilitates

campaigning by Mr. Kejriwal
and casting of his vote in
the Lok Sabha elections, the
order subserves the
democratic cause in
furtherance of the basic
structure of the
Constitution. At the same
time, the order clearly
suggests that interim bail to
Mr. Kejriwal is upon its own
facts and will not serve as a
precedent nor be seen as a
discriminatory concession
to politicians consistent
with the constitutional
mandate of
non-discrimination and
equality under law.

The Court order reaffirms
the legal principles for the
grant of interim bail to
those in custody, and is a
fine balancing act in
furtherance of the
democratic fundamentals.
Ashwani Kumar,

New Delhi

The top court has proved,
yet again, that justice is very
much alive and kicking in
our country. We can now
expect the wounded tiger
using all his might to see
that the NDA has a difficult
time. One hopes that Mr.
Kejriwal makes the best use

of this god-sent
opportunity.
Tharcius S. Fernando,
Chennai

Mr. Kejriwal can now move
to the campaign trail with
new energy. It seems
democracy in India is being
guarded by the top court
that is thwarting the
machinations of an
autocratic entity.

M.C. Vijay Shankar,

Chennai

Debt and China
China’s debt trap diplomacy
is focused on nations that

are either strategically
located or rich in resources
such as cobalt, oil or
Lithium. China’s signature
foreign policy, the Belt and
Road Initiative and its
maritime version, is to
connect Chinese ports on
the South China Sea to
seaports in the Indian
Ocean, West Asia, and the
Horn of Africa. These
networks clearly benefit
China through an increase
in commerce, and when
debts cannot be repaid,
they renegotiate by
conceding valuable and
strategic national assets. It

is true that no nation
invests or lends enormous
amounts in another country
for altruistic reasons. China
insists on sovereign
guarantees for loans by the
host governments. Sri
Lanka has become a
cautionary tale on the kind
of problems Chinese
projects can cause
(Datapoint, Opinion page,
May 9).

H.N. Ramakrishna,

Bengaluru

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the full postal
address and the full name.
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JD(S) MLA H.D. Revanna being arrested and brought to the SIT office in Bengaluru. SUDHAKARA JAIN

Power play, politics,

and perversion

Days before Hassan district went to the polls, videos and photos allegedly showing MP Prajwal Revanna sexually

abusing women have circulated in Karnataka, sparking outrage. While political parties have been attacking one

another over the issue, Prajwal, who is seeking re-election, has gone abroad. KV. Aditya Bharadwaj and

Sathish G.T. report on the incident that has left the State and the country shaken, and the investigation

Hassan

Trigger warning: The following article contains
references to rape and abuse. Please avoid reading
if you are triggered by these themes.

n the morning of April 22, a resident

of Hassan in south Karnataka was

walking along the tracks of the dis-

trict stadium, about 190 km from
Bengaluru, when he noticed a pen drive placed
on a pedestal. He ignored it at first, but then cu-
riosity got the better of him. He picked up the
pen drive and gave it to a friend, he said.

That was not the only pen drive in the stadi-
um. Others said they noticed 8-10 pen drives in
different areas of the same stadium. Walkers in
Maharaja’s Park in the heart of Hassan said they
had also spotted pen drives on the benches.

As the day went by, it became clear that it was
raining pen drives in Hassan. When people
downloaded the content, they found sexually ex-
plicit video clips, photos, and screenshots of vi-
deo calls. Soon, this went viral. The women in
the photos and videos were clearly visible, but
the man was not. However, he could be seen par-
tially in the screenshots of the video calls he
made to the women.

The man is allegedly Prajwal Revanna, the
Janata Dal (Secular) [JD(S)] Member of Parlia-
ment from Hassan and the grandson of form-

er Prime Minister H.D. Deve Gowda. He is the
candidate of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)-led
National Democratic Alliance (NDA) in the ongo-
ing Lok Sabha elections. The Hassan Lok Sabha
constituency was scheduled to go to the polls in
the second phase, four days later, on April 26.

There were at least two clips in which the wo-
men could be seen resisting the man’s advances
and pleading with him even as he raped them
while recording the act. One of them was later al-
legedly abducted by Prajwal’s father H.D. Revan-
na, who is a former Minister, and MLA of Hole-
narsipur, the home town of the Gowda clan.

The police estimate that there are close to 100
women in these videos. The women, both young
and old, single and married, come from different
backgrounds: they are house-helps, party work-
ers, professionals, and government officials.
Some of them were familiar to the people of Has-
san as they had been actively involved in political
events and as officials. Nobody had complained
to the police until the videos went viral.

Two survivors lodged complaints with the pol-
ice. Sources in the police say the MP sexually
abused women who approached him for perso-
nal, professional, or constituency work. One of
the victims said that he coerced her while threa-
tening to harm her family members. He recorded
videos of the sexual act and blackmailed her, she
said. Police say he used the official residence of
Deve Gowda, a Rajya Sabha MP, for these acts.

The episode sparked massive protests in Kar-
nataka and led to mudslinging among the politi-
cal parties. The agitators demanded a probe into
the case and the immediate arrest of the accused.

A warning

By the evening of April 22, the people realised
that these were the videos that a local BJP leader
and lawyer, G. Devaraje Gowda, had often re-
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Members of the National Students’ Union of India, the student wing of the

ferred to during his press conferences. Devaraje,
who had unsuccessfully contested from Holena-
rasipur against H.D. Revanna in 2023, is known
for his scathing attacks against the Revanna fami-
ly. He had said, “I have videos and photos related
to Prajwal Revanna. The content expose the true
character of the JD(S) leader. I am not in a posi-
tion to release them to the media as Prajwal Re-
vanna has got a stay order from the court res-
training the media from broadcasting the videos
and photos,” Devaraje told the media a couple of
times earlier this year.

Soon, a letter written by Devaraje Gowda to
the BJP State president in December 2023 sur-
faced. In it, Devaraje had claimed that he had a
pen drive containing 2,976 explicit clips of Praj-
wal and advised the State president not to field
him as the NDA candidate. He also said a copy of
the pen drive had been sent to leaders of the
Congress, the ruling party in Karnataka.

Though JD(S) workers have blamed the Con-
gress, there has been a buzz in political circles
that BJP workers played a major role in circulat-
ing the videos.

Devaraje has now alleged that the Congress
circulated the content and claimed that Deputy
Chief Minister D.K. Shivakumar spoke to him
about the issue. However, Karthik Gowda, a
former driver of Prajwal, who has released a vi-
deo message from an undisclosed location,
claimed that he downloaded the videos from
Prajwal’s phone, transferred them to his own
phone, and handed them over to Devaraje, who
leaked them. Karthik Gowda has often said that
he fell out with Prajwal’s family over a land issue.

Congress, hold a poster of JD(S) MP Prajwal Revanna during a protest in

Bengaluru. pTI

He claimed that Prajwal’s family forced him to
sell his land to a businessman in Bengaluru.

Prajwal flees

Hassan went to the polls on April 26. Prajwal cast
his vote in Paduvalahippe in Holenarsipur taluk.
That was the last time he was seen in public. The
next day, he flew to Germany from Kempegowda
International Airport, Bengaluru, at 2 a.m. using
his diplomatic passport. He was suspended by
the JD(S).

Prajwal’s flight led to more anger. Following a
letter by the Karnataka State Commission for Wo-
men seeking a probe into the alleged instances of
sexual abuse, the State government formed a
Special Investigation Team (SIT). Bijay Kumar
Singh, a 1996 batch Indian Police Service (IPS) of-
ficer, who is Additional Director General of Pol-
ice, Criminal Investigation Department, is head-
ing the SIT. He successfully cracked the murders
of rationalists Gauri Lankesh and M.M. Kalburgi.
The team that is nearly all-women includes two
women IPS officers, Suman D. Pennekar and See-
ma Latkar.

The SIT was referred a First Information Re-
port (FIR) registered on April 28 at Holenarsipu-
ra. A former house help of the Revannas, who
does not feature in the clips, alleged sexual ha-
rassment by Revanna and Prajwal. It then ex-
panded the probe to include Revanna as well.

The SIT has since then registered three new
FIRs: two booking Prajwal for rape, based on the
complaints of two victims, and one booking Re-
vanna for abducting one of the women in an al-
leged bid to prevent her from testifying against
Prajwal. She was eventually rescued by the SIT.

“Though we have been able to identify many
victims from the videos doing the rounds, the
challenge has been to convince them to lodge
complaints,” says a senior SIT official.

When the videos went viral, the women did
not know what to do, according to their friends.
Initially, a couple of them approached senior pol-
ice officers, complaining that some unknown pe-
ople had been circulating images morphed with
their photographs. When the police insisted that
they file a formal complaint, they did not.

A few of the survivors have either left town or
remained incommunicado. “They just want to be
far from everyone,” says a person who interacted
with a couple of them.

Another friend of one of the survivors says, “It
is the State government’s responsibility to pro-
vide them with counselling.”

The State government has announced that the
survivors who come forward to complain will be
given financial assistance and security cover. The
SIT has roped in nearly 10 professional women
counsellors who have provided the survivors
support. “Most of the women are scared to com-
plain. Moreover, in many cases their families may
not know that their videos are being circulated.
We need to counsel their families as well,” a se-
nior official says.

A resident of Holenarasipur says, “The Revan-
na family is feudal and ran the ‘Republic of Has-
san’ with great impunity. Now it has come out in
the open that the women who approached them
seeking help were abused.”

“The women were mostly from Hassan. This
indicates the impunity Prajwal seemed to enjoy
in Hassan,” a political worker says.

Tales of horror

Two survivors have recounted their ordeal to the
police. Based on their complaints, Prajwal has
been booked for rape in two cases.

A political worker of the JD(S), 44, alleged that
Prajwal raped her at his official residence in Has-
san when she had gone to meet him in 2021 seek-
ing seats for some women students in a hostel.
She said he threatened to kill her and her hus-
band if she did not cooperate. She also alleged
that Prajwal took out his mobile phone and re-
corded the act. “He said he would make this vi-
deo public if 1 told anyone. He said he was not vis-
ible in the video, while I was. He said I had to
have sex with him whenever he called me. Later
too, he used to make video calls to me asking me

to strip, and harass me. He has sexually assaulted
me multiple times in these years and blackmailed
me saying he will make the video public,” she
said in her complaint.

In many of the videos they have accessed, the
man’s face is not visible, say SIT officials. They be-
lieve this gave the perpetrator confidence that he
would not be caught. However, SIT officials are
confident of using forensics and establishing the
man’s identity in the video.

The second complaint pertains to a former
house help in the Revannas’ Holenarsipura hou-
sehold. She is about 60. She is seen in a video clip
pleading with the man to spare her. In the video,
she says she served food to the man’s father and
grandfather and begs that he leave her alone. But
the man, whose face is not visible, forces himself
on her.

The woman had gone missing since. On May 1,
her 20-year-old son walked into K.R. Nagar Police
Station in Mysuru claiming that his mother was
forcibly taken away by a man called Satish Babu
at Revanna’s behest to prevent her from testifying
against Prajwal. He said Satish had claimed that
his mother was in danger of being arrested and
took her away. He realised that his mother had
been abducted after he discovered the video clip.
This led to an FIR against Revanna for abduction.

On May 4, the SIT rescued the woman. She
was allegedly held captive at a farmhouse belong-
ing to the former personal secretary to Revanna
in Hunsur, Mysuru. Minutes after Revanna’s anti-
cipatory bail plea was turned down by the Spe-
cial Court for Elected Representatives, Bengalu-
ru, the SIT team arrested him from the house of
his father. Out of deference for the former Prime
Minister who is in his 90s, the SIT officials say
they waited at the door for half an hour for Re-
vanna to emerge. Revanna has now been re-
manded to judicial custody. The total number of
arrests in the abduction case is now six.

The politics
The incident has led to protests in many pockets
of Karnataka. Interpol has issued a Blue Corner
Notice against Prajwal. This notice is part of Inter-
pol’s colour-coded notices which enable coun-
tries to “share alerts and requests for information
(on wanted persons/crimes) worldwide”.
Meanwhile, speculations are rife that Prajwal
is unlikely to return home before June 4, when
the results of the elections will be declared. “Praj-
wal’s case has become a national issue and the
INDIA bloc parties are trying to embarrass the
BJP with it. If Prajwal returns now, he will domi-
nate the news cycle for at least a week. So, it is un-
likely he will return in a hurry,” says a leader.
Former Rajya Sabha member H.K. Javare Gow-
da says he was shocked when he learned about
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He said he would make this video public if I
told anyone. He said he was not visible in the
video, while I was. He said I had to have sex
with him whenever he called me. He has
sexually assaulted me multiple times in the
last few years and blackmailed me.

SURVIVOR IN HER POLICE COMPLAINT

the issue a few days ago. “I was a blind follower of
Deve Gowda once, but not now. I pity him. I want
him to talk about the issue,” he says. Deve Gowda
has not made a public appearance since the news
broke and has remained silent.

The JD(S), the BJP, and Congress have been bu-
sy in a mudslinging match over the issue of how
the video clips came into the public domain, so
much so that this debate is threatening to mask
the alleged abuse of the women.

JD(S) State president and Prajwal’s uncle H.D.
Kumaraswamy, who initially sought to distance
himself and his father Deve Gowda from the con-
troversy, is now accusing Shivakumar of distri-
buting “25,000 pendrives” “to evidently in-
fluence elections in Hassan”. He has also told
Shivakumar that this was “not the way to become
a leader of the Vokkaligas”. He has alleged that
the SIT is biased and has demanded, along with
the BJP, a probe by the Central Bureau of Investi-
gation.

At the same time, JD(S) workers have held mul-
tiple protests across the State claiming to fight for
the survivors and against Shivakumar. There are
posters in Bengaluru condemning Shivakumar
for “misusing” the explicit clips for his politics. In
various instances, Kumaraswamy has expressed
doubt over the veracity of the clips, while also
saying he is “not defending” Prajwal.

Countering the JD(S) charge, many Vokkaliga
Ministers and leaders of the Congress have ac-
cused Kumaraswamy and BJP of “attempting to
cover-up of the sex abuse” by diverting the atten-
tion from ensuring justice to the survivors to the
alleged role of leaders involved in the distribution
of pen drives.

Revenue Minister Krishna Byre Gowda, also a
Vokkaliga leader, attacked Kumaraswamy for
“trying to use the community as a shield to cover
up henious crimes and, in the process, dragging
the community into the biggest sex abuse scan-
dal in the world”.

Chief Minister Siddaramaiah has maintained
that the SIT is “impartial” and has written to
Prime Minister Narendra Modi seeking his inter-
vention to cancel Prajwal’s diplomatic passport
immediately, so that the MP is forced to return to
India. Prajwal’s passport has not been cancelled
yet. Modi and Home Minister Amit Shah have hit
back saying law and order is a State issue.

Activists are angry about the political turn the
case has taken. “People across political parties
are making use of these women as pawns in their
own game,” says Roopa Hassan, an activist and
poet based in Hassan.

For now, everyone is waiting for the Lok Sabha
election results, especially in Hassan, and Praj-
wal’s return. But this alleged sex abuse case will
likely cast a shadow on Karnataka’s politics for
years to come. Meanwhile, the victims are
scared, stigmatised, and are battling patriarchy.
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Prudent move

RBT’s proposal for tighter infra lending norms welcome

he Reserve Bank of India’s draft guidelines

on project financing have created a ripple of

anxiety among lenders and infrastructure
players, with many of the industry groups
approaching the regulator to relax the rules. The
bone of contention is the proposal that lenders
should make a general provision of 5 per cent of the
outstanding loans in all existing as well as fresh
projectloans. Lenders are of the opinion that this
will reduce the funds available for giving credit and
will increase the cost of project financing.

I While the provisioning by lenders could

My gOUp2 little, the central bank’s move seems
‘ l to be guided by prudence. The higher
provisioning is a pre-emptive action which

will prevent risks from building-up in bank
balance sheets. The cautious stance adopted
by the central bank is influenced by past
lending mishaps, notably during 2004 to
2008, when large loans given to
infrastructure projects turned into bad
loans, severely impairing bank balance
sheets. Financing large infrastructure
projects continues to be a risky proposition
given their long duration and the numerous
uncertainties which can derail the
execution. RBIs latest Financial Stability
Report notes that GNPA for infrastructure,
excluding electricity, was at an elevated
level of 4.9 per cent as of September 2023.
GNPA in the construction sector was
higher, at 8.7 per cent. Corporates could be
waiting for political uncertainty around the
general elections to end before embarking
on capital expenditure. The central bank is
right in tightening the rules for project
lending at this juncture, so that the future
growth in private capital investment is
smooth.

The fears among lenders regarding the
capex cycle getting impeded by these rules
are largely unfounded. Once demand
improves, private sector will come forward
to make investments, regardless of the
small jump in finance cost. With the interest
rates set to trend lower in the coming
months, finance cost will move down
anyway. Also, the central bank is not asking
banks to increase the provisioning from the
current 0.4 per cent to 5 per cent
immediately. The provisioning has to
increase gradually by 1.5 per cent every year,
toreach S per cent by March 2027. That said,
the central bank should take the feedback
from industry and other stakeholders
regarding the 5 per cent limit and calibrate
itlower if required. Similarly, the timeline
for making the provision can also be
extended, if considered necessary.

The tighter regulations could turn out to
be aboon if it makes borrowers look for
alternate project financing avenues. The
longer tenure of project finance results in
asset-liability mismatch in banks since their
deposits are typically of shorter duration.
Shifting borrowers to the NaBFID
(National Bank for Financing Infrastructure
and Development), which finances loans for
longer duration is a good option. Allowing
infrastructure companies to tap the bond
market with long duration bonds is another
option which can be encouraged.
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"Yep, we have found a way of watching TV
without getting stressed out!”
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n May 2014, when Piyush Goyal

took over as Minister of State

(Independent Charge) of

Ministries of Power, Coal and

New & Renewable Energy, he had
said that one of his major priorities is to
de-bottleneck the system and ensure
fast delivery.

But as luck would have it, soon after
he assumed office he found himself
dealing with Northern grid failure,
which was mainly due to poor
infrastructure — weak transmission
network.

Since then, successive power
ministers have continued with the
reform process in the power sector.
Measures have been taken to correct the
situation and average availability of
power has increased to 22.5 hours in
rural areas and to 23.8 hours in urban
areas, according to government data.

AT&C losses in power sector have
come down due to reforms in revamped
distribution sector scheme to help
distribution utilities (Discoms) improve
their operational efficiencies and
financial sustainability.

One of the key contributors to the
Modi-led NDA getting a second term
was promises of rural electrification and
subsequently the promise of electricity
in every household.

According to the Power Ministry, in
the 10-year NDA reign, from a power
deficient situation we are nowina
power self-sufficient state, thanks to the
substantial generation capacity added.
Substantial transmission capacity has
alsobeen added, it said.

Earlier this year, RK Singh, Minister of
Power and New & Renewable Energy,
had said that the power sector in India
rewards its customers, adding that the
government was racing to add electricity
capacity to meet the growing demand.

Singh had further said that “we are the
only country to have brought in general
network access...” Singh had also
claimed that he has tried to insulate the
system and to curb the practice of
making electricity a part of political
parties’ freebies.

But critics would say that is easier said
than done. During election time,
promises are made across sectors.

LAST MILE ISSUES

The challenge that remains for any
government in this sector is the last mile
connectivity — thatis to ensure a
healthy sub transmission and
distribution network which can flow
power from producer to distributor to
the consumer with ease.

According to Power Ministry
statement of January 2024, during 2023,
14,390 ckm of transmission lines, 61,591
MVA of transformation capacity and
4,290 MW Inter-regional Transfer
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Unfinished tasks in
power reforms

The power situation has improved in the last decade.
But there is a tangle with respect to distribution, transmission issues

Capacity have been added.

In the last nine years, with the
addition of 1,87,849 ckm (64.48 per cent
increase), the transmission network of
4,79,185 ckm has evolved as the largest
national synchronous grid in the world.

The total inter-regional capacity to
transfer power from one region to
another has been enhanced to 1,16,540
MW (224.17 per cent increase) from
35,950 MW in the last nine years.

But herein lies the challenge.

India has huge ambitions in energy
transition and plans to have 500 GW of
non-fossil based electricity installed
capacity by 2030.

RENEWABLE PLANS

The Ministry of Power had constituted a
high level committee under the
Chairperson, Central Electricity
Authority with representatives from
Solar Energy Corporation of India,
Central Transmission Utility of India
Ltd, Power Grid Corporation of India
Ltd, Grid-India, National Institute of
Solar Energy, and National Institute of

Despite the impressive
milestones achieved in
generation and
transmission, last

mile connectivity
remains a challenge

Wind Energy for planning the
transmission system required for having
500 GW of non-fossil fuel based
installed capacity by 2030.

The Committee prepared a detailed
Plan titled ‘Transmission System for
Integration of over 500 GW RE Capacity
by 2030’.

The Plan has identified major
upcoming non-fossil-based generation
centres in the country, which include
potential RE Zones in Rajasthan,
Gujarat, Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka,
Telangana, Maharashtra, RE park in
Ladakh etc. and based on these potential
generation centres, transmission
systems have been planned.

The transmission plan also includes
transmission system required for
evacuation of 10 GW off-shore wind
located in Gujarat and Tamil Nadu. The
plan provides broad transmission
system requirement for having about
537 GW of Renewable Energy capacity
by the year 2030.

However, the challenge is evacuation
of renewable energy — transmission
availability. The location of the
sub-station to lift the power makes a
difference for small players in the sector
to succeed. Ideally, sub-station should
belocated within 5-10 km.

However, the actual location may
substantially vary from the projected
location. Since the IPP is responsible to
connect transmission lines till the
substation, the cost of laying

REUTERS

transmission lines increases if the
sub-station is located from the acquired
land.

The development of transmission
infrastructure — challenges persist with
the dominant role of PSU — holding
60-70 per cent market share, which deter
private players due to mismatched
return requirements, according to the
industry.

Connectivity - Access to grid
continues to be a challenge. Many States
have not invested in upgrading their
grids. Despite the Centre’s initiative for
aunified national grid, varied State
regulations and infrastructure
deficiencies persist, hampering the
seamless flow of renewable energy.

Streamlining processes and investing
in grid upgrades are essential to
facilitate timely project commissioning
and maximise renewable energy
utilisation.

And above all, availability of land and
potential litigation issues are also major
hurdles. In case of remote locations, the
transmission infrastructure required to
move power generated to consuming
centres also increases costs for the IPP.

All these plus high transmission and
distribution losses, which are more due
to political factors, end up burning a
hole in the consumer’s pocket. These
make all reform efforts seem half baked.
For any government to fully succeed in
this sector some harsh decisions need to
be taken.

Better prospects ahead for 0T start-ups

A manufacturing rebound and pressure to decarbonise factories and buildings may widen loT start-ups’ clientele

|
Bharti Krishnan

he Internet of Things (I0T)
I revolution, nowadecade old in

India, promised to digitise
factories and buildings, aiming to reduce
their maintenance and energy costs.
These expenses typically make up to 30
per cent of operational costs, making
technology-driven scalable solutions for
costreductionasignificant opportunity.

Over the past decade, numerous
start-ups such as Ecolibrium Energy,
Faclon Labs, Minion Labs, 75F, Zenatix
Solutions, and Nebeskie Labs have
utilised IoT and dataanalytics to offer
asset maintenance and energy cost
reduction solutions. However, very few
have scaled up with revenues exceeding
even<50 crore. Consequently, there’sa
scarcity of venture-backed companies in
this sector.

Yet, shifting industry dynamics,
includingareboundinthe
manufacturing sector and mounting
pressure to decarbonise factories and
buildings, may provide IoT start-ups
with fresh momentum for growth.

Industrial automation, commonly
known as Industry4.0,encompasses
start-ups offering asset management
solutions for commercial real estate
buildings and factories by digitizing

machineryand systems. Theyconnect
existing machinerywith sensors to
collect operational dataon machinery,
energy consumption, air and water
quality,and other critical aspects.

This datais thenanalysed to provide
insights on energy consumption and
machineryhealth, enabling facility
managers to take timelyaction. This
approachis typically offered through the
Software asa Service (SaaS) model, with
start-ups being paid a portion of the
savingsaccrued by clients.

However, these young companies have
found it difficult to find the right
customer segment. Industry 4.0
solutions are typically targeted atlarge
commercial buildingsand
energy-intensive industries,whoneed a
wide variety of solutions apart from
energy efficiency,and hence prefer to
either work with automation majors
suchas Schneider Electric, Honeywell, or
with consulting companies. On the other
hand, mid-sized companies are notkeen
toincur upfront expenses in sensors.

Despite these challenges, several
factorsindicate potential avenues for
growth. For example, with reducing
emissions becoming crucial, there’sa
separate budget for energy savings,
especiallyfor large real estate companies
pursuing green certifications.
Additionally, there’sa surge in smart

IOT. The future of industryjsrockeroto

manufacturing, with aggregators such as
Zetworks and Karkhana.io outsourcing
manufacturing to mid-size SMESs,
potentially making digitalization more
cost-efficient.

Start-upsare alsoworking on reducing
theupfrontinvestment required by their
clientsin sensors and innovating on the
business models. For example,
Bangalore-based Claircois proposing to
manufacture its own sensors and offer
energy efficiencyasaservice, thus
eliminating the need for clients to make
anyinvestments in sensors.

Similarly, Hyderabad-based Zodhya
wentback to the drawing board to reduce
the fixed investment needed toinstallits
Al-based plug-in that optimizes energy
efficiency.

Additionally, automation companies
and facility management companies are

partnering with start-ups toleverage
their expertise and explore new markets.
For example, 75F has raised investment
from Siemens AG, and Zenatix Solutions
hasbeenacquired by Schneider Electric.

Recently, Panasonic Indiaalso started
Panasonic Ignition, anaccelerator
program to identify start-ups that offer
energy management solutionsin
commercial spaces. Similarly, facility
management firm JLL runs Idea Labs, a
program to identify and nurture
start-ups who offer building
management solutions.

Investors are taking note too.
Recently, Pavestone VC invested in the
Series A round of LivNSense, which
offers IoT-based solutions to reduce
GHG emissions of global companies in
“hard-to-abate” sectors like cement and
asphalts, metals, mining, heavy
engineering, and Petro-chemical
manufacturing industries.

Also, Accel Partners recently picked
Industry 5.0 asa theme foritslatest batch
of Accel Atoms, a programme to nurture
and fund early stage start-ups.

Assuch, thereis reason for optimism
for Indian IoT start-ups. Let us hope that
this time, we see the emergence of afew
large companies.

Thewriter isfounder of FineTrain,aboutique investment
bankfor climate start-ups.
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‘Uniform’ policy

This refers to the article “The value
of workplace uniforms” (May 10).
The effect of uniforms on
productivity, teamwork, and sense of
belonging depends on the
organisational culture and the top

critical factor in large entities. If
supplied free, withdrawal of the
same may be difficult.

Afinal decision should be taken by
weighing all parameters including the
need for them in matters of safety
and functionality.

work hubs.

was 3,773 against 6,459 for the

management leadership style YG Chouksey

because uniforms are enablers, not Pune

drivers.

If the organisation emphasises Rural demand woes urban.

egalitarian culture, then wearing the
same uniform by all employees will
foster team cohesiveness.

Abone of contention arises about
who bears the cost — the company
or the workforce. It becomes a

The focus was on the rural economy
during the sixties. Early Five year
Plans were highly rural oriented, till
urban might usurped central
resources for itself.
Ruralinfrastructure that could have

sustained income levels throughout
the year was put on the back burner
foryears. The result, relentless mass
migration of rural labour to urban

The Household Consumption
Expenditure Survey 2022-23 is
revealing. The rural average monthly
consumption spending per person

The realincome of farm families is
the real indicator of agri growth.
There has to be avenues for
non-farm income in villages to even
out seasonal earnings. The rural
sector deserves to be raised from

R Narayanan

Navi Mumbai

Air turbulence

by high fares.

Though the turbulence seems to be
over for now for the Air India
Express, the flight cancellations and
the persistent HR challenges within
the Indian aviation sector remain.

Jayanthy Subramaniam
Mumbai

the existential to the aspirational.

Indian airline industry is facing
turbulence and Air Indiais not an
exception to this. Airlines are facing
several challenges and flyers are hit

Tax compliance

Apropos the article on the subject,
despite the substantial hike in IT
collectionsin 2023-24, there is no
doubt that there are huge disparities
inthe income levels. Certainly,
increased compliance by collection of
data from various sources and the
information flowing through GST has
helped in higher reporting of income.
Also, with buoyant stock market,
increase in capital gains may also have
contributed to the IT mop up, since
long- term capital gains and dividend
arealso taxed.

Kasiraman Ramachandran

Chennai
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Why India’s elections matter for growth

PRANJUL BHANDARI

general election signal that it looks
like a “normal election”, a term
political scientists use when there’s no
major shift in public opinion. Voter turn-
out in the first three phases of voting has
been lower than the 2019 elections, likely
reflecting no burning issue at play.
But we argue that this election is far
from normal for India’s economic future.
In fact, the reforms that may follow could

Early indications from the ongoing

help determine India’s medium-term
growth and economic aspirations.

So what reforms are we talking about?

Let’s take a step back. Several impor-
tant reforms, some of which have been
in the works for well over a decade, have
been implemented over the last decade.
These include the introduction of a
nationwide goods and services tax (GST),
and the Real Estate (Regulation and
Development) Act that better protects
homebuyers. A new Insolvency and
Bankruptcy Code (IBC) has been imple-
mented, while the digital public infras-
tructure has become more sophisticated.
There has also been an increase in wel-
fare schemes.

The challenge is to keep pedalling
hard to ensure many more economic
reforms are completed over the next few
years. Another challenge is to rationalise
the welfare schemes (especially those for
food and fertiliser) to make sure they are

sustainable. We divide up reforms the
government may implement into three
buckets — easy, moderate and difficult.

The “easy” bucket is largely a con-
tinuation of some recent policies, but
would continue to demand smooth
implementation. They include the gov-
ernment’s push on infrastructure
spending, including incentivising state
governments to spend more on capex.
The bucket also contains the continued
effort to bring in investments, project-
by-project, into innovative sectors like
electronics, semiconductors, electric
vehicles (EVs), green hydrogen and data
centres. It includes developing more use
cases for digital public infrastructure,
for instance, the online market called
the Open Network for Digital Commerce
(ONDC) that helps small retailers. And
it includes the continued push for
macro stability — bringing down the fis-
cal deficit to sustainable levels, and

reducing inflation to its target level.

The “moderate” bucket contains har-
der and somewhat more controversial
reforms, which may require not just good
implementation, but also the spending
of political capital to bring together wide
ranging stakeholders. For instance, rais-
ing funding for the third tier, or the
municipality level of the government,
implementing a new direct tax code, and
rationalising import tariffs. It also
includes continued improvements to the
GST regime, the IBC, the health of power
distribution companies, and the coun-
try’s statistical and data systems.

The “hard” bucket comprises the most
controversial reforms, requiring a lot
more political capital in order to get them
done. These reforms may also be the most
accretive for growth over the medium
term as they address bottlenecks that
large parts of the economy face. These
include farm, labour and land reforms,

some of which have proven difficult to get
done in the past, as well as the rationali-
sation of food and fertiliser subsidies.
Furthermore, they also include improve-
ments to the judiciary and bureaucracy.

The choice the government makes
will be a key determinant of the eco-
nomic growth India achieves over the
medium term.

Let’s explain.

A small and fast-growing part of the
economy, which we call “new India” and
which comprises high-tech sectors,
makes up 15 per cent of gross domestic
product (GDP). It has been growing in
the double-digits (10-15 per cent year-
on-year) over the last few years. This has
been instrumental in pushing India’s
post-pandemic GDP growth to beyond
pre-pandemic levels.

On the other hand, “old India”, which
makes up the remaining 85 per cent of
GDP, comprising agriculture and small-
scale firms, has been growing at a tepid
clip of about 5 per cent. It employs 95
per cent of India’s labour force.

If “new India” continues to rise, we
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PLAIN POLITICS

ADITI PHADNIS

s Sikkim awaits the
Assembly election
results (voting was on

April 19 and the votes will be
counted on June 2, not June
4, along with the rest of the
country, according to the
Election Commission’s latest
decision), four significant
events that took place in
2023 will shape the state’s
future trajectory.

First, in February 2023,
footballer Bhaichung Bhutia
merged his Hamro Sikkim
Party with the Sikkim
Democratic Front (SDF). In
tandem, SDF chief and five-
term Sikkim chief minister
Pawan Chamling announced
that 2024 would be his last
election, made Mr Bhutia
vice-president of the SDF,
and offered him nomination
to an Assembly constituency.
Mr Bhutia’s efforts to become
apolitician have met with lit-
tle success so far: He was the
Trinamool Congress candi-
date for mayor of Siliguri, an
election he lost. He also lost
the Darjeeling Lok Sabha con-
stituency in 2014 to the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).
In 2018, he launched the
Hamro Sikkim Party in a bid
to return to his home state.

Mr Bhutia’s electoral record
was mocked by Sikkim Chief
Minister Prem  Singh
Tamang Golay, who advised
him to stick to football
instead of attempting to toss
dallo khursani (tiny red
chillies grown in Sikkim and
considered the hottest in the
world) in politics.

Second, Sikkim saw its
worst flash flood in recent
history when in October a gla-
cial lake flooded the Teesta
river and the downstream
Teesta III hydroelectric dam.
For a tiny state like Sikkim it
was a catastrophe: More than
20 Army jawans and signifi-
cant quantities of weaponry
and ordnance vanished in the
deluge. More than 100 bodies
were recovered and over
60,000 people were affected.
Corruption in compensation
became a major political
issue and figured in the
Assembly election.

Third, the Dalai Lama paid
a three-day visit to Sikkim in
December, the first in 13 years.
The Paljor stadium, where he
addressed followers, is just 50
km from the India-China bor-
der at Nathu La. His visit fol-
lowed China’s refusal to allow
three Indian wushu players
from Arunachal Pradesh to
enter the country to partici-
pate in the 19th Asian Games.
The last violent clash between
troops on the India-China
border at Sikkim took place in
2021. Reports based on gov-
ernment sources stating that
concrete bunkers were being
constructed on the Chinese
side of the Naku La area in
north Sikkim to facilitate
quick troop deployment have
not been refuted by India.

Fourth, ecstatic young

Sikkimese erupted at the
announcement that the
Sikkim-origin hard rock/
heavy metal band -called
“Girish And The Chronicles”
shared the stage for the first
time ever with the interna-
tionally famed rock group
“Guns and Roses” at Abu
Dhabi in June 2023. “Totally
stoked and really don’t have
the words to express what we
are feeling right now, but one
thing’s for sure, we are so
proud to represent Sikkim
and India today,” the group
said on X. Girish Pradhan and
his brother Yogesh, guitarist
Suraz Sun, and drummer
Nagen Mongranti all belong
to Sikkim. Rolling Stone mag-
azine says Pradhan is one of
the most sought-after vocal-
ists in the hard rock and
heavy metal circles today.
All the events above will
likely have an impact on the
result for the 32-member
Assembly poll. The SDF,
which ruled Sikkim for 25
years from 1994 to 2019, lost
to the Prem Singh Tamang-
led SKM in the last Assembly
elections. June 2 will decide
whether Mr Bhutia’s pres-
ence will make a difference
to the SDF’s fortunes. The
current government
announced, days before the
model code of conduct
kicked in, that it will revert to
the Old Pension Scheme for
state government employees.
The new government will
have the financial respon-
sibility of implementing this
decision. There is also the hot
potato of reservations for the
Limbu and Tamang commu-
nities that the current gov-
ernment has promised but
has not yet implemented.

Beyond hawks and doves
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Sikkim is attempting to
adopt entirely organic
methods of farming. But
effects of climate change are
evident. Whoever comes to
powetr, livelihood issues in an
era of threats from climate
change will continue to be a
challenge. Sikkim’s model of
development is different
from that of other states.
Sikkim has said “no” to 13
hydel projects because they
could have threatened the
state’s ecosphere. The alter-
native model of development
is “back to nature”.

But it also needs jobs.
Ahead of this election, the
alliance between the BJP and
the SKM had broken down.
One reason is the fear that like
Article 370, Article 371F might
also be changed. Because of
this constitutional protection,
the Sikkimese have the right
to own land and get state-
government jobs. They are
also exempt from paying
income tax.

You can make new
friends. But you cannot
change geography. Sikkim is
acutely conscious that it
could become collateral dam-
age in India-China hostilities
atany time.

But the most important is
the aspiration and ambition
of the young in Sikkim.

The state has among the
highest rates of suicide in
India: 37.5 per 100,000 people,
nearly triple the Indian aver-
age. Seven out of 10 teenagers
in Sikkim abuse pharmaceu-
tical drugs. One person in
every family is involved in
substance abuse. All these
issues have featured in the
election campaign. All that
remains now is the result.

Chamkila, Canada
&dangersahead

Eveninthe weeksleading up to Chamkila's assassination,
there were massacres every other day. To airbrush all of this
issheerintellectual cowardice, if nota crime

tion, now in the electoral equivalent of

its slog over, why should one be talking
about a mere OTT movie? Even if it is
Imtiaz Ali’s critically acclaimed Amar
Singh Chamkila (Netflix).

It is set in Punjab in early 1988, when
terrorists ruled, and ends on March 8 with
the assassination of Amar Singh Chamkila,
the phenomenally popular superstar of
rural Punjab.

We do not write movie reviews here. This
film, however, forces us to connect with a
reality we prefer to forget. And those who
prefer forgetting inconvenient realities are
destined to live through them again. Three
things as we go forward:
® The film is deeply and
immorally flawed, as are
almost all Indian films set
in contemporary history, in
being totally devoid of
context. It has scattered
mentions of ongoing terror-
ism in the Punjab of 1988,
but mostly sKirts it.
® While I will elaborate on
the context in subsequent
paragraphs, this assassina-
tion took place exactly two

In the middle of a raging general elec-
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escape to Canada and the UK but found zero
political support and mostly gravitated to
Pakistan. Today, the separatist leadership
exists only — or mostly — in Canada, and it
has the fullest political support.

The other difference is, unlike in the
1980s, there is no support for such a cam-
paign in Punjab. This is a positive. The neg-
ative, however, is how strongly this purely
offshore campaign has become enmeshed
in the domestic vote bank politics of Canada.
There is protection for the vilest subversive
activity under the garb of free speech.

The Canadians believe that the three
alleged assassins of Nijjar were working at
the behest of Indian “agencies”. At the same
time, what we know is that the three arrived
in Canada on student visas
and have apparently never
attended a day of school or
college. They are unclut-
tered hired mafia hitmen.
They’ve also been named for
three more murders where
no “Indian agency connec-
tion” is alleged.

Assassinations and coun-
terstrikes are now common-
place in Canada. Some of the
well-known armed mafiasin

months before Operation
Black Thunder in the
Golden Temple complex.
May 10 is the 36th anniversary of the opera-
tion, after which terrorists/radicals haven’t
been able to return to this most hallowed of
Sikh shrines.
® Third, and most important. Canada has
just arrested three “Indian citizens” (all
Punjabis, likely Sikhs) for the alleged assassi-
nation of Hardeep Singh Nijjar. A concerted
and somehow well-supported effort has been
on, centred in Canada but also with links
mostly to other countries in the Anglosphere,
to reignite the same fires and burn Punjab
again. This was given further legitimacy last
week with both the Prime Minister of Canada
and its leader of the Opposition attending a
Sikh religious event where separatist and
offensive slogans were shouted, and incen-
diary pictures and posters were displayed.
For clarity, between 1981 and 1993, during
the phase of terror, a few of its leaders did

SHEKHAR GUPTA

India are also operating

through these groups in

Canada while their leaders
are lodged in jail. For example, Lawrence
Bishnoi in Gujarat’s Sabarmati jail. Punjab
mafias, popular culture (mostly music), drug
and gun-running, and illegal immigration are
a deadly mix and most of their sustenance
comes from the lax — I'd rather not say com-
plicit — Canadian system.

It is for Canadians to ask how come they
are importing from Indian Punjab the kind
of jobless flotsam like these three, and others
running mafias in their country. We know
that in our Punjab, there is an extensive illegal
immigration racket — popularly called
“kabootarbaazi (literally pigeon-flying).

How are the visas arranged, though? Isthe
visa clearance system of a G7 and Five Eyes
member state so porous that so many of these
“students” keep getting in? Or is it the need
for more voters for a particular party? Canada
isimporting India’s mafias. Mostly, they fight
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think overall GDP growth would average
6.5 per cent over the next decade (versus
6 per cent pre-pandemic). But if “old
India” rises alongside, not only would a
majority of the jobs needed be created,
but the country would also grow at a clip
of 7.5-8 per cent over the next decade.

Another way to appreciate this is
through the lens of reforms. If the gov-
ernment focuses on easy-to-moderate
reforms, we believe certain sectors will
benefit, and medium-term growth could
average 6.5 per cent. But if it ventures
into the moderate-to-hard reforms,
which benefit a large part of the econ-
omy, including farming and small firms,
growth could be 7.5-8 per cent.

In short, difficult reforms are central
to India achieving its true potential.

The good news is that we generally
get an indication of which reforms are
likely in the first year of the government’s
new term. Watch closely.

Thewriter is chief India and Indonesia
economist at Hongkong and Shanghai
Banking Corporation

amongst themselves. Now, this is spilling over
into India. The Kkilling of singer Sidhu
Moosewala, for example.

'I‘he Moosewala assassination caught
India’s imagination because he had
become a pan-national star. Amar Singh
Chamkila in 1988 — a Dalit whose original
name was Dhani Ram, and was just 28 when
he was killed — was a very local star. He was
working-class, his lyrics so rustic that many
weren’t particularly aware of the phenome-
non. The film suggests he was killed because
“somebody” thought his lyrics were obscene,
warned him to desist, and when he didn’t —
because his audiences wanted the “real” stuff
— hewas killed. As simple as that. Or, for the
filmmaker, as simplistic as that. That’s where
the context is missed. And context missed so
deliberately and conveniently in a film set in
a critical juncture of our history, in my book,
isn’t creative freedom. It borders on the crim-
inal. The film doesn’t suggest he was Killed
by militants. It doesn’t even mention the “t”
word. His lyrics, raw as they were with much
double entendre, weren’t the worst you'd hear
inall of rural Punjab then, or now. Chamkila’s
fame had greatly disconcerted competitors,
mostly upper caste. Did somebody put out a
contract on him? We still do not know.

However, if he was Kkilled for obscenity,
why was the much-loved progressive poet
Pash (original name Avtar Singh Sandhu)
assassinated just two weeks after Chamkila.
His poetry had words of equality, a little bit
of egalitarian revolution. His most famous
composition was Sabh ton khatarnak huna
hai sajniyan da mar jana (the most dangerous
thing for you is when you let your dreams
die). Somebody would kill him for that?

He was a former Naxalite, had spent time
injail and had just travelled overseas to rouse
the Punjabi diaspora’s conscience against
violence in his state. Overseas, he also joined
a group called Anti-47. That “47” came from
the AK-47 rifle, then freely supplied by the
Pakistanis, which killed at least 25,000 in
Punjab in that decade-plus. Who killed him
if not those who ruled with the “47?

Ican give you an entire list of mass killings
in those weeks. There were almost SO0 mas-
sacred in the two months leading up to
Chamkila's assassination and after. Even in
the weeks leading up to Chamkila’s assassi-
nation, there were massacres every other day.
To airbrush all of this is sheer intellectual
cowardice, if not a crime. And you know
what, just as smug Bollywood filmmakers
would like us to believe that what Punjab —
and the Sikhs — endured in 1988 was just
some bad crime, Trudeau’s Canadians now
see the Sikh diaspora gangs in their countries,
who've all slipped through their immigration
filters, though the same lens. There lie mul-
tiple dangers in times to come.

Byspecial arrangement with The Print

Soon, aJapanese Empress?

EYE CULTURE

CHINTAN GIRISH MODI

en Sikh pilgrims from India
were visiting Kartarpur Sahib in
Pakistan to celebrate Baisakhi

recently, Maryam Nawaz Sharif—chief
minister of Pakistan’s Punjab province—
joined them for a meal in the langar hall
of the gurudwara. On this occasion, she
made a public statement about opening
doors of friendship between neighbours.
Recalling her ancestral roots in Jatti
Umra, a village near Amritsar in Indian
Punjab, and her father Nawaz Sharif’s
commitment to cross-border dialogue,
she made a strong emotional appeal.

Newsreportsindicate that heruncle
Shehbaz Sharif, Prime Minister of
Pakistan, has been approached by
businessleaderstoinitiate trade talks
with India. Malik Ahmad Khan, the
Speaker of Punjab Provincial Assembly,
too has called for the resumption of
trade. Thisis a positive development,
given the breakdown of diplomatic ties
between the two countries after the
abrogation of Article 370 of the Indian
Constitution that guaranteed a special
status toJammu & Kashmir.

While Indiais currently busy with
elections, one hopesthattheincoming
governmentwill respond to these friendly
overtures. We cannot remain ina hostile
relationship forever. The desire to move
forward and craftaharmonious future is
beingexpressed in Indiaaswell.

Ajay Bisaria’sbook Anger
Management: The Troubled Diplomatic
Relationship Between Indiaand Pakistan
(2024), published by Aleph Book
Company, isacasein point. In August
2019, Mr Bisaria—India's former High
Commissioner to Pakistan—was asked to
leave Islamabad after the abrogation of

Article 370. Though Mr Bisaria’s exit
happened onanunpleasant note, he
wondersifthe borders of the future would
be more open and welcoming.

HewasborninSrinagar, and his
motherwasin Lahore during the Quit
India movement 0f1942; so, histenure was
of personalsignificance too. He argues
thatboth countries need to focuson
bringing “prosperity to two billion
inhabitantsofacommon South
Asianhomeland”.

Mr Bisaria hopes foraday “when the
confidence of Kashmiris would be
restored, when soldiers would notbe
required toguard every nook, whenthe
borders could be opened up once again
without the fear of terrorists and
bloodshed”.In orderto make thisdream
cometrue, he callsupon younger
generations of South Asiansto “reject the
flawed choices of the past”. The humility
toadmit that mistakes have been madeis
gracious, asisthe wish to rectify them.

The simplistic classification of people
aseither hawks ordovesin the realm of
international relations deprivesus of
appreciatingthe capacity of human
beingstoalter their positions over time.
Besidesthis, the assumption that people
who occupy official positionsare
necessarily opposed to people-to-people
contact and grassroots peace activismis
also quite unhelpful.

ASDulat, formerhead of India’s
Researchand Analysis Wing (RAW), and
Asad Durrani, former director-general of
Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI)
shocked many in both countries when
theirbook, The Spy Chronicles: RAW, IST
andthelllusion of Peace, co-authored with
journalist Aditya Sinha, was published by
HarperCollins Indiain2020.

Itwasunusual towitness spymasters
from two countries with along history of
conflictengage in amature and respectful

dialogue on everything from Kashmirto
Balochistan, and from cross-border
terrorismtosurgical strikes. They havea
new bookout with the same publisher.

Titled Covert: The Psychology of Peace
(2024), this oneis co-authored with
psychiatristand social scientist Neil
Krishan Aggarwal. What makes itunique
isthatitdigsinto the childhood
memories, family histories and career
trajectories of these spymasters to
understand how they became votaries
for peaceinthisvolatile region that has
seen too much conflictand violence.

Dr Aggarwal belongs to a post-
Partition family. He grew up hearing
aboutlife in Lahore and Rawalpindi prior
t01947. Hisinterest in studying “the
intergenerational transmission of
trauma” isrooted in his own background.

Inthe newbook, MrDulat, whowas
bornin Sialkotbefore the Partition, notes
thatthe peacelobbyinIndiahas
weakened after the tenure of Manmohan
Singh as Prime Minister. He remarks,
“Generalstalkingtoeach otherisagreat
ideabecause nobodyunderstands the cost
of war more thanasoldier does.” Thisis
notanewideabutitneedstobe pursued
with much greater vigour. Afterall, India’s
former naval chief, Admiral
Laxminarayan Ramdas, who passed away
in March 2024, was an active member of
the Pakistan India Peoples’ Forum for
Peace and Democracy aswell asthe India
Pakistan Soldiers Initiative for Peace.

While Messrs Dulat and Durrani
advocate for peace, they have nodelusions
about the time it might take. Mr Durrani
says, “The peace processis not goingtobe
clinched in one go—we need patience,
perseverance;it’sagive and take.” The
road mightbelongbutlet’sstart walking.

The reviewer is an independent journalist and
educatorbased in Mumbai

YES, BUT...

SANDEEP GOYAL

total of 90 per cent of
respondents in a
recent Kyodo News

poll said they would support
the idea of a reigning Empress
of Japan. A big change from
past years.

The results of the survey,
conducted in March and April
ahead of the fifth anniversary
of Emperor Naruhito’s ascen-
sion to the throne, clearly
show that the majority of the
Japanese public approves of
expanding the right to rule to
women, given that the impe-
rial succession is currently
limited to men from the pater-
nal line. Japan’s imperial
family has been struggling
with a shrinking number of
male heirs, and that is what
has ignited a national debate.

In the survey, 72 per cent
of respondents said they felt
a “sense of crisis” regarding
the stability of imperial suc-
cession. The 1947 Imperial
House Law limits heirs to a
male, with an emperor on his
father’s side, and stipulates
that female royals leave the

imperial family upon marry-
ing a commoner.

But Emperor Naruhito,
64, has only three possible
male heirs — his brother,
Crown Prince Fumihito, 58,
his nephew Prince Hisahito,
17, and his uncle Prince
Hitachi, 88. The emperor and
Empress Masako have only
one daughter, the 22-year-old
Princess Aiko.

In 2021, a government
panel tasked with studying
ways to ensure stable imperial
succession shelved a decision
on whether to make women,
or matrilineal members, eli-
gible to ascend the throne.
Representatives of parties
from across the political spec-
trum are now expected to
convene a meeting in early
May to address the issue. The
ruling Liberal Democratic
Party (LDP) in Japan appears
to be inching toward chang-
ing the law to expand the
imperial family and head off
a succession crisis in the
world’s oldest monarchy.

Traditionalist hard-liners
had previously resisted
change. But the party now
finds two proposals, first sug-
gested in 2021, as “reasonable”
and “do-able”. One possible
suggestion would permit
female members of the impe-
rial family to retain their royal
status after they marry instead
of becoming commoners, thus
maintaining their ability to
produce a male heir to the
throne. The second suggestion
is to reinstate branches of the

family that were lopped off
shortly after Japan’s surrender
at the end of World War II, as
the occupation authorities
sought to dramatically reduce
the influence of the emperor.
Adopting those branches back
into the imperial family would
give it a far larger pool of
descendants of the emperor
and a far greater likelihood of
amale heir.

For the record, Japan has
had eight reigning empresses
from a patrilineal line, with
the last occupying the throne
in the 18th century. However,
there has never been a single
emperor from a matrilineal
line among the 126 emperors
in history. The law prohibiting
female emperors, interest-
ingly, dates back only to the
Meiji period in 1889, when
Japan had reopened to the
West and modelled its new
government on Prussia,
which had banned emperors
of female descent.

In 2005, the modern ban
on female succession looked
likely to be scrapped under
then-Prime Minister Junichiro
Koizumi. But, while the debate
was actually underway in the
Diet (Japan’s parliament), the
news broke that Prince
Akishino  Fumihito —
Naruhito’s younger brother —
and his wife Princess Kiko
were expecting another child.
The reform discussions
ground to a halt. And when
Prince Hisahito was born, the
first new male member of the
imperial family in nearly 41

years, the whole debate was
placed on the back burner.

As things stand today, the
Crown Prince is first in the
line of succession. His son,
Hisahito (18) is next. It looks
highly unlikely that Princess
Aiko, the daughter of the cur-
rent emperor, would get to
upstage the current line-up of
successors and ascend The
Chrysanthemum Throne as
Empress. Half of the respon-
dents who supported the idea
of a reigning empress in the
aforementioned survey stated
that gender differences were
not important concerning the
top role. Meanwhile, the most
common reason for disap-
proving of the idea, cited by
45 per cent of those against
the concept, was the belief
that male succession was cul-
turally more appropriate.

Prime Minister Shinzo
Abe, some say, is to blame for
wasting opportunities to
secure the imperial family’s
future during his eight years
in office. Abe reportedly
refused to acknowledge the
urgency of the issue. Post-
Akihito’s abdication, he
firmly stated that no legal
changes would be needed for
another 40 years, given that
Naruhito has two male heirs,
declaring that a “divine wind”
would blow when the time
came for action.

For now, it is surely advan-
tage Hisahito.

The writer is former JV partner of
Japanese ad agency Dentsu
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Election relief
for Kejriwal

Bail for Delhi chief minister may boost the
Opposition’s general elections campaign

ince Justice VR Krishna Iyer’s comment to the

effect in 1977, the considered view is that bail is

the rule and jail is the exception. So, it is

welcome that the Supreme Court (SC) has
given interim bail to Delhi chief minister (CM) and
Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) chief Arvind Kejriwal in the
Delhi excise policy case. The bail terms set by the
Court include a bar on the CM from visiting the office
of the chief minister and the Delhi Secretariat,
signing official files “unless it is required and
necessary for obtaining clearance/approval of the
Lieutenant Governor of Delhi”, making comments
with regard to his role in the case, and interacting
with witnesses and/or those who have access to
official files connected with the case.

But the immediate import of this decision will be
felt in electioneering: Three phases of polling are
over while four more are left. The polling process
has been completed in 283 of the 543 Lok Sabha
constituencies but polling in the AAP strongholds of
Delhi (seven seats) and Punjab (13 seats) is slated for
May 25 and June 1, respectively. That gives Kejriwal
enough time to hit the streets, energise party cadres,
and spice up the contest, even beyond seats that the
AAP is contesting. Whether the electorate will be
impressed by the entry of the AAP’s political face and
chief campaigner is anybody’s guess. However, the
bail does restore some kind of a level-playing field
for the Opposition which has claimed that the
Enforcement Directorate’s (ED) decision to arrest the
Delhi CM (on March 21) after the Election
Commission of India announced the poll schedule
was politically motivated. Given the “prodigious
importance” of the general elections — to quote the
SC—it s fair that a senior politician has been
allowed to campaign: Kejriwal has to surrender
before the Court on June 2, the day after the polling
process is completed.

The excise policy has been mired in politics since the
ED made the first arrests in 2022. Delhi deputy CM
Manish Sisodia has been in prison since February 2023;
senior AAP leader and Rajya Sabha MP Sanjay Singh
and senior Bharat Rashtra Samithi leader K Kavitha
were also arrested in this case. Singh, in fact, has been
leading the AAP campaign since his bail in early April.
The AAP has held that the case is politically motivated
and foisted on it by the Centre to check the former’s
growth as a political party. This is also the premise for
Kejriwal refusing to respond to the ED’s summons for
questioning, the party has argued.

In the SC, ED opposed Kejriwal’s bail arguing that
the right to campaign in an election is not a
fundamental right, or even a legal one. It also raised
the concern that bail for Kejriwal would seta
precedent that could incentivise criminals to join
politics and turn campaigners to stay out of prison. It
isindeed debatable whether the right to campaign
can be set as a basis for bail. However, as the Court
said, Kejriwal is not a habitual offender or a threat to
society but an elected representative of the people,
the head of a mainstream party. It is understandable
that the Court did not want Kejriwal to carry out his
responsibilities as CM of Delhi. Propriety demands
that a person in high office steps down if a court has
deemed it fit to order him (or her) to judicial custody.
He or she needs to fight the case, whatever its merits
may be, in the court and follow due process.
However, it is unjust to deny bail to an accused,
especially those with no prior criminal record.

{ THIRD EYE }
Barkha Dutt

States hold the
key to unlocking
Mandate 2024

The BJP banks on Brand Modi
whereas Opposition hopes to
gain from confusion among
BJP voters restive about new
alliances, import of leaders

66

e like (Narendra)
Modi at the Centre,
he is doing an excel-
lent job for India. But
what happened to
Uddhav Thackeray
was also wrong, we feel bad for him,” said a
shopkeeper to me in the bustling bazaars of
Thane, in Maharashtra. A prestigious seat —
chief minister Eknath Shinde is a legislator
from here — Thane parliamentary constitu-
ency captures all the paradoxes which have
made Maharashtra a state that has defied and
challenged pollsters and pundits.

Thane is also the seat that saw a spirited
battle between allies of the Shiv Sena (Shinde)
and the BJP over who should be the candidate.
At a shakha bustling with supporters of
Shinde, Popatji, his “langotiya yaar” (as he
identified himself; the closest translation
would be childhood friend) told me scornfully:
“BJP has no place here, this is a Sena seat and
it will come to us. Else you may as well dis-
band the Shiv Sena.” He was right, the seat did
go to them, but not without BJP corporators
loyal to the BJP aspirant in the area publicly
protesting.

The splits in the Nationalist Congress Party
(NCP) and Shiv Sena have created a unique set
of regional and local factors that the BJP may
not have had to contend with otherwise in a
Lok Sabha election. Along with Karnataka,
Bihar and Rajasthan, what happens in Maha-
rashtra could well determine the final num-
bers of Election 2024. Alongside Odisha,

Assam, Bengal and Andhra Pradesh. These are
the eight states I would watch very carefully.

In my last column, I shared my notes from
my travels through India’s southern states. My
election road trip — the Dhabas of Democracy
— is slowly weaving its way from Kanyaku-
mari to Kashmir and in the last fortnight, I
have traversed the length and breadth of
Maharashtra, Gujarat and Madhya Pradesh.

That Maharashtra also had the lowest turn-
out of states in the third phase of elections
speaks to its fragmented politics and the con-
flict and confusion among voters. The BJP
believes that the Modi factor will iron over all
cracks and fault lines. The Opposition hopes
that a certain localisation of the election has
already kicked in. The Modi factor remains the
dominant political brand. But it may joust
with the sympathy factor in Maharashtra,
where two major parties have been splintered.

In the Maharashtra battlefield, even flags
and party symbols are difficult to separate and
distinguish. At least three of the parties use
saffron. I had to sometimes go closer to a rally
or a “rath” to ascertain which candidate from
which group was driving past. Now, think
about the voter’s predicament.

The other factor to look out for is the conse-
quences of importing “outsiders”. Some esti-
mates suggest that nearly 28% of candidates in
the BJP list are those who were with other par-

THE SPLITS IN THE NCP AND
SHIV SENA HAVE CREATED A
UNIQUE SET OF REGIONAL
AND LOCAL FACTORS THAT
THE BJP MAY NOT HAVE
HAD TO CONTEND WITH
OTHERWISE IN A LOK
SABHA ELECTION
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ties before 2014. As the dominant political
force, the BJP will invariably be a magnet for
other ambitions. However, for an ideologically
driven cadre this does create a certain disso-
nance. Former chief minister (CM) Ashok Cha-
van, for instance, a Congress crossover to the
BJP is facing a tough fight. In particular, work-
ers on the ground who lashed out at Chavan
for his alleged role in the Adarsh housing
scam or at Ajit Pawar for his role in the irriga-
tion scam, now have to sing a different tune.
How this unfolds remains critical for both the
BJP and Opposition’s fate.

There is also a certain disquiet — not among
BJP voters, but within a section of party work-
ers — over the perceived marginalisation of
strong state satraps. In Gujarat, hardly anyone
could name the CM. But it did not matter. At
street corners and upmarket cafes, it was Modi
all the way. But in Madhya Pradesh, those
affiliated with the BJP seemed distinctly upset
over the party’s decision not to make Shivraj
Chouhan the CM. “Mamaji ke saath jo hua,
bahut galat hua,” said one young man to me,
otherwise a passionate Modi voter. “Unko
wapis lana chahiye.” This was a refrain I heard

across MP.

Finally, in my last column I argued that the
Ram Mandir was not an electoral issue in the
southern states. In Madhya Pradesh, like in
Gujarat, and even in some pockets of Maha-
rashtra, I saw saffron Ram Mandir flags prom-
inently dotting city and village landscapes.
There was a much more visible sentiment for
the temple in these states. But not one voter I
met brought up the mandir on their own as an
election issue.

Mukesh, who runs a paratha stall in Bhopal,
one that also displayed mandir flags outside of
its shack, said to me: “Ram Mandir mudda to
ho gaya, ab khatam ho gaya” (the temple is an
issue now done and past us). Again, he also
believed that “there is no one in the Opposi-
tion who can compete with Brand Modi.” But
he wanted PM Modi to speak about jobs and
employment above other issues.

It is from these writings on the wall that the
final script for 2024 might be prepared.

Barkha Dutt is an award-winning
journalist and author.
The views expressed are personal

The idea of Amar Singh
Chamkila and Punjabiyat

inema can create heroes/villains out of
characters and instantly elevate them
to the level of universally adored or
reviled figures. The medium has been
extensively used for creating icons out of real-
world personalities, and broadening
their appeal beyond their own geo-
graphical contexts. Movies including
Schindler’s List, The Social Network,
Darkest Hour, Bhaag Milkha Bhaag,
Dangal, MS Dhoni: The Untold Story,

cate balance between artistic expression, fac-
tual accuracy, and broad generalisations. No
matter what Chamkila sang or performed, it is
not Punjabi culture — it never was, and there-
fore, it cannot be generalised as such. While
the Khalistan movement was raging
in the 1980s, Chamkila was enjoying
unprecedented popularity in Punjab.
His voice had the precision of a music
engineer, someone who could discern
the audience’s ideal vocalist and bring

Mary Kom, Pad Man, among others, Ga'g'an him to life. Ribaldry was the key
are examples of biopics that cele- Deep ingredient of his lyrics. He thought it
brate the success of great personali- Sharma to be the tool for connecting with the

ties, while also drawing inspiration
from their life-journeys.

Amar Singh Chamkila is an addi-
tion to the repository of biopics that presents
a king-size account of the legendary Punjabi
singer’s journey. It enriches director Imtiaz
Ali’s brand, not just through its impressive
depiction but also its striking presentation and
direction. Being a biopic of a singer and song-
writer, the movie benefits immensely from AR
Rahman’s involvement in it. Rahman’s rich
understanding of music has helped him recre-
ate the magic of Chamkila’s singing. The icing
on the cake is the acting of the lead actors.

The film has the potential to elevate Cham-
kila to the status of a cultural icon for Punjabi-
yat (Punjabi culture), and therein lies the
problem with the film. The biggest challenge
while creating biopics is to maintain the deli-

masses, especially from the under-
privileged strata. He mocked the sanc-
tity of familial and social relations by
diluting the harmonious connection between
a person and her/his brother/sister-in-law,
between a father-in-law and his daughter-in-
law, and featured extra-marital affairs of the
father of one person with the mother of some-
one else in his songs. This surely was not the
norm in Punjabi singing, then, now or before.

To reinforce the argument, it is important to
consider Chamkila’s contemporaries. The list
includes the legendary Gurdas Maan, Kuldeep
Manak, Surinder Shinda, Didar Sandhu,
Mohammad Sadiq, Lal Chand Yamla Jatt, Asa
Singh Mastana, Surinder Kaur, Narinder Biba,
K Deep, Jagmohan Kaur, among others. Their
lyrics stood far apart from those of Chambkila.
While most of his contemporaries celebrated

PUNJABI PHILOSOPHY,
HERITAGE AND CULTURE
DRAW IMMENSELY FROM THE
POETIC AND PHILOSOPHICAL
RICHNESS OF GURU NANAK
AND OTHER SIKH GURUS
AND TAKES PRIDE IN THE
EXPRESSIONS OF BULLEH
SHAH, AMONG OTHERS

the richness in Punjabi folklore (for instance,
Chhalla, Jugni, Mirza, Heer, and other similar
folk sung by most of the above, and special
emphasis on Kaliyan by Kaliyan da Badshah
Kuldeep Manak), Chamkila was busy building
a homogeneity of narratives around men'’s
right to have “sex” outside their marriage. In
doing so, he was consciously objectifying the
women.

Chambkila was certainly within his rights to
portray gender dynamics in the manner he
deemed fit as well as present a regressive view
of women in the society. But his overt attempts
to normalise gender inequity through his por-
trayal of women as objects in music and imag-
ery, as well as his casual sexism in character
interactions, is problematic.

Punjabi philosophy, heritage and culture
draw immensely from the poetic and philo-
sophical richness of Guru Nanak and other
Sikh Gurus, and takes pride in the expressions
of Bulleh Shah, Waris Shah, Shah Hussain,
Amrita Pritam, Mohan Singh, and Surjit Patar,
among others. Celebrating Punjabiyat, which
is based on the teachings of the Gurus, Puran
Singh, an academician, wrote, “Punjab vassda
Guraan de naam te” (Punjab lives in the name
of the Gurus). This is evident in the lives and

martyrdoms of Guru Teg Bahadur, Guru Gob-
ind Singh, Bhagat Singh, Udham Singh, Kartar
Singh Sarabha, among others. The contribu-
tions of the Gadri Baabe wrote a new chapter
in the journey of Indian Independence. More
recently, this fighting spirit of the Punjabis for
what they deem to be the right causes was on
display during the protests against the farm
laws.

Against the rich, progressive, and fighting
spirit of Punjabiyat, Imtiaz Ali falls prey to the
temptation of sensationalism in portraying
Chamdkila as a tharkila (libidinous) and sexila
(a coinage likely denoting sexual appeal) hero
who stands on his principles. The film
attempts to glorify Chamkila as a musical rev-
olutionary, but it glosses over his shortcom-
ings and bluntly ignores the voices of those
women who might have been marginalised or
harmed by his actions.

Punjabi culture is a vibrant tapestry woven
from diverse threads, including voices that
challenge conventional norms and stereo-
types. By homogenising and simplifying Pun-
jabi culture, Amar Singh Chamkila overlooks
the complexity inherent in any society. In con-
trast to the actual Punjabiyat, it focuses on one
misogynistic outlier named Chamkila. As with
any artistic endeavour, Amar Singh Chamkila
is subject to interpretation and critique, and
its portrayal of gender dynamics needs to be
examined within the broader context of artis-
tic expressions, societal attitudes, factual
accuracy, and broad-based generalisation.

Gagan Deep Sharma is professor, University School
of Management Studies, Guru Gobind Singh
Indraprastha University, New Delhi and a

Punjabi poet and recipient of the 2014

Yuva Puraskar by the Sahitya Akademi.

The views expressed are personal

{ ANOTHER DAY }
Namita Bhandare

prestigious constituency in the Cap-

ital is offering voters a curious

choice: A first-time woman candi-

date versus a man once accused by
his wife of physical violence.

It's infuriating. Do political parties think
so little of women that a man accused by his
wife of domestic violence is still considered
a suitable candidate? To be sure, an accusa-
tion is not a conviction. That is the logic
Union finance minister Nirmala Sitharaman
used to explain why the BJP gave the Kaiser-
ganj ticket to Karan Bhushan Singh, the son
of former Wrestling Federation of India

Women voters lead the
fight against misogyny

president Brij Bhushan Sharan Singh against
whom a Delhi court has ruled there is “suffi-
cient material” to frame charges of sexual
harassment.

In Karnataka, the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) is scrambling to contain the fallout of
charges of mass rape against a leader of alli-
ance partner Janata Dal (Secular), Prajwal
Revanna. Prime Minister Narendra Modi,
who had personally campaigned for
Revanna, has raised questions about the tim-
ing of the leak. Certainly, there are other
valid questions such as what is being done to
protect the identity of the 400 or so women

in the videos. But the primary question
remains: If Prajwal Revanna’s reported sex-
ual perversions were known (his driver says
he alerted the Karnataka BJP leadership),
how on earth did he even get the ticket? Sex-
ual assault rumours have also dogged the
Trinamool Congress (TMC) and its strong-
man, Sheikh Shahjahan in Sandeshkhali,
who’s being investigated by the CBI. The
TMC claims that the charges are cooked up
and a “conspiracy”.

In no election has the woman voter mat-
tered as much. Women have breached the
gender gap in voter turnout and also exer-
cised greater agency. In 2019, 81% said
women had voted for their preferred candi-
date.

Unlike the United States, where gender
issues, in particular abortion, are the big
ticket and a highly polarising issue, in India,
“women’s empowerment” is the song every
party sings. “India stands in contrast to the
emerging global trends on gender,” said
Akshi Chawla, curator of WomenLead,
which tracks the progress of women in poli-
tics globally. “In several countries, gender
and women’s rights are becoming polarising

political issues. In India, nearly all parties
want to target and attract women'’s votes,”
she added.

Yet all the sops in the world cannot mask
the misogyny at the core of most major polit-
ical parties. In the third phase of the ongoing
general elections, parties collectively fielded
just 123 women, among a total of 1,352 con-
testants. That’s less than the 172 candidates
who have serious criminal charges against
them — 38 with cases related to crimes
against women, according to the Association
of Democratic Reforms.

The exclusion of women is one part of the
problem. The other is the inclusion and
patronage of men accused of serious gender
crimes, including rape. It tells us both of the
desperation to win at all costs and the moral
vacuum that these charges aren’t considered
serious enough to merit being booted out.

There can be only one answer by women.
Make your annoyance known at the voting
booth. Demand better because we deserve
better.

Namita Bhandare writes on gender.
The views expressed are personal

{ EDITOR’S PICK }

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

A GUIDE TO THE RATIONALIST MOVEMENT

On Friday, a Pune court convicted two persons and
acquitted three in the murder of rationalist-activist
and author Narendra A Dabholkar. Dabholkar’s
murder and the subsequent killings of Govind Pan-
sare, MM Kalburgi, and Gauri Lankesh were a con-
certed attack on rationalist activism in the country.
Whom does the movement threaten so much, and
why? Dabholkar’s The Case for Reason (a two-vol-
ume series), originally published in Marathi, and
translated to English by Suman Oak, who taught at
the SNDT Women’s University in Mumbai, has
some answers. In the first volume, Dabholkar out-
lines the theoretical foundations of the rationalist
movement and documents its fight against supersti-
tion, pseudo-science, obscurantism, and revivalism.
The second volume dissects faith and its continuing
hold on populations. Against the backdrop of rising
revivalism across communities and pseudo-science
clouding scientific temperament even among the
educated, Dabholkar’s book is an important guide
to the rationalist moorings of modernity.
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH

INVOLVES US ALL

RIGHT TO CAMPAIGN

SC's grant of bail to Arvind Kejriwal is welcome. It affirms that
due process, level playing field, lie at election’s core

HE ARREST BY the Enforcement Directorate of Delhi Chief Minister Arvind
Kejriwal on March 21 — less than a month before voting began for the ongo-
ing general elections — cast a shadow over the largest democratic exercise in
the world. It sparked apprehensions about a powerful executive settling scores
withits political opponents through investigative agencies under its control in a way that
narrows and skews the playing field. On Friday, May 10 — roughly halfway into the elec-
tion -- the Supreme Court took an important step towards undoing the damage and restor-
ing the impression of fair play. The apex court has granted Kejriwal interim bail until June
1,whenvoting ends. Of course, the Court could have gone further, and it is regrettable that
itdidn’t — the bail is conditional and limited, he must return to custody on June 2.

Kejriwal was the latest in a slew of prominent leaders — AAP ministers Satyendar Jain
and Sanjay Singh, former Delhi Deputy CM Manish Sisodia and BRS leader K Kavitha —
tobe arrested in the Delhi excise policy case. The leaders have been accused and charged
under the stringent Prevention of Money Laundering Act (PMLA). The Court has made it
clear that the grant of bail is not a comment on the guilt or innocence of the accused. At
the same time, it has done well to reject the ED’s claims — made in an affidavit a day be-
fore the SC was to give its judgment — that granting interim bail to the Delhi CM to cam-
paign would create two classes of citizens, and privilege politicians over others. A farmer
or businessman, the agency argued, would not get the benefit in similar circumstances,
and that the “right to campaign in an election” does not exist. These arguments rightly cut
little ice with the court, which pointed out that the context in this case is the general elec-
tion, “the visa viva to a democracy”. And that given that Kejriwal is an elected chief min-
ister and the leader of a national party, a “more holistic and libertarian view is justified”.
In essence, the Court recognised that an elected official is not just an individual but the
people’s representative and that participation in the campaign is an inextricable and es-
sential part of a fair election. The ED’s affidavit framed an overreach: It is certainly not for
the agency to lecture on democracy and rights. The Court did well to snub its attempt to
do so and assert its jurisdiction over grant of bail.

The Court’s order is significant beyond the current moment. For those playing the
game, an electoral victory is often the final end of the democratic process. However, for
the democratic system, the rules of the game matter as much, and more. On June 4, there
will be winners and losers, but what will endure is the deference by both to that process,
which is free and fair and seen to be so too. The SC’s grant of bail to Kejriwal upholds its
primacy and underlines its credibility, regardless of who wins and who loses.

FLIP FLOP FLIP

Export bans and arbitrary restrictions imposed in response to
food inflation hurt both producers and consumers in long term

ORPORATES WANT STABILITY and predictability in government policy. Farmers

and agri entrepreneurs also desire it, but are denied the same. The double stan-

dards were seen in the May 2022 decision to ban all wheat exports, days after

a Union minister spoke of India being ready to feed the world and sending
trade delegations to explore new markets for the cereal. More recently, onion exports were,
first, in November 2023, not allowed at a floor price below $800 per tonne and, a month
later, stopped altogether. Earlier this month, days before Lok Sabha polls in Maharashtra’s
main onion-growing belt, the ban was removed. But the shipments are now subject to both
aminimum export price of $550 per tonne plus a 40 per cent duty. Imagine if corporates were
tobe put through such policy flip-flops. Forget improving the investment climate or ease of
doing business, these amount to government-created uncertainty.

The government’s defence of export curbs — extended to non-basmati rice, sugar and
even de-oiled rice bran, a livestock feed ingredient — is that they are aimed at controlling
food inflation and protecting consumers. This argument, however, ignores the interests of
producers, who are mostly farmers with limited lobbying power, except during election time.
ARs 5/kg increase in onion prices may stretch the monthly budget of an average household
consuming 5-6 kg by Rs 25-30. But for a grower harvesting 10 tonnes of the bulb per acre, a
Rs 5/kg price reduction translates into a revenue loss of Rs 50,000. What is an inflation prob-
lem for the consumer is a livelihood issue for the farmer. The latter also does not have the
flexibility to switch crops like the former can, by buying less of one and more of another item.

India’s agricultural exports, as an analysis in this newspaper has shown, fell to $48.8 bil-
lionin 2023-24 from the record $53.2 billion of the previous fiscal. Much of this decline has
been a fallout of the export bans and restrictions imposed in response to food inflation
and domestic shortfall concerns. The country needs a new export-import policy balanc-
ing the interests of consumers and producers as well as the short- and long-term imper-
atives of the farm sector. Controls, even where necessary, should be temporary and rules-
based, taking the form of tariffs as opposed to outright bans or quantitative restrictions. The
government can also create a buffer stock of all essential commodities to enable market
intervention and curb excess price volatility. Ultimately, it needs to realise that building ex-
port markets takes time and effort, while undoing that requires just a stroke of the pen. Also,
nothing hurts consumers more in the long term than hurting producers.

APE FOR OIL

Malaysia is hoping to rid palm oil of unsustainability tag
through ‘orangutan diplomacy’. There is an irony here

NIMALS CAN MAKE for great PR. Just as once upon a time, a dog, horse or

ermine in a royal portrait could communicate a monarch’s qualities (fi-

delity, power and purity, respectively), in the modern era, animals are used

by nations to signal commitment to certain values. For decades, China used
the giant panda to make diplomatic overtures and thaw cooler-than-ideal relations with
other nations. Now, inspired by the success of China’s “panda diplomacy” — few, after all,
can resist the cuddly black-and-white bear — Malaysia’s commodities minister Johari
Abdul Ghani has said that orangutans will be gifted to trade partners who buy the coun-
try’s palm oil. This, he believes, could be a way for Malaysia to distance itself from accu-
sations of unsustainability made against palm oil plantations.

History, however, shows that even the most exotic or beautiful of animals can’t make
up for everything. Last year, for example, amid diplomatic tensions between the US and
China over a range of issues, reports began circulating of pandas in American zoos being
in poor health, leading to a high-octane campaign in China for the return of Ya Ya the panda
from Memphis Zoo. Further back in history is the example of Soliman the elephant, given
asawedding gift by King John Ill of Portugal to Archduke Maximilian of Austriain 1551. The
pachyderm’s arrival in Vienna reportedly led to a strain in the latter's marriage as not only
did Soliman steal the spotlight during the royal couple’s honeymoon, the Archduke him-
self paid more attention to the latest addition in his menagerie than to his new bride.

The only one of the great apes in Asia, the orangutan is an endangered species that is
found only in the tropical forests of Borneo (Malaysia and Indonesia) and Sumatra
(Indonesia). For Malaysia, facing pressure from environmental groups due to the defor-
estation caused by expanding palm oil plantations, its diplomatic gift may be laden with
far more irony than intended.
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WORDLY WISE
THE PRINCIPLE OF GIVE AND TAKE IS THE PRINCIPLE
OF DIPLOMACY — GIVE ONE AND TAKE TEN.
— MARK TWAIN

The owner’s corner

IPL owners need to stay in it. They must understand

they can’t undermine the stars who get fans to stadiums

SANDEEP DWIVEDI

TWO SEASONED FORMER international
cricketers and commentators of repute —
former South African captain Graeme Smith
and New Zealand all-rounder Scott Styris —
didn’t sound too happy with what they were
seeing. Lucknow Super Giants captain KL
Rahul, still in his sweat-soaked jersey, stood
fidgeting with his helmet strap, nervously
listening to his highly-agitated team owner
Sanjiv Goenka.

LSG had just suffered a 10-wicket loss to
SunRisers Hyderabad, a result that could cost
them a play-off place and Goenka didn’t seem
to be extending his polite commiserations to
his captain, one of world cricket’s brightest
stars and someone earmarked as a potential
leader by BCCI.

Goenka, the billionaire chairman of RPSG
Group, who paid a record Rs 7,090 crores to
own the IPL franchise, kept waving his hands
wildly. Rahul, meanwhile, would make a fee-
ble attempt to reply, but would get cut off. He
gave up, dropped his head and stared at the
helmet in his hands.

These were disturbing frames. Smith, on
air, said that such conversations should be
held behind closed doors and not in a stadium
with multiple cameras. Styris said Rahul had
done well to keep his cool. These are not lily-
livered experts, they have seen the world.

Within hours, a million fingers would
type their outrage and angst on social me-
dia. Coaches ticking off the team on the field
of play, rivals carrying their fights beyond the
boundary line, from the Little Leagues to IPL
— these were within tolerable limits. But a
non-cricketer owner lecturing an Indian
cricketing star was a transgression worthy
of a send-off.

Cricket isn’t used to such visuals. But the
ongoing edition of the world’s fastest growing
sports league has seen new lows.
Conventions have been flouted and decorum
has been ditched. Some lines have been
crossed and others have been blurred.

Days before Goenka got his primary
school principal behaviour to the cricket field,
another high-profile owner was targeted by
fans for his stadium behaviour. Delhi Capitals’
co-owner Parth Jindal played the stereotyp-

It is the IPLs obnoxious
auction process that gives
owners a false sense of
proprietary rights over the
players. For most, cricket is
one of their many corporate
acquisitions and part of their
business diversification
strategy. That's why an IPL
team gets treated like a
commercial unit with
cricketers as employees on
their payrolls. But sport isn’t
governed by rules taught in
business schools and it is not
an investment that gives
regular annual dividends.
And a captain can’t be treated
like a fumbling floor manager.

ical angry Delhi fan when Rajasthan Royals
skipper Sanju Samson seemed to be ques-
tioning the umpire about a contentious catch
on the boundary line towards the end of a
thrilling game at Kotla. Once again, it didn’t
lookright. DC’s social media team would later
put out a video of Jindal shaking hands with
Samson, congratulating him on his selection
for the World T20 team. The damage control
done afterwards was too little, too late.

IPL owners need to understand that they
can’'t undermine the stars who get fans to the
stadium and give them the rare opportunity
to sneak into the stadium-sized spotlight,
with the world’s eyes on them. They own
teams, not team members.

The owners might be captains of indus-
try and corporate giants but in the sporting
arena, especially for the fans, they are extras
with a few lines. For years, cricketers have
been the icons of this nation; they can’t
be pushed around in full public view in a
stadium full of their fans.

It is the IPL’s obnoxious auction process
that gives owners a false sense of proprietary
rights over the players. For most, cricketis one
of their many corporate acquisitions and part
of their business diversification strategy.
That’s why an IPL team gets treated like a
commercial unit with cricketers as employ-
ees on their payrolls. But sportisn’t governed
by rules taught in business schools and it is
not an investment that gives regular annual
dividends. And a captain can’t be treated like
a fumbling floor manager.

The IPL broadcasters too need to under-
stand this “first rule”. In this season of infringe-
ments and infighting, they too have breached
animportant protocol. They too took the play-
ers-turned-commentators, many of them
stalwarts of the game, for granted. Last week,
Star Sports faced allegations of playing former
players and a current star against each other.
Ironically, this too happened live on television.
Once again, it was a case of a cricketing great
being sold down the river.

It all started with commentators being
critical of Virat Kohli’s low strike rate against
spinners. This perturbed Kohli who ques-
tioned the credentials of the now-retired leg-

ends of cricket commenting on his game. “I
am not quite sure if you've been in that situ-
ation yourself to sit and speak about the game
from a box. I don’t really think it’s the same
thing,” Kohli said.

Kohli’s caustic comments were gold for
Star Sports, which kept playing them on loop.
They seemed to be missing the crucial point
that Kohli was being critical of their own com-
mentators. Gavaskar, not one to miss a
chance, vented his angst at Stars Sports in a
preview show before the Kohli game.
Ironically, it was live on Star Sports: “Star
Sports needs to understand they’ve shownit
enough times. Everybody got the message.
I'll be very disappointed if Star Sports shows
it once more. That'll be questioning all of us
commentators, not just these two (Matthew
Hayden and Gavaskar), those in the box, those
earlier on. You're questioning their knowl-
edge, their expertise,” he said.

T20 cricket aspires to go global by break-
ing into the American pro-sports market, and
has already been included in the Olympics.
But with such lofty ambitions, it cannot pos-
sibly continue with these petty, amateurish
antics undermining its biggest cricketers,and
relaying the catfights of its flagship event
around the world.

T20 has enough on-field drama, it does-
n't need storylines suited for reality TV play-
ing on the sidelines. The popcorn is sold to
spectators in the bleachers, it’s not meant to
be munched on by cackling broadcasters, sab-
otaging their own commentators who may
be critical of a cricketing metric like strike rate.

Atjust 17,IPLis a juvenile compared to the
far more evolved and grander sporting
leagues around the world, where global
sports stars play for far richer owners. Cricket
inIndia can take cues from football in Europe
and basketball in the US. There, owners re-
spect the sanctity of the team dugout and
have the patience to delay difficult conversa-
tions to a time when the cameras aren’t on
them. With time, IPL will evolve, but a push-
back from players can send the owners back
to their corner for good.

sandeep.dwivedi@expressindia.com

BLURRING THE LINE

‘Baby Reindeer’ forces us to ask if an abuser can be a victim

ADYA GOYAL

IF YOU'VE WATCHED the Netflix series Baby
Reindeer, chances are, the words “sent from
my iPhone” haunt you. The seven-part aut-
ofiction thriller-drama tells the story of Donny
Dunn, a bartender trying to make it as a co-
median, and his chance encounter with a
lonely woman, Martha Scott (Jessica
Gunning), that turns into an obsession — for
her. Through the course of the show, she stalks
him, showing up at his place of work, disrupt-
ing his gig, attacking his partner, and threaten-
ing his parents. She sends him hundreds of
hours worth of voice messages and a total of
41,000 emails. Yet, she is not the most disturb-
ing part of Dunn’s life.

Aswe laterlearn,a younger Dunn was pre-
viously assaulted by an older writer, Darrien
(whose real identity remains unknown). It is
a dark, twisted narrative that depicts, accu-
rately, survivor guilt and blame. But what it
doesn’t necessarily do, is allow us to feel sorry
for the victim — at least, not entirely.

British comedian Richard Gadd, playing
Dunn, is the writer of the show and the sur-
vivor. His play by the same name debuted at
the Edinburgh Fringe Festival in August 2019
and later moved to the Bush Theatre in
London for a five-week run. Similar to the ap-
proach taken by Australian comedian Hannah
Gadsby in her Netflix special Nanette, while
performing, be it on stage or on camera, Gadd
is both the art and the artist. Both comedians,
who have suffered abuse and/or hate, turn
their trauma into art.

Instead of laughter, audiences at both
shows were privy to some of the most devas-

The repercussions of this
abuse manifest themselves in
his ‘confusion’ over his
sexual identity, anxiety, need
for validation and worst of
all, in his seeking out
Darrien. The story with
Martha begins similarly. She
recognises the ‘deer in the
headlights’ within him
instantly (as Gadd himself
admits) and goes on to
exploit it. The power
dynamic in that relationship
operated not within the
gendered framework of him
as ‘man’ and her as ‘woman’.

tating details of these comedians’ lives. While
Gadsby’s special focuses on her experiences
of discrimination as a queer person; Gadd de-
scribes his sexual assault. However, through
Baby Reindeer, Gadd really did end up control-
ling his own narrative.

Many works of art, be it films, books or
paintings, are the result of survivors and vic-
tims making sense of their trauma through
another medium. For instance, Italian painter
Artemisia Gentileschi — who was raped by
her famous painter father’s friend Agostino
Tassi — explores her trauma through paint-
ings that are far more visceral depictions of
scenes from the Bible and other mythologies
than their usual representation (for instance,
Judith Beheading Holofernes, now at the Uffizi
Gallery in Florence). French writer Vanessa
Springora’s 2021 Consent: A Memoir details
how she was groomed from the ages of 14 to
16 years by writer Gabriel Matzneff when he
was more than three times her age. Director
Jennifer Fox’s The Tale (2018)is her way of reck-
oning with her sexual abuse by her running
coach and two-time Olympic medallist Ted
Nash when she was 13.

In all the examples above, there is a clear
“victim” and a clear “perpetrator” —asisinthe
case of Gadd’s harrowing assault by Darrien.
But even as Gadd unflinchingly portrays
Darrien’s abuse, there is a marked sense of
hesitation inlabelling Martha as his “abuser”.
And by simultaneously narrating two stories,
Gadd complicates the binary between the
“perpetrator” and the “survivor”.

The repercussions of this abuse manifest

themselves in his “confusion” over his sexual
identity, anxiety, need for validation and
worst of all, in his seeking out Darrien. As the
audience, one can’'t help but flinch over these
decisions by the protagonist.

The story with Martha begins similarly.
She recognises the “deer in the headlights”
within him instantly (as Gadd himself ad-
mits)and goes on to exploitit. The power dy-
namic in that relationship operated not
within the gendered framework of him as
“man” and her as “woman”. Rather, it was dic-
tated by his traumatic assault by a 50-year-
old writer who promised him fame but in-
stead, left him vulnerable to a seemingly
gentle, middle-aged woman.

In a 2019 interview with The Guardian,
Gadd said, “It would be unfair to say she was
anawful personand Iwas avictim... That did-
n't feel true.” To The Independent, he said, “I
can’temphasise enough how much of avictim
she is in all this.” He sincerely believes her to
be a subject of the “system”.

And herein lies the survivor’s dilemma —
a Stockholm syndrome of sorts, where the
victim begins to not only understand the ac-
tions or the motives of the abuser but is also
able to sympathise with them. Societal pres-
sures force victims to make up their minds
one way or another — but as Gadd showed
us, itis not as black-and-white for those who
have suffered severe trauma. There canbe no
“rational” response to an experience that was
unconscionable to begin with.

adya.goyal@expressindia.com
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SIKH LEADER SHOT

FORMER AKAL TAKHT chief Giani Pratap
Singh was assassinated at Amritsar, two vio-
lent Nihangs were killed and another two
were captured near Abohar in Ferozepur dis-
trictas authorities claimed success in nabbing
two more alleged terrorists besides recovering
arms and ammunition. Giani Pratap Singh,
who held the highest temporal seat of the
Sikhs in the ‘60s, was shot dead by three young
boys who were regular visitors to his home.

USSR’S PEACE PLEDGE
SOVIET PRESIDENT KONSTANTIN Chernenko

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

pledged not to use nuclear weapons against
countries which have renounced the produc-
tion and acquisition of such weapons and do
not have them on their territory. At a dinner
hosted in honour of the visiting King of Spain,
Juan Carlos, Chernenko expressed the Soviet
Union’s conviction that observance of peace-
ful relations between nuclear powers and a
firm commitment to giving up the first strike
option would help strengthen peace.

NATIONAL FILM AWARDS

THE NATIONAL FILM scene has now been
made truly national with the selection of Adi
Shankaracharya — the first-ever feature film

in Sanskrit — as the best feature film of 1983
by the 31st National Film Festival jury. Om Puri
has been adjudged best actor for Ardh Satya.
Actress Shabana Azmi has bagged the best ac-
tress award for the second time for Khandar.

INDIA-US TALKS

WHILE NO DRAMATIC developments are ex-
pected during US Vice President George
Bush’s visit, his talks with PM Indira Gandhi
will be wide-ranging, covering bilateral rela-
tions and issues of regional and global con-
cern. The Prime Minister is certain to raise sev-
eral issues concerning Washington’s policies
in South Asia, particularly regarding Pakistan.
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A hollowed out protes

Galgotias students’ unawareness speaks of a system that peddles
buzzwords, discourages them from speaking up against power

SANJAY SRIVASTAVA

APRIVATE UNIVERSITY in Uttar Pradesh has
attracted what seems like unwelcome pub-
licity across traditional and social media. A
group of students from Galgotias University
in Greater Noida was recently interviewed
at a protest march. They carried posters and
chanted slogans that criticised past and fu-
ture policies of the Congress party. The
party’s election manifesto was a particular
target, with students displaying placards
that claimed that Congress would seek
votes through false promises and redistrib-
ute wealth. These reflect recent comments
by Prime Minister Narendra Modi who was
more specific in his comments that, were
the Congress to be elected to power, wealth
would move from one religious community
to another. Students also carried posters
with hammer and sickle images that de-
cried “urban naxals”.

The point of the media outrage over the
event was that, when asked by aTV news re-
porter about the issues that the students
claimed to be concerned about (including in-
heritance tax, “urban naxals” and the
Congress manifesto), the protestors seemed
largely clueless. They provided confused an-
swers about what it is they were protesting
about and it seemed unlikely that anyone
present had actually seen the Congress man-
ifesto, let alone read it. It was, as if, they had
been handed some banners and told to look
appropriately agitated. Unfortunately for
them, however, they encountered an alert
news reporter who decided to ask some (not
very difficult) questions.

Public anger over the protestors’ lack of
knowledge about matters of public and pri-
vate interest about which they were osten-
sibly protesting is entirely justified.
However, this is not an episode that is nec-
essarily about the end of critical thinking
and public awareness at one particular in-
stitution whose students were found to be
particularly ill-informed. The lack of mean-
ingful engagement with (and knowledge of)
critical issues that shape public and private
life and affect it is part of some broader
trends. And, it affects many different kinds
off educational contexts, both “elite” and
those where students might be first gener-
ation university goers whose primary aim
isto secure gainful employment rather seek
a “broadening” of horizons of thought.

Itis important to note that a few days af-
ter the apparent public relations disaster,
Galgotias University published full-page
newspaper advertisements outlining its
achievements and special character as an ed-
ucational institution. The centrepiece of the
advertisement was a photo of students star-
ing at computer screens inside a well-
scrubbed “laboratory” and the tagline
“Galgotia’s Active Learning Ecosystem”. The
surrounding text consists of phrases such as
“Living Teach Less Learn More Pedagogy”,
“Cultivating Job Creators over Job Seekers”,
“Highly Experiential” and “Embraces

Technological Advancements”.

There is also information about the dif-
ferent ranking systems in which the univer-
sity has excelled. It is “Top 50 in India in
Innovation”, “Amongst #91 in India
(Management Category)”, “Top 3rd...for
Filling Maximum Patents” and “By NIRF
Ranking 2023”. The logo of the Ministry of
Education, Government of India, is included
among others that are displayed.

The manner in which the advertisement
seeks to counter any adverse publicity re-
garding the bleak level of its students’ public
awareness of current affairs and their actual
interestinitis notable. It does this througha
series of technocratic slogans or banners that,
upon further inquiry, may be just as empty of
content as the ones raised by the protestors.
Bannerism is an important aspect of what
now passes as a method of imparting learn-
ing skills as well as avenue for acquiring “ad-
vanced thinking”. The most critical task of
those who administer education s to reflect
on combining education’s long-term goals
of producing inquiring minds with the con-
current need for producing employable
graduates. Bannerism, on the other hand,
substitutes this for a series of techno-jargons
whose key effects are to make educational
administrators look “smart” and produce un-
employable graduates. Bannerism lies at the
heart of the lack of knowledge displayed by
the student protestors. It is something that
is part of an unfolding educational strategy
employed by many educational institutions.

There is a second aspect to bannerism
that relates to the administrative sleight of
hand where “critical thought” is reduced to
aform of aesthetic activity. Here, the banners
and slogans might be about “openness” and
“spirit of inquiry”. However, this form of ban-
nerism translates these ideas as an inclina-
tion towards the ability to make different
lifestyle choices. One might like butter
chicken but should not be close-minded to-
wards trying out a ham and pineapple pizza.
Consider, for example, the statement by,
Sanjeev Bikhchandani, one of the founders
of Ashoka University, an institution whose
reputation is built uponits “liberal arts” focus.

Bannerism is an important
aspect of what now passes as
a method of imparting
learning skills as well as
avenue for acquiring
“advanced thinking”. The
most critical task of those
who administer education is
to reflect on combining
education’s long-term goals of
producing inquiring minds
with the concurrent need for
producing employable
graduates. Bannerism, on the
other hand, substitutes this
for a series of techno-jargons
whose key effects are to make
educational administrators
look “smart” and produce
unemployable graduates.
Bannerism lies at the heart of
the lack of knowledge
displayed by the student
protestors. It is something
that is part of an unfolding
educational strategy
employed by many

educational institutions.

CR Sasikumar

In the wake of a controversy where one of
Ashoka’s faculty published a paper that sug-
gested electoral manipulation by the BJP,
Bhikchandani spoke against faculty and staff
protests that sought to foreground the im-
portance of scholarly autonomy and inde-
pendent research. “Ashoka,” he noted “is
merely aliberal arts and sciences university.
It values openness and a spirit of inquiry. It
must guard against becoming an ideological
ghetto and therefore not very open.”

The statements by Bhikchandani are also
a form of bannerism, one that lies at a dif-
ferent spectrum than that in the context of
Galgotias University but shares something
with it. This form of bannerism consists in
being vocal about “fundamental” human
values and simultaneously suggesting that
“openness and a spirit of inquiry” do not
mean a questioning of structures of power
or exploring processes of change. Rather, it
is about an “openness” of style and a “spirit
of inquiry” that is disassociated from inquir-
ing about why is it that things are the way
they are and, instead, simply concerned with
describing the world as consisting of many
different things. It is an aesthetic mode of
liberalism, one where everything has a pur-
pose and where we should primarily delight
in recognising this “wonderful” diversity of
the world. Speaking up against existing
structures of power — in order to think of a
more equitable world, for example — are not
part of this tradition of “openness” and
“spirit of inquiry”.

Itis these forms of bannersim that might
explain the ways in which those we might
expect to have a nuanced understanding of
social and political life — “university people”
— deal with issues of public importance.
There are ways in which, at the current time,
those who oversee different kinds of univer-
sities — the “technological” and the “arts and
humanities” focussed — might subscribe to
a very similar way of thinking about the
world, one produced through bannerism.

The writer is British Academy Global
Professor, Department of Anthropology and
Sociology, SOAS University of London

His own light

Rashid Khan’s music was a healing and illuminating force

OOPALEE OPERAJITA

CLASSICAL INDIAN MUSIC has lost one of
its greats. Ustad Rashid Khan (1968-2024),
of the Rampur-Sahaswan gharana, was
only 55 when he was snatched away from
us on January 9 this year, succumbing to
prostate cancer. He had at least 20 years of
singing ahead of him. His passing reminds
me of the premature loss of genius Carnatic
instrumentalist Mandolin Srinivas at 47; of
the great G N Balasubramaniam; and, ear-
lier, of Amir Khan, Nikhil Banerjee, and D
V Paluskar.

Rashid burst on the scene after an ap-
prenticeship in Kolkata. His gurus were his
maternal uncle, Ustad Nisar Hussain Khan,
and Ustad Ghulam Mustafa Khan of the
Rampur-Sahaswan gharana, founded by
Ustad Inayat Hussain Khan, his great grand-
father. As in the manner of all great artistes,
Rashid achieved a style which was his own
quite early on.

Our sense of loss is compounded by
what might have been — for classical Indian
musicians are at their peak in their 50s and
60s; and some perform, with vigour, well
into their 70s and 80s. I valorise listening to
musicians in their later years: There is no
substitute for the depth accruing from the
rich and varied experiences of life which
impacts your art.

[ first heard Rashid Khan in the late
1980s in Kolkata. I was in the city to perform
at Kala Mandir, and he was featured else-
where. I made it a point to travel across the
city to listen to him, a young singer holding

out a rare promise. His rise was meteoric.

In an age when trite music goes “viral”
and, for the most part, the cult of the imper-
manent permeates our lives — Rashid was
heard quizzing a journalist: “Yeh going viral
kya hota hai? (What does this ‘going viral’
mean)?” Again: In climes in which the
hideously lightweight and fleeting is prized,
the grandeur, depth, and mellifluousness of
Rashid's music was both a benchmark and
a beacon.

In classical dance and music, and in mul-
tiple art forms, there are no shortcuts to dili-
gent and regular study. Once you have been
through the rigours of intensive training,
the music and dance simply flow, even as
you continue learning — and, indeed, must.
Guru Kelucharan Mohapatra taught me
Odissi for 12 consecutive years, but I stayed
with him for 30 years, always learning,
training, and being enriched; as well as per-
forming with him across the world.

Rashid’s voice was one of his most
prized natural assets — it was sonorous, vig-
orous, and deep, yet memorably pleasing
and silken. In its timbre, it sounds very
much like another favourite singer of mine,
Ustad Amir Khan. The popular lexicon of
Hindustani music will likely categorise this
as dard (a yearning, where pleasure and
pain are conflated) — it is similar to what
the great pianist Dinu Lipati possessed:
Critics called it el duende or the holy spirit.
Dard to my mind, also symbolises the si-
multaneous holding of — in your voice, mu-

sic, and art — the delight, mystery, and angst
of existence. In absorbing art, as one critic
noted: “We are carried out beyond our-
selves to find ourselves.”

Rashid’s music does precisely that for
us: It is transformative and expansive. His
aalap and vilambit khayal showed him up
as the master he was. When you listen to
him sing Bageshri, or Bhimpalasi, the
shared ecstasy ultimately leads to a height-
ened sense of being. All great art effortlessly
effects such a transformation.

Today, some musicians use music to di-
vide, and disrupt — through the artifices of vo-
ciferation, and feeble impertinences. Rashid
Khan’s music was — as all great musicis —a
healing, cohesive, and illuminating force.Ina
memorable jugalbandi in Bengaluru, Rashid
sang the popular Kannada song by the seer
Vyasaraya (1450-1539) Krishna nee begane
baro — urging the child Krishna to swiftly ap-
pear — in the raga Kalyani/Yaman Kalyan. As
I listened to Rashid, I thought, the infant
Krishna would have crawled right up to him,
owing to the lilting richness and the genuine
affection in his voice.

Where is the Christian or the Hindu ver-
sus the Muslim here? Why is there a need
to debate in which century, and from which
creed, Hindustani music originated?
Bharata’s Natyashastra — a treatise on
dance, the arts, and theatre, devotes an en-
tire chapter to classical Indian music, and
dates back to the 2nd century BCE. Where is
the sense in being territorial when the very

language of music is universal and tran-
scends barriers? Why can we not let music
grant to all — rich or poor, young or old,
Parsi, Christian, Hindu, Muslim, or Jewish
— the aquamarine sky of the soul?
Empedeocles wrote about how happy the
person is who has gained the wealth of di-
vine thought. Even happier are those whose
intrinsic natures have allowed them the
bliss of merging into the immeasurable be-
yond, through music.

The raga Bageshri, a midnight raga, is a
favourite of mine (it was the late great
Kishori Amonkar’s favourite too, as she told
me decades ago). When you listen to Rashid
sing Bageshri, you have scant need for much
else: His melodies rise to address all of cre-
ation. Rashid always sang in perfect sur,
never once deviating from the rigours of ex-
acting pitch.

Music is illumination — Astraya pu-
rusham swayam jyotirbhavati: In this state,
the person herself becomes the light; and
sheis also svena jyotisha prasvapithi, that is:
revealing herself by her own lustre.
(Brihadaranyaka Upanishad IV.iii.9.) Rashid
Khan was his own light, and his music was
our light too.

The writer was appointed Distinguished
Fellow at Carnegie Mellon University in
1990. She is a global adviser on public
policy, communication and international
relations and an Odissi and Bharatanatyam
artiste and choreographer
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“Mr Trump’s reelection is the kind of nightmare scenario any responsible
politician would go to great lengths to prevent. But there have to be limits. The
only thing worse than playing Machiavelli for a good cause is playing Machiavelli

for a good cause and losing.”

— THE WASHINGTON POST

At ease
with diversity

PMEAC report on population indicates that all
communities are close to a healthy growth mark,
unlike demographic patterns elsewhere

RAM MADHAV

EVA VLAARDINGERBROEK, A young con-
servative political activist from the
Netherlands, has become famous after
YouTube decided to pull down a video of
her speech at arecent Conservative Political
Action Conference in Budapest. YouTube
described the video as “hate speech”.In the
speech, that secured more than 50 million
views on Twitter, Eva asserted, supported
by data, that Europeans are becoming a mi-
nority in Europe. The Great Replacement
Theory is nolonger just a theory, she argued,
“but a reality”. “Let’s take Amsterdam, the
capital. It currently consists of 56 per cent
migrants, The Hague has 58 per cent mi-
grants and Rotterdam has almost 60 per
cent migrants. Of course, most of these im-
migrants come from non-Christian, Non-
Western African and Middle Eastern coun-
tries. The Dutch population is already
outnumbered in the majority of our cities”,
Vlaardingerbroek states. She adds that
London has 54 per cent migrants and
Brussels has 70 per cent migrants.

Vlaardingerbroek's reference to the so-
called “Great Replacement Theory” is inter-
esting. First talked about in the late 19th cen-
tury, it argued that Jews and some Western
elites were conspiring to replace white
Americans and Europeans with people of
non-European descent, particularly Asians
and Africans. In France, Renaud Camus for-
mally codified this theory through abookin
2011 Le Grand Remplacement. Surveys
show that around 60 per cent of the French
believed some aspects of this theory while
not less than a third of Americans and
Europeans also do so.

Arecent study by three members of the
PM-Economic Advisory Council in India,
Shamika Ravi, Abraham Jose and Apurv
Mishra, “Share of Religious Minorities - A
Cross-Country Analysis,” confirms this trend
about the radically changing demographics
of the OECD countries. Drawing data points
from 1950 to 2015, a three-generation pe-
riod of 65 years, this study concludes that of
the 35 out of the 38 OECD countries or the
“developed world” it analysed, 30 countries
have witnessed a steep decline in the share
of the majority religious denomination -
Roman Catholics in this case. The study cov-
ers 167 countries — by far the most exhaus-
tive, although basic — and finds that the av-
erage reduction of majority populations
globally during the period was 22 per cent.
However, it also shows that the decline was
much steeper in the OECD countries where
the average decline of the majority religious
population was at 29 per cent. Data about
Africatoois revealing. Animism or native re-
ligion was the dominant religion in 24 coun-
tries in Africa in 1950. By 2015, it was no
longer a majority in any of these.

Itisin this background that the study looks

keeping with the global trends of declining
majority, India too has witnessed areduction
inthe share of the majority religious denom-
inationby 7.81 per cent,” it states. The authors
hypothesise that the increase in the popula-
tion of minorities could be a “good proxy” for
arriving at the conclusion that they were
“flourishing” in the given country. In India’s
context,a 7.81 per cent increase in the popu-
lations of Muslims, Christians, Sikhs and
Buddhists (Parsis and Jains saw adecline) in-
dicated that contrary to the propaganda, es-
pecially in the Western media, the minorities
enjoy relative comfort in the country.

The authors end the report by stating
that “contrary to the noise in several quar-
ters, careful analysis of the data shows that
minorities are not just protected butindeed
thriving in India. This is particularly remark-
able given the wider context within the
South Asian neighbourhood where the
share of the majority religious denomina-
tion hasincreased and minority populations
have shrunk alarmingly across countries like
Bangladesh, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Bhutanand
Afghanistan. India’s performance suggests
that there is a conducive environment to fos-
ter diversity in society. It is not possible to
promote better life outcomes for the disad-
vantaged sections of society without pro-
viding a nurturing environment and socie-
tal support through a bottom-up approach”.

Data is a double-edged weapon. It can
often be deceptive too. One could see thatin
the media and social media debates follow-
ing the publication of the study in India.
Rather than understanding the purpose of
the study to negate the propaganda about
the status of minorities in India, the debate
largely shifted to the growing numbers of
the minorities and dangers to the majority
community thereof.

Acomprehensive study about the grow-
ing minority population in India, “Religious
Demography of India”, was published by J K
Bajaj, M D Srinivas and A P Joshi in 2003.
Going down to the district level, that near-
exhaustive study warned of the unbalanced
growth of minority populations in the coun-
try. It triggered a widespread debate along
similar lines at that time too.

However, new data also reveals that
population growth rates in India are grad-
ually coming closer to the healthy growth
mark. Total Fertility Rate (TFR) data (num-
ber of births a woman gives in her lifetime),
a credible indicator to project population
growth, shows that in India, against the
preferred TFR of 2.19, the national average
is hovering around 2. Itis a decline from 2.2
in 2015 and 3.4 in 1991. This decline, ac-
cording to the National Family Health
Survey data, is across all religious groups.
Between 1991 and 2015, this decline for
Hindus was from 3.3 to 2.1, while that of
Muslims was from 4.4 to 2.6. Today, the fig-
ures for Hindus and Muslims have further
declined to 1.9 and 2.4 respectively.

If the trend continues, India is expected
to see healthy population patterns in the
coming decades. PMEAC's conclusionsina
way indicate the same thing that minori-
ties enjoy all benefits and lead a comfort-
able life in India, while demographic
changes in the whole world continue to be
a matter of concern.

The writer, president, India Foundation,

at the data sets available about India too. “In is with the RSS
LETTERS TO THE EDITOR
TO DRAW IN YOUTH TATA MUST RETHINK

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Parties to
blame, need to do more’ (IE, May 10).
Young voters find it difficult to relate to
political leaders whose average age is
above 50. Students live with the per-
ception that politics is a bad word and
isbest kept at arm’s length as a profes-
sion. Many young citizens who sign up
as voters end up not voting. Therefore,
it is important for political parties not
only to motivate young persons to reg-
ister but also to cast their votes. This
needs to be a year-long process instead
of picking up steam before poll season.

SSPaul, Nadia

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Parties to
blame, need to do more’ (IE, May 10).
The youth are the future of our nation.
Why then are young people disen-
gaged from politics? The answer lies in
contemporary political parties’ relent-
less pursuit of power, which sidelines
genuine concerns. Dissent is often si-
lenced, attacks on Opposition only
deepen the issues. The youth prioritise
job security, nation-building, and trust
in science over divisive politics and re-
ligious agendas. Their focus is on na-
tional development and societal unity.
It's imperative for politicians to recog-
nise these shifts, asignoring them risks
eroding the very fabric of our nation.
Ajay Corriea, Vasai

THIS REFERS TO the editorial,
‘Turbulence in the air’ (IE, May 10). The
strike by Air India Express employees has
thrown the airfare itineraries out of gear.
The Tata group of companies are of re-
pute and have an established and re-
spected work culture. But the current de-
velopments run counter to their stature.
Safeguarding the interests of human cap-
italis paramount for any business group
to make mergers seamless. These moves
are invariably counter-productive.
Deepak Singhal, Noida

HOLISTIC LEARNING

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘The good
doctors’ (IE, May 8). While the idea pro-
posed by the UGC to grant both four-year
bachelor’s degree holders and master’s
degree holders access to doctoral re-
search opportunities is appreciable, effi-
cacy of the entry-test, UGC-NET is ques-
tionable. Former NCERT director Krishna
Kumar once called this test “notorious”
and emphasised its heavy reliance on
rote memorisation. In light of this, it be-
comes imperative for universities and
UGC toreconsider their approach to ad-
missions, ensuring that they prioritise
holistic evaluation methods thatencour-
age critical thinking, creativity, and di-
verse perspectives.

Mohsin llahi, Nasirabad
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Dabholkar murder case: Recall ot twists and turns over a decade

SUSHANT KULKARNI &
CHANDANHAYGUNDE
PUNE, MAY 10

MORE THAN a decade after rationalist
Narendra Dabholkar’s murder, a special court
in Pune convicted and sentenced to life impris-
onment his two assailants, Sachin Andure and
Sharad Kalaskar. The court, however, acquit-
ted Virendrasinh Tawade, Sanjeev Punalekar
and Vikram Bhave due to lack of evidence.
“On one level we are satisfied that the two
assailants have been convicted... But the
questions about the masterminds and over-
arching conspiracy behind the murder re-
main unanswered,” Dr Hamid, Dabholar’s
son, told reporters outside the court complex.
Dabholkar’s 2013 murder was followed
by those of communist leader Govind
Pansare, Kannada scholar M M Kalburgi

(both in 2015), and Bengaluru-based jour-
nalist Gauri Lankesh (2017). Over the years,
investigating agencies examining these cases
have pointed to similarities between them,
and the possibility of common perpetrators.

Anti-superstition crusader

Dabholkar, a doctor by profession, revi-
talised Maharashtra’s anti-superstition move-
ment in the late 1980s by founding the
Maharashtra Andhashraddha Nirmoolan
Samiti (MANS). He took on tantriks and god-
men, who he believed exploited the public by
promising miracles and promoting unscien-
tific thinking. He was also the long-time edi-
tor of Sadhana, a socialist Marathi weekly, and
active in anti-caste movements in the state.

OnAugust 13,2013, Dabholkar, 67, was shot
dead by two men while on a morning walk in
Pune. Days later, the Maharashtra government
cleared the long-pending Anti-Superstition

and Black Magic Ordinance, which went on to
become law in December 2013.

Early arrests, no breakthrough

Soon after the murder, Thane Police ar-
rested alleged firearms dealer Manish Nagori
and his aide Vikas Khandelwal in an unrelated
case. They were later transferred to the
Maharashtra Anti-Terrorism Squad (ATS),and
40illegal firearms were allegedly recovered. A
ballisticexamination of one of the firearms re-
portedly matched with markings on a car-
tridge seized at Dabholkar’s murder spot.

This led Pune Police to arrest the duo who
were produced in court on January 21, 2014.
Nagori and Khandelwal claimed that ATS chief
Rakesh Maria offered them Rs 25 lakh for con-
fessing to Dabholkar’s murder — a claim they
later retracted. The duo were eventually re-
leased on bail, never to be chargesheeted in the
case. The Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI)

found no prosecutable evidence against them.

CBI takes over investigation

The CBI took over the probe in June 2014,
following a Bombay High Court order. Based on
a statement by Kolhapur-based Hindutva ac-
tivist Sanjay Sadvilkar, also a witness in the
Pansare murder case, the agency arrested ENT
surgeon Tawade on June 10, 2016. Tawade,
linked to Goa-based rightwing outfit Sanatan
Sanstha, had already been arrested by the
Maharashtra Police in the Pansare case.

The CBI accused Tawade of mastermind-
ing the conspiracy to kill Dabholkar, citing the
“long standing enmity/ hatred” between
MANS and Sanatan Sanstha as motive. In its
2016 chargesheet against Tawade, CBI said ab-
sconding Sanstha members Sarang Akolkar
and Vinay Pawar had shot Dabholkar.

In August 2018, however, the agency ar-
rested Sanstha activists Andure and Kalaskar

instead, and told the court it was they who had
killed Dabholkar. Both menare also accused in
the Pansare murder, and Kalaskar is an ac-
cused in the Gauri Lankesh murder as well.
In May 2019, CBI arrested Mumbai-based
Sanatan Sanstha lawyer Punalekar and his aide
Bhave, alleging that Punalkar had advised
Kalaskar to destroy the firearms used in mul-
tiple murders — including those of Dabholkar
and Lankesh. According to the CBI, following
Punalekar’sinstructions, Kalaskar had disman-
tled four country-made pistols and thrown its
partsintoa creek near Thane on July 7 in 2018.
The CBI claimed to have recovered the
weapons in March 2020. But a CBlinvestiga-
tion officer later told the trial court that ef-
forts to recover the weapon used in
Dabholkar’s murder were unsuccessful.

Question of larger conspiracy
A UAPA special court framed charges
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CHARGES ARE FRAMED AGAINST BRIJ
BRUSHAN: WHAT DOES THIS MEAN?

AJOY SINHAKARPURAM
NEW DELHI,MAY 10

A TRIAL judge in Delhi framed charges
against BJP MP and former Wrestling
Federation of India chief Brij Bhushan
Sharan Singh under Sections 354 (assault
or criminal force to woman with intent to
outrage her modesty) and 354A (sexual
harassment) of the Indian Penal Code on
Friday. Singh has been accused of sexual
harassment by several women wrestlers.

Framing of charges

After police register an FIR and conduct
aninvestigation, they file a chargesheetin
the trial court detailing the offences al-
legedly committed and the evidence col-
lected during the investigation. Police filed
a 1,500-page chargesheet on June 15 last
year, charging Brij Bhushan with Sections
354,354A, and 354D (stalking).

The Rouse Avenue court that framed
charges under IPC Sections 354 and 354A,
noted that it has found sufficient mate-
rial to frame charges for the offence of
criminal intimidation in the allegations
of two of the complainants.

The framing of charges means the trial
judge has found a prima facie case against
the accused, based on the material in the
chargesheet. This is not a determination
of whether the accused has committed
the alleged offences — it is only an ac-
knowledgment that sufficient grounds
exist to proceed with the trial.

After the trial judge frames the charges,
if the accused pleads innocent, the next
step is the summoning of witnesses for
cross-examination by the defence
lawyer(s). After witnesses are examined,
both sides present their arguments. Upon
completion of arguments, the judge may
reserve judgment. If the judge decides to
convict the accused, the court will also pro-
nounce the sentence.

Sections of Penal Code

Sections 354 and 354A, along with
Sections 354 B-D are often classified as

“offences against women”.

Section 354 states that whoever as-
saults or uses criminal force against a
woman “intending to outrage or know-
ing it to be likely that he will thereby out-
rage her modesty” shall be punished with
aterm of imprisonment between 1 and 5
years and/or a fine.

The phrase “outrage her modesty” is
not defined in the IPC. However, the
Supreme Court in State of Punjab v. Major
Singh (1996) held that “...the essence of a
woman'’s modesty is her sex. The mod-
esty of an adult female is writ large on her
body. Young or old, intelligent or imbecile,
awake or sleeping, the woman possesses
amodesty capable of being outraged.”

Section 354A deals with sexual harass-
ment, which is defined as follows: first,
“physical contact and advances involving
unwelcome and explicit sexual overtures”;
second, “a demand or request for sexual
favours”; third, “showing pornography
against the will of a woman”; fourth,
“making sexually coloured remarks”.

The first, second, and third acts are
treated more severely, and carry a pun-
ishment of up to 3 years in prison and a
fine. The fourth act can be punished with
atermof up to 1 year and a fine.

The trial judge has also seen fit to
frame charges of criminal intimidation
against Brij Bhushan, which is defined in
Section 503 of the IPC. It states that any-
one who threatens another person with
an “injury to his person, reputation or
property” with the intention to “cause
alarm to that person, or to cause that per-
son to do any act which he is not legally
bound to do, or to omit to do any act
which that person is legally entitled to
do”, is guilty of criminal intimidation.

Section 506 lays down the punish-
ment for criminal intimidation: up to 2
years’ imprisonment, which can extend
to 7 yearsif the person threatens to cause
death, grievous hurt, destruction of prop-
erty by fire, “impute unchastity to a
woman”, or commit an offence punish-
able with death, life imprisonment, or up
to 7 years’ imprisonment.
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against Tawade, Punalkar, Bhave, Andure,
and Kalaskar on September 15, 2021.

Tawade, Andure, Kalaskar,and Bhave were
charged under Section 302 (murder) read with
Section 120B (criminal conspiracy) of the IPC,
Section 16 of the UAPA (punishment for terro-
tist act), and provisions of the Arms Act.
Punalekar was charged under Section 201 IPC
(causing disappearance of evidence). They
pleaded not guilty.

Members of Dabholkar’s family have
claimed that higher-ups in Sanatan Sanstha
(above Tawade) were involved in the murders
of Dabholkar and the others, but their role was
ignored in the investigation.

During the trial, however, CBl investigation
officer SR Singh disputed this, saying that the
agency had recorded Sanatan Sanstha founder
Dr Jayant Athawale’s statement in February
2016, and found nothing incriminating. The
Sanstha has denied any role in the murders.

Turnouts, delays, Form 17C

ECI has rejected allegations that the declaration of final voter turnouts have been unfairly delayed.
Why are data on voting percentage revised after the polling date? Some key questions answered

DAMININATH
NEW DELHI, MAY 10

THE ELECTION Commission of India (ECI) on
Monday strongly refuted allegations by Con-
gress president Mallikarjun Kharge —madein
aletter toINDIA allies on May 6 — that the “de-
lay” in the release of final voter turnouts indi-
cated an “attempt to doctor the final results”.

Kharge had asked why the first-phase
turnout increased by 5.5 percentage points
and the second-phase turnout by 5.74 per-
centage points between the close of polling
and April 30, when the final voting figures
for both these phases were released.

What were the initial and final turnout
figures in the first two phases of polling?

Inan official release issued at 7.55 pmon
April 19, the ECI said turnout in the con-
stituencies where votes were cast in the first
phase was “over 60% at 7pm”. The release
said the final figure was likely to be higher
after reports came in from polling stations
where voting continued beyond the sched-
uled cut-off of 6 pm to allow voters who had
already entered the stations to vote.

Aday later, most reports, including those
in The Indian Express, said turnout was 65.5%,
attributing it to senior officials in the ECIL.

On April 26, when votes were cast in the
second phase, the ECI press release, issued
at 9 pm, put the turnout at 60.96% at 7 pm.
News organisations subsequently reported
a more-or-less final figure of 66.71%, based
on unofficial confirmation from senior ECI
officers.

On April 30, the ECI released the final fig-
ures for both phases through an official re-
lease, which put the phase 1 turnout at
66.14% and the phase 2 turnout at 66.71%.

After voting in the third phase on May 7,
the ECl first released an estimated turnout of
61.45% at 8 pm, and then revised it some time
before midnight to 64.4% for 11.40 pm. The
day after, this turnout figure was updated to
67.33%.

Inits first press release on May 7 evening,
the ECI said it would release the final turnout
data by May 11.

Why is there a difference between initial
and final voter turnout numbers?
According to the ECI, the initial number
is a preliminary estimate, which changes. ECI
officials say the higher final figure does not
mean that votes were cast even after polls
closed — it could be simply due to the fact
that the Returning Officers (ROs) sent in the

Israel, Saudi Arabia, and churnin t

SHUBHAJIT ROY

THE UNITED STATES is trying to forge a mu-
tual defence treaty with Saudi Arabia, and
help Israel in its conflicts with Hamas and
Iran, such that “Israel and Saudi Arabia are
trading places”, columnist Thomas Friedman
wrote in The New York Times last week.
According to the article, the Saudi-US deal
will pivot on the specific ways in which the
US will control the civilian nuclear energy
programme that the kingdom will get; the
precise — whether explicit or less formal —
nature of the mutual defence pact; and on
Saudi Arabia’s commitment to not move from
US dollars to the Chinese yuan in pricing oil.
However, for the deal to go through, itis
critical that Saudi normalises relations with

Israel, Friedman wrote. And “that will hap-
pen only if Israel...get[s] out of Gaza,
freeze[s] the building of settlements in the
West Bank and embark][s] on a three- to
five-year ‘pathway’ to establish a Palestinian
state in the occupied territories.”

For US President Joe Biden, heading into
a difficult re-election battle in November,
this scenario could bring significant bene-
fits. Also, a successful conclusion of the US-
Saudi mutual defence treaty would signal
that America is back in play in the Middle
East, where Beijing announced its increas-
ing strategic clout by brokering a peace deal
between Riyadh and Tehran in March 2023.

India and Saudi Arabia

For India, a US-Saudi Arabia pact and
peace between Israel and Iran and Israel and
Hamas could mean an opportunity to bet-
ter harness the region’s potential.

Especially over the past decade, India
has sought to build its relationship with
Saudi Arabia, where the young Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman (IMBS) has
been driving a range of radical reforms to
put his country in better sync with the 21st

century world.

India-Saudi trade was valued at $52.76
billion in 2022-23. India is the second
largest trade partner for Saudi, while Saudi
is India’s fourth largest trade partner. Energy
cooperation is at the heart of the relation-
ship; Saudi Arabia was India’s third largest
crude and petroleum products sourcing
destination in 2022-23.

Major Saudi investment groups
ARAMCO, SABIC,ZAMIL, E-holidays,
and Al Batterjee Group have in-
vested in India. Saudi Arabia’s
Public Investment Fund (PIF)
has putinapproximately $4.6
billion in Indian startups such
as Delhivery, FirstCry, Grofers,
Ola, OYO, Paytm, and PolicyBazaar.

The more than 2.4 million strong Indian
community in Saudi Arabia is seen as a liv-
ing bridge between the two countries, and
the Indian diaspora is widely respected in
the kingdom for their contributions.

India and Israel

India’s ties with Israel have become
steadily more visible and significant over
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Opposition INDIA leaders outside the Election Commission of India's offices at
Nirvachan Sadan in New Delhi on Friday. P11

updated data late.

According to the ECl officials, even
the datareleased on April 30is not fi-
nal — that figure will be known only
after postal ballots are counted on the
day of counting(June4)and added to
the turnout.

On both April 19 and April 26,
state- and constituency-wise
turnouts were available in real time on the
ECI's Voter Turnout mobile application. This
app — which was launched by the ECI after
the second phase of polling in 2019 — carries
this disclaimer: “This is an approximate trend,
as data from some Polling Stations (PS) takes
time and this trend does not include data of
postal ballot voting. Final data for each PS is
shared in Form 17C with all Polling Agents.”

Form 17C is made available to all candi-
dates through their polling agents at the close
of polling. Form 17C includes the total num-
bers of electors and voters at the seat. This in-
formation is not available on the Voter Turnout
app. (More on Form 17C below)

Were the official turnout figures —
released 11 days and 4 days after phases
1and 2 of the voting respectively —
unusually delayed?

No, says the ECI. Inits response to Kharge,
the ECI provided details of the release of offi-
cial turnout data for the 2019 Lok Sabha elec-
tion and state Assembly elections over the
past few years. This data, it said, “would tes-
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tify there is no unusual delay than
what s required to collect data from
large number of polling stations”.
The data provided by the ECI showed
a 1-3 percentage point increase in
the turnouts in the 5-7 days it took
to release the phase-wise turnouts
in 2019.

ECI officials say it takes time to
verify and collate the data, particularly from
remote polling stations. In some cases,
polling parties have to make it back from
these remote locations to the district head-
quarters, where they have a stable Internet
connection to transmit the data.

Inits letter to Kharge, the ECl said that af-
ter the polling parties arrive, documents are
scrutinised by the Returning Officers in the
presence of candidates and observers. The
RO then completes data entry, and publishes
the data on the Voter Turnout app.

“This process takes P+1 (pollingday plus 1)
or P+2 (polling day plus 2) days depending on
constituencies and arrival schedule of polling
parties due to geographical and weather con-
ditions. This data may further get updated for
any constituency where repoll is being con-
ducted, on conclusion of repoll and arrival of
parties which is normally on P+4 days,” it said.

And what is Form 17C? Towhom is it
issued, and when?

As per the Conduct of Elections Rules,
1961, there are two forms that have data on

the number of electors and voters — Forms
17Aand 17C.

The former is a register of voters, in which
polling officials record the details of every
voter who comes into the booth and signs
the register. The latter is the account of the
votes recorded.

Form 17Cisissued to the polling agents of
candidates at the close of polling.

It has the identification numbers of the
EVMs used in the polling station; the total
number of electors assigned to the polling
station; the total number of voters as entered
inthe register for voters (Form 17A); the num-
ber of voters who decided not to record their
votes after signing the register; the number
of voters who were not allowed to vote; and
the total number of test votes to be deducted,
and total number of votes recorded per EVIVL.

Part-II of the same form carries the re-
sults of the counting, which are entered on
counting day.

The datain Form 17Care considered final,
and lie at the heart of any Election Petition
that may be filed challenging the result.In a
statementissued on April 30, the ECl said the
“actual data of Form 17C shall prevail which
is already shared with candidates”.

Apart from being the record that is to be
used ina possible legal challenge, the datain
Form 17Care also used by candidates to ver-
ify the results on counting day. The number
of electors and those who cast their votes as
recorded in Form 17C can be matched with
the EVM count.

Why is there a demand to make the
Form 17C data public?

Activists have sought to make a case for
full transparency. Also, they say, even if Form
17C is made available to the candidates’
agents, given the large numbers of polling
stations at each constituency, difficulties of
coordination, and shortage of resources,
many candidates find it impossible to collate
all the figures for the constituency asawhole.

The ECI has said that it is not “legally
bound to publish any voter turnout data at
aggregate level”. It has sought to allay con-
cerns by reiterating that the provision of
Form 17Cis a statutory requirement, and no
candidate or party has alleged that they have
not received the form at the close of polling.

Also, on the day of counting, the count-
ing supervisor must certify in Part-II of the
form that there is no discrepancy in the votes
counted and the votes recorded in Part-I on
polling day. This is countersigned by all can-
didates or their representatives, and discrep-
ancies, if any, can be challenged, the ECl says.

e Middle East: the view from India

the past decade or so, centred mainly on de-
fence and security, innovation, agriculture,
and water.

Trade volumes have risen from around
$200 million in 1992 (consisting primarily
of diamonds)to $10.7 billion (excluding de-
fence) in 2022-23, of which Indian exports
were around $ 8 4 billion. India is Israel’s sec-
ond-largest trading partner in Asia,
and the seventh largest globally.

Israel has beenamajor supplier of
defence equipment, as well as of high-
tech communications systems
that have helped meet some of
India’s security tech challenges.
Israel isanimportant partner to
India in the innovation ecosys-
tem — smart irrigation systems being an ex-
ample of cooperation in this field.

Potential and challenge

The strengthened bilateral strategic part-
nerships have allowed India to delink its do-
mestic politics from its foreign policy and
strategy in the region as a whole. After more
than three decades of diplomatic work on
its relationships in the Middle East, New

epaperindianexpress.com .. .

Delhi had begun to reap some benefits.

In July 2022, Prime Minister Narendra
Modi participated virtually in the first lead-
ers’ summit under the 12U2 framework
along with Israel’s then Prime Minister Yair
Lapid, UAE’s President Sheikh Mohamed
bin Zayed Al Nahyan, and President Biden.

And in September 2023, the ambitious
India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor
connectivity project was launched on the
sidelines of the G20 Summit in New Delhi.

But the October 7,2023 terrorist attacks
by Hamas in southern Israel, and the con-
sequent retaliatory military response from
Israel on Gaza have posed difficult chal-
lenges for India’s diplomatic strategy. New
Delhi will welcome a durable peace in the
Middle East, with a stronger American pres-
ence in the region it considers its extended
neighbourhood.

Netanyahu and MBS

Two of the most importantleadersinthe
region, MBS and Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu of Israel, have undergone major
reputational transformations in recent years.

MBS, who was tarnished by his war in

Yemen and alleged involvement in the mur-
der of dissident journalist Jamal Khashoggi
in 2018, appears to some commentators to-
day as the great liberaliser after decades of
hardline absolutist rule that had stifled
Saudi society.

His sweeping reforms, including new
rights for Saudi women, have given MBS a
reputation that makes it easier for the lead-
ers of many western democracies to do
business with him.

On the other hand, Netanyahu has be-
come, in the company of his far right allies,
a hawk who appears to link the continua-
tion of the war in Gaza to his own political
survival. His intransigence has made the US
steadily more impatient — and Biden said
this week that he had told Netanyahu that
he would halt weapons shipments if the
Israeli military invaded Rafah, the south-
ernmost city in the Gaza Strip.

The warning has not had an impact on
Netanyahu. Halting the war is key to Biden’s
re-election campaign. American university
campuses are in turmoil, and polls suggest
that young Democratic voters are upset
with the US’s support for the war.
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Don't hang before trial

Wrongdoings must be probed and action taken, but loose
allegations against businessmen are totally unwarranted

USTA FEW months before his landslide victory in the 2019 Lok

Sabha elections, Prime Minister Narendra Modi told a townhall

meeting thathe did notbelieve in the culture of criticising Indian

industry. A few months before that, he said he was not scared to
be seenwith industrialists as his conscience was clearand that theytoo
had contributed to the development of the country. In that context, it
was a surprise that in a campaign speech this week, the PM chose to
name two of the country’s biggest business houses and wondered
whether the Congress party has suddenly becomessilent on its constant
criticism of the duo in exchange for “truckloads of black money”. He
asked Rahul Gandhi and his party to declare how much they have
received from Adani and Ambani.

Bymaking the briberyaccusation, Modi may be seeking some political
brownie points by turning the tables on Gandhi. But the question is should
the country’s PM make such serious, specific allegations against two
industry groups without submitting any evidence? If there is evidence, a
democracy demands thatitbe made publicand appropriate action taken.
In any case, the ruling party hasn’t shied away from using investigative
agencies to probe what it calls rampant corruption among opposition
parties.So the truckloads of money that have allegedly reached the Con-
gress office should have been stopped and made publiclong ago.

The Congress and Gandhi, in particular, have of course been totally
irresponsible in theirincessant allegations against the PM forbeing hand
in glove with the industrialist duo. The point is simple: whatever be the
suspicion, nobody has the right to throw mud at anybody without sub-
stantiation. It was in fact quite shameful that a Congress spokesperson
boasted the other day that Gandhihas spoken 103 times about Adaniand
30times about Ambanibetween April 3 and May 8,asif thatwasa trophy
tobe displayed.There have been several allegations against the industri-
alists concerned, and a probe is on by the market regulator against the
Adanis, but allegations alone shouldn’t give anybody a licence to accuse
them of bribing their way into the corridors of power.

Of course, thisisnothing new.That businessand industry share a sym-
bioticrelationship with politics isan open secret, creating the conditions
for corruption and cronyism.In fact,theyear 1968 was a turning pointin
the history of election finance in India when Indira Gandhi outlawed cor-
porate donations to political parties,but did not move towards state fund-
ing as a substitute, as is true of most continental democracies. In India,
judicial systems are slowand political influence and connections remain
critical for such basics asland acquisition,water connections, licences and
permits.Arecent example of crony capitalism was thelist of electoral bond
buyers. Most of the money donated through the bond scheme came from
17 companies after they faced—either directly or through their sub-
sidiaries—investigations for tax evasion, fraud or other corporate malfea-
sance. Several companies donated amounts far in excess of their annual
profit or revenue.And the beneficiaries were almost all important polit-
ical parties—both national and regional. But the point remains that this
trend of loose allegations against businesses must end. In 2015, Modi
asked a group of businessmen: “Why has your appetite for risk-taking
diminished?” Part of the answer lies in the allegations made by the PM
himself and the Congressleader.

Microsoft's hedge against
OpenAl makes perfect sense

WHEN MICROSOFT CORP. invested more than $10 billion fora chunk of OpenAl,
scientists inside its storied research division were rankled about being shoved
aside for a newer player from outside the company. Microsoft Research was more
than 30years old and stuffed with esteemed scientists who’d won Turing Awards
and Fields Medals,and here was chief executive officer Satya Nadella last summer
berating them for falling behind Alphabet Inc.s Google on Al research. But Nadella
wasn’t switchinghis focus from oneresearch team to another. He was doingwhat
he does best: branching out.

It appears that Nadella was already working on a strategic hedge against Ope-
nAl, building its own large language model technology. Microsoft chief technol-
ogy officer Kevin Scott confirmed in a LinkedIn post that the companywas work-
ing on an AI model called MAI-1,which, according to an earlier report in The
Information,would be large enough to “compete”with OpenAl.

That same fear of missing out is what fuelled Microsoft’s first investment in
OpenAlinthefirst place.In June of 2019, Scott warned Nadella about the advance-
ments OpenAl was making, according to emails released from the US Justice
Department’s antitrust investigation into Google. Scott
admitted to being highly dismissive of the company’s
work at first, before realising both Google and OpenAl
could now process human language in ways that “we
couldn’t easily replicate”. As he looked closer at the gap
between Microsoft and the frontrunners,"I got very, very
worried”, Scott added.

Nadellathenlooped in Microsoft’s chief financial offi-
cer,Amy Hood, to the email chain.“[This is] why [ want to
do this,” he said, referring to what would become
Microsoft’sinitial $1 billion investment in OpenAl the fol-
lowing month.

Butwhile some CEOs might have let their new partner
forge the company’s strategic path, Nadella didn’t. His rad-
ical drive to diversify Microsoft’s business in the last 10 years reflects that
approach to curbing the company’s reliance on a single dominant product like its
Windows operating system.When he saw declines in PC shipments on the horizon
in 2014, Nadella pushed Microsoft into the cloud business, eventually grabbing
more than 20% of the global cloud-computing market.

That same safeguarding strategy could also help if OpenAlI pulls the rug out
from under Microsoft again. Lastyear’s dramatic firingand return of OpenAI CEO
Sam Altman may have led Microsoft to getting an observer seat on its more cor-
porate-friendly board, but the Al firm’s unusual structure still makes it a ticking
time bomb for Nadella.

It remains“an entirely independent company”governed by its nonprofit board,
according to OpenAI’swebsite.Thatboard decidesif and when OpenATIhasfinally
built human-level “artificial general intelligence”, or AGI, towhich Microsoftisn’t
entitled. “AGI is explicitly carved out of all commercial and IP licensing agree-
ments,’ the company says.

Atthedrop of ahat,OpenAI’sboard could decide to stop sharing its technology
with Microsoft in much the same way it decided to fire Altman.That puts Nadella
inaprecarious position —and makes his efforts to build powerful Al internallyall
the more reasonable.

The success of that effortisanother matter. Microsoft’sinternal Al teams have
baggage to work through: the humiliation of falling behind Google, the rebukes
from Nadella, and the historic gaffes with projects like Tay, the chatbot that
spouted racist, abusive messages. Mustafa Suleyman, a co-founder of Google
DeepMind, is the new face of Microsoft’s Al efforts. Former colleagues call him a
charismatic Pied Piper for engineers. That bodes well for making Nadella’s Plan B
towork — if it’s ever really needed.
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HERE HAS BEEN some con-

cern expressed on the

declining savings of house-

holds in India. While the

dataavailableisup to FY23,
the disturbing trend is the sharp fall in
the ratio of net financial assets to GDP
toafive-yearlow.Prima facie,it appears
the situation may not have been
reversed in FY24.What exactly are the
issues here?

There are two aspects to the growth
in net financial assets of households as
individuals are both savers and borrow-
ers.As savers theyare the dominant con-
tributor to national savings. The latter
has picked up pace in the last couple of
years. There is a growing belief that liv-
ing on leverage is no longer a taboo. In
fact, it is a preferred choice to move up
the spendingladderand has been bene-
ficial for the consumer goods segment.

The graphicgivesinformation onthe
ratios of net financial assets, financial
assets,and financial liabilities of house-
holds to GDP in the last five years. Net
financial assets are defined as financial
assets minus financial liabilities.

There are two concerns here. The
firstis on theratio of financial assets to
GDP, which is coming down; and the
second is the sharp spike in the ratio of
financial liabilities. A combination of
the two raises a red flag. FY21 can be
taken tobe an aberration as thiswas the
Covid year,which sawa fall in economic
activity and avoidance of any kind of
consumption leading to significant
increase in savings. Hence the ratio of
financial assets crossed 15%.The ratio
of financial liabilities did not come
down but inched up marginally with
home loans providing the traction.

What canbe aworryis that the ratio
of financial assets has come down
from 12% in FY19 to 10.9% in FY23,
which means people are saving less.
This can be attributed mainly to the
fact that households were spending
more on consumption and at the cost

SMALLER POCKETS
NO MAJOR WORRY FOR ECONOMY SO LONG AS SAVINGS ARE ADEQUATE TO FINANCE INVESTMENT

Shrinking savings

MADAN SABNAYVIS

Chief economist, Bank of Baroda

Views are personal

of savings. Real consumption
increased by just around 5% in these
five years and slowed down further to
3% in FY24. Further, given that infla-
tion has been high at 6.2% in FY21,
and 5.5% and 6.7% in the subsequent
years, there was a tendency for the
households to pay higher prices for a
limited basket of goods. This led to
compromises on savings. Further, the
pent-up demand for consumption also
contributed to a dip in savings.

Also,interest rates in banking were
lowleading to near-negative real inter-
est rates which could have been a
deterrent while market-savvy people
had moved to the stock market. But the
fact that savings have gone down is
serious and has to be reversed.

On the liabilities side, there has
been a sharp increase in FY23 from
3.8% of GDPto 5.8%.This isaresult of

higher borrowings mainly from banks
and non-banking finance companies.
In fact, the financial system has been
pushing retail loans at a time when
corporate demand for funds was weak
due to low investment. This began
around 2015 when asset quality
review was undertaken as corporate
non-performing assets had gone up
sharply. Banks directed their efforts to
the retail side where the probability of
delinquency was low in a market typi-
fied by a growing aspirational class.
Three segments have witnessed a
sharp increase over the last five years.
The firstis home loans,where the gov-
ernment has given a boost in the
affordable segment.The second is auto
loans, which have picked up momen-
tum as the demand for automobiles
(cars and two-wheelers) has increased.
The third part is unsecured loans,

RATIO OF HOUSEHOLD ASSETS/LIABILITIES TO GDP
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Union external affairs minister S Jaishankar

When we look at an issue, we look at it from

the point of view of Indian national interest.
And if that Indian national interest means taking
pressure, offending other countries or pushing
back, we are prepared to do it

which has grown ata quick paceand is
used for consumption purposes,draw-
ing theregulator’sattention. Lastyear,
the capital requirements were
enhanced for these loans. There has
also been an increase in the use of
credit cards, although not very signif-
icant in terms of share in total credit.

There is a strong argument that if
households are borrowing to buy a
house or car, there is an increase in
investment,too,asitislinked to afixed
asset that is good for the economy.
Unsecured loans, along with credit
cards, have been considered to be
financing options for consumption
and need to be kept in check.

There are two divergent views here.
While borrowing for consuming isn't
normallylooked upon as prudent even
for the government, it is considered
risky for households who may not nec-
essarily have the financial strength to
service the same. However,if one looks
at developed countries, growth in the
'80s and '90s was accelerated due to
consumerism that was supported by
leverage. Hence shopping for groceries
and paying by credit cards does add to
aggregate demand, and has strong
backward linkages with the relevant
industries and can spur investment.
Therefore,consumptionwith leverage
isnot really a bad thing within limits.

It can be argued that leverage-
based consumption has increased the
financial liabilities of households and
led to also savings being lowered over
time. As long as the savings are ade-
quate to finance investment, there
would be no major problem for the
economy. However, once investment
picks up and is not backed up by
domestic savings, there would be
greater dependence on foreign capital.
This finally gets reflected also in the
macroeconomic concept of current
account deficit,which is the difference
between the two and has a different set
of challenges.

The election-devaluation cycle

THE PROPOSITION THAT major cur-
rency devaluations are more likely to
come immediately after, rather than
before,an election is being tested anew.
In the biggest voting year in history, the
implications could be far-reaching.

Economistswill recall the Nobel lau-
reate economist William D Nordhaus’s
influential 1975 paper “The Political
Business Cycle.” According to Nordhaus,
intheyearleading up toan election,gov-
ernments are more inclined to pursue
fiscaland monetary expansion.Theidea
isthataccelerating output and employ-
ment growth will boost the incumbent’s
popularity before the election, with the
bill—in terms of debt troubles and infla-
tion—coming due only after the vote.

But Nordhaus’s seminal paper also
predicted a political foreign-exchange
cycle.Emerging-marketand developing
economies, Nordhaus suggested, might
seek to prop up the value of their cur-
rencies before an election, even if it
means spending down their foreign-
exchange reserves, only to undergo a
devaluation soon after.

Thetheory of the election-devaluation
cycle was more fully developed in a series
of papers by Ernesto Steinand co-authors.
Devaluation mightbe pursued intention-
ally,with theincoming governmentblam-
ing the consequences—including infla-
tion and, often, economic contraction
—onits predecessor.(Devaluations are so
unpopularthata politicalleaderisalmost
twice as likely to lose office in the six
months following oneasinnormal times.)
Oritmightbeforced onthe country,inthe

JEFFREY FRANKEL

Professor of capital formation and growth, Harvard University, and
research associate, US National Bureau of Economic Research

form of a balance-of-payments crisis.
Recent events appear to support this
claim. Consider Nigeria’s February 2023
presidential election.Theincumbent,who
was term-limited, had long used foreign-
exchange intervention, capital controls,
and multiple exchange rates to avoid
devaluing the naira. But Nigeria’s new
president, Bola Tinabu, oversaw a 49%
devaluation on June 14,2023, just two
weeks after hisinauguration.(Thiswas not
enough to restore equilibrium in the bal-
ance of payments, and
the naira has since

[ ...———
Elections do not always

Devaluations are so unpopular that a political
leader is almost twice as likely to lose office in the
six months following one as in normal times

Two days after his inauguration, Milei
devalued the peso by more than half. He
has also slashed government spending
(forexample,on energy subsidies), thereby
rapidly achieving a budget surplus,and
introduced sweeping pro-business
reforms. Though inflation remains very
high, the centralbank’s foreign-exchange
reserves stopped falling after the devalu-
ation—anoutcome thatis consistentwith
Nordhaus’s theory.

Afourth example is Egypt. President
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s
control over state institu-

plummeted further.) . . tions and neutralisation

Turkey offers bring devaluations. of any serious political
anotherexample.Before ~ Neither India (elections  challenger would have
the May 2023 elections,  ynderway) nor Mexico  been enough to assure
President Recep Tayyip (vote in June) seems to his re-election in last
Erdogan famously . . December’s election.
instructed the central be in need of major Nonetheless, Sisi’s gov-
bank to keep interest exchange-rate ernment  postponed

rates low in order to
boost growth and to
intervenetosupportthe
lira,attracting considerableridicule forhis
insistence that the populist policy would
reducesoaringinflation.Afterthevote,the
lirawasimmediately devalued,and it con-
tinued todepreciate throughout theyear.

Then there is Argentina, which sur-
prised the world by electing Javier Milei
in its presidential election last Novem-
ber. Often described as a far-right liber-
tarian, Milei—who does notrepresentan
established political party—campaigned
onapromise toreduce the government’s
roleinthe economyand abolish the cen-
tral bank’s ability to print money.

THE EDITOR

Kejriwal’s bail

By releasing Arvind Kejriwal, the
supremo of the Aam Aadmi Party and
chief minister of Delhi, on bail and
allowing him to participate in
electioneering, the Supreme Court
has proved yet again that justice is
very much alive and kicking in our
country. We can now expect Kejriwal
to use all his might in the hope that
the National Democratic Alliance
(NDA) bloc finds its Waterloo in many

states. While most of the election
pundits have predicted that the NDA
will not be able to notch up 400+
seats in this election, Kejriwal's release
will make the task more challenging
for the NDA. One hopes Kejriwal
makes the best use of the opportunity,
aligns with the other opposition
parties, is ready for some sacrifice and
helps defeat the NDA as a formidable
member of the Indian National
Developmental Inclusive Alliance.
—Tharcius S Fernando, Chennai

adjustment
=

unpleasant economic
measures until after the
vote, even though the
economy had been in crisis for some
time. The widely expected devaluation
of the Egyptian pound (by 45%)—part
of an International Monetary Fund pro-
gram that also included the usual
unpopular demands for monetary and
fiscal discipline—came on March 6.
Finally, in Indonesia, the rupiah has
been depreciating ever since February’s
contentious presidential election. It
neared an all-time low earlier in April.
President-elect Prabowo Subianto—
who won the election thanks to the
backing of his popularbut term-limited

Boosting consumption

Since India is already the fifth-
largest economy, one need not
worry about boosting rural
consumption. Rural India has
utilised the opportunities offered
by the pandemic. Initiatives such as
Skill India and Lakhpati Didi have
empowered the rural population.
Occasional shutdown of schools
during the pandemic couldn't
prevent the students from

predecessor, Joko Widodo—has not even
been inaugurated yet. It is almost as if
the departing government is attempt-
ing to do Subianto a favour by getting
the devaluation out of the way.

Of course, elections do not always
bring devaluations. Neither India,where
elections are now underway,nor Mexico,
which will hold a vote in June, seems to
be in need of major exchange-rate
adjustment. But the election-devalua-
tion cycle could play out in, say, Bolivia,
which isunder considerable balance-of-
payments pressure, with dwindling
international reserves, as it approaches
its 2025 presidential election.

One couldalsoimagine this cycle tak-
ingholdinVenezuela,where the economy
is in shambles, owing to long-term mis-
management,and the currency (the boli-
var) is chronically overvalued. But just as
the government effectively prohibits
political challengers—no major opposi-
tion candidates are being allowed to run
in this July’s presidential election - it
essentially outlaws foreign-exchange
purchases.As a result, it might be along
timebefore equilibriumisrestored tothe
foreign-exchange market.s

Spendingforeign-exchangereservesis
not the only way to fend off a currency
devaluation; capital controls or multiple
exchange rates can also be employed. But
while such measures can enable govern-
mentstodelay difficult reforms, the pres-
sure to adjust to macroeconomic funda-
mentalsis unavoidable.

Copyright: Project Syndicate, 2024.
wwuw.project-syndicate.org

improving their literacy levels,
courtesy of the Digital India
initiative. We are already reaping
the benefits of demographic
dividend. At a time when street-
hawkers/vendors are turning into
entrepreneurs, thanks to the Mudra
loans, one needn't worry about low
demand, price inflation or stagnant
net income growth in rural India.
—Girish Lalwani, Delhi
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CHENNAI

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

— Ramnath Goenka

KEEP AN EYE ON
DEBT AMID SLOWING
HOUSEHOLD SAVINGS

— HE net financial savings of Indian households hit a five-
year low of ¥14.2 lakh crore in 2022-23 from %17.1 lakh
crore in 2021-22, says the latest official data. This was the
third year in arow that the segment saw a decline. Accord-
ing to early estimates, it’s likely that 2023-24, too, followed

the trend. House savings peaked in 2020-21 at %23.3 lakh crore,
but have been going south since. Broadly, the metric includes
financial savings (currency, bank deposits, mutual funds, insur-
ance, equities), savings in physical assets (houses, cars) and
savings in the form of gold and silver. As Chief Economic Advi-
sor V Anantha Nageswaran reasoned, a dip in financial savings
does not necessarily imply a slowdown in gross savings, but
reflects a shift in the savings portfolio from conventional prod-
ucts like deposits to physical assets like real estate.

It’s true physical assets rose in 2022-23, but the growth largely
came via borrowings. As a result, household financial liabili-
ties shot up to ¥15.6 lakh crore—the highest since 2011-12. Lia-
bilities include housing, auto, personal and other loans. Dis-
bursements to households by financial companies in 2022-23
saw a massive 73 percent growth to touch %3.33 lakh crore. RBI
data showed despite steep rise in liabilities, they remained at
only 5.8 percent of GDP during 2022-23. But worried over the
surge in personal loans, in November 2023 the RBI raised pro-
visioning requirement for unsecured loans, including personal
loans. Analysts expect the banking regulator’s tightening
measures to slow personal loan outgoes in the coming years.

Household savings account for over 60 percent of total domes-
tic savings and finance about 40 percent of domestic investment.
Therefore, a steady decline stretching beyond three years should
deepen the government’s worries. Post-pandemic, private con-
sumption growth has been much slower than the GDP growth
rate. Lower consumption can translate to higher savings, like it
did during the pandemic year of 2021; but that isnot happening.
The government is taking comfort in the fact that the decline in
household financial savings is not accompanied by a reduction
in banking assets and credit, which could lead to adverse finan-
cial market conditions. That said, the authorities must monitor
financial flows and intervene from time to time to ensure that
household debt remains under control, while rising unsecured
loans do not intensify into a credit market crisis.

REDRESS STAFF PLAINTS,
AVOID FLIGHT DISORDER

NDIAN aviation witnessed serious disruptions this week
when budget carrier Air India Express cancelled over 170
flights over three days. The cancellations, which followed a
large section of its employees going on sick leave en masse, left
thousands of passengers stranded and airfares soaring. The
crisis has been resolved for now, with the crew returning to duty
after the airline agreed to look into their concerns and withdrew
the termination letters issued to 25 striking employees. But the
harrowing experience of fliers, many of whom had their flights
cancelled at the last minute, cannot be overlooked.

While the episode demonstrated how professionalism—an
essential in the services sector—is in short supply among the
aviation workforce, the Tata Group-owned airline, which oper-
ates around 380 daily flights, cannot walk away from the re-
sponsibility as it knew about the brewing trouble. The Air In-
dia Express Employees Union had written to the top group
management in April, seeking redress of their grievances that
included “mismanagement”, reduction in payments due to
new HR policies, and lack of equality in employee treatment.
In April first week, another Tata Group airline Vistara had to
cancel over 150 flights and delay others after pilots went on
mass sick leave over salary disputes. Some trouble is expected
as the Tata Group is restructuring its airline business—merg-
ing Vistara with Air India to create a bigger full-service carrier,
and AIX Connect, formerly AirAsia India, with Air India Ex-
press to form a bigger budget carrier. The mergers have been
met with resistance from employees who are apprehensive of
possible salary cuts and changes in working conditions.

While these disruptions obviously point to the challenges
involved in mergers of such a scale, the group must ensure the
least disruption in services in the interest of protecting its re-
nowned credibility. It can take lessons from the 2007 merger of
Air India and Indian Airlines, where the HR issues took years
to resolve. Bringing about pay parity and integrating people
from different organisational cultures are not easy to achieve,
but staff resentment needs to be dealt with cautiously and
quickly. Authorities, including the aviation ministry, must in-
tervene to avoid major disruptions in flight services and ensure
that the affected passengers are adequately compensated.
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QUICK TAKE

LEND THEM YOUR EARS

MONG the many digital products the pandemic tsunami
A held aloft were audiobooks. People tuned in to hear inspi-

rational or sensational texts read aloud while they pot-
tered around home doing chores. And like most lockdown
legacies, the craze ebbed. India, though considered a prime
market, barely caught on. The lack of well-voiced Indian-
language books was rightly called a major deficiency. But
there is another market the bookwallahs seem to be ignoring.
Research shows that audiobooks can help neurodivergent
children with comprehension and adults with insomnia. Why
not go to sleep listening to one of the top-selling audiobooks
in India—A Book of Simple Living by Ruskin Bond?

EDITORIAL

SNV RQISWUG N THE NEW INDIAN EXPRESS

N February 25, 1956, Nikita
Khrushchey, first secretary of
the Soviet Communist Party
and chairman of the council of
ministers, delivered his famous
“secret speech” to the 20th Con-
gress of the party. For the pre-
vious few decades, the Soviet Union had
been dominated by one man, Josef Sta-
lin. Starting as a humble adherent of
Marxist-Leninist principles and a devot-
ed follower of Lenin, Stalin gradually
established a regime of acute repression
while at the same time establishing a cult
of personality all of his own.

He assured his omnipresence in many
different ways. Factories, mines,
cities, schools, sanatoriums, and various
awards bore his name. Millions of his
portraits and statues were set up in pub-
lic spaces nationwide. Fine arts, sculp-
ture, literature, poetry, music and films of
that period displayed adoration for Sta-
lin, later called Staliniana. The state-con-
trolled media endlessly churned out the
image of Stalin as the undisputed, much-
loved leader of the Soviet Union. Individ-
ual and collective letters of gratitude
from workers poured in in millions.

As he grew in power and used it merci-
lessly, flattery and worship of the leader
became the order of the day. Lavrentiy
Beria, chief of the Soviet secret police,
published a book dedicated to Stalin
with the words: “To my dear, adored mas-
ter, to the Great Stalin.” Another of Sta-
lin’s close associates, Lazar Kaganovich,
toasted Stalin as the ‘steel founder of our
socialist construction’ who had led the
‘socialist furnace without accidents and
slow-downs’ and ‘smelted steel of a high-
er and unprecedented category’. It was
mandatory from 1935 onwards to speak
of Stalin only in the most glowing terms;
sycophantic speeches were given even by
his opponents. Referring to Stalin as ‘the
great leader’, ‘father of the people’, ‘the
wise helmsman’, ‘the genius of our ep-
och’ and ‘the titan of the world revolu-
tion’ became common.

Over time, the cult developed over-
tones of religious ritualism. Stalin ap-
peared in pictures and statues in poses
reminiscent of Christ and Christian
saints. At home, people turned his pic-
ture the other way when they wanted to
speak freely to one another. His ‘spiritu-
al’ dominance was everywhere, not least
in the vast organised events where mass-
es gathered together to catch a glimpse
of the supreme leader and pay obeisance
to him. By the 1930s, icons associating
Stalin with Christ were standard in pub-
lic life. People would similarly pray and

In different epochs, leaders have created cultish followings with
the help of state apparatus and sycophants. As the Emergency
showed, democracies are not immune to such upheavals

WHAT HISTORY
TEACHES US ABOUT
PERSONALITY CULTS

cross themselves before Stalin’s picture.

Such utter subservience has not
been confined to Stalin. In the 1980s, Ro-
manian dictator Nicolae Ceausescu was
called the giant of the Carpathians,
the source of our light, the treasure of
wisdom and charisma, the great archi-
tect, the celestial body and the new
morning star by public figures. In Zaire
in 1975, Mobutu Sese Seko was hailed as
a new prophet and messiah. Franco’s
sycophants compared him to Julius Cae-
sar, Charlemagne, Napoleon, El Cid,
Charles V and most of the kings of the
Golden Age of Spain, calling him a mili-
tary genius, the sun and the father of
peace. In Syria in the 1990s, President
Hafiz al-Assad was praised as the coun-
try’s premier pharmacist, as well as the

Former Cabinet Secretary and author of
As Good as My Word: A Memoir

SOURAV ROY

country’s premier teacher, doctor and
lawyer, among other things.

Indeed, a personality cult can be devel-
oped in any country by any leader with a
combination of massive self-projection,
praise from self-serving sycophants and
repression by the instruments of govern-
ance—in short, a cocktail of fear and in-
tense publicity. Under such circumstanc-
es, lies can become truths and citizens,
deluded by the fantasy created by the dic-
tator and his lieutenants, and the over-
whelming fear created by his guards and
bureaucrats, can sing the same tune.

Speaking about Stalin, psychologist
Kurt Lewin said the leader’s cult
was “not just a ruling device” but
“generated by the psyche of a man
whose vanity was unsatiable [sic]”, the

In the present era of devalued dreams
and mocked hopes, we need to confront
immoral power with moral power

Elizabeth
Martinez

outcome of a “deep-seated psychological
urge”. Erich Fromm wrote of Stalin as
amental and physical sadist who wanted
to have “absolute and unrestricted con-
trol” over human beings and desired to
become a god over others.

This is precisely what Khrushchev
said in his secret speech. He talked
of how “the practice of mass repression
through the government apparatus
was born, first against the enemies
of Leninism—Trotskyites, Zinovievites,
Bukharinites, long since politically
defeated by the party—and subsequently
also against many honest Communists,
against those party cadres who
had borne the heavy load of the
Civil War and the first and most
difficult years of industrialisation
and collectivisation, who had fought ac-
tively against the Trotskyites and the
rightists for the Leninist party line”

He said, “Stalin, on the other hand,
used extreme methods and mass repres-
sions at a time when the Revolution was
already victorious, when the Soviet state
was strengthened, when the exploiting
classes were already liquidated, and so-
cialist relations were rooted solidly in all
phases of the national economy
when our Party was politically consoli-
dated and had strengthened itself both
numerically and ideologically.” He re-
minded the party that Lenin had warned
the Soviet Congress of Stalin’s instabili-
ty. Khrushchev’s words were received
with warm applause, and the Soviet Un-
ion turned back to the ways of Lenin.

Democracy is not a sufficient bulwark
against the emergence of leaders
with dictatorial tendencies. We have seen
during the Emergency how the instru-
ments of democracy could be warped
and twisted. Democracy lives on the
fairness and neutrality of institutions.
The same formula for the aggrandise-
ment of authority can also be used in de-
mocracies. If the leader chooses to mag-
nify hisimage at the cost of the exchequer
and with the help of a few sycophants
around him, if he captures institutions
and bends them to his will, if he uses
hisregulatory and investigative agencies
to crush those opposed to him, if he cre-
ates discord within society to consolidate
his power, a democratic country too can
be ruled autocratically. A great deal de-
pends on the leader’s choices.

In the words of Deen Dayal Upadhyaya,
“When the state acquires all powers,
both political and economic, the result is
a decline of dharma.”

(Views are personal)
(kmchandrasekhar@gmail.com)

FROM CAMPUS TO CAPITOL:
PROTESTS ROCK U.S. POLITICS

RADUATION season is begin-
ning in the US, a lively period
when gowns are donned, mor-
tarboards and parties are
thrown, and students celebrate
stepping out into the world. This
year, though, a number of cam-
pus events are being cancelled due student
protests against Israeli military action in
Gaza. Some convocations have been dis-
rupted by pro-Palestinian protests.

When public morality needs a course
correction, students often step in while
politicians cling to geopolitical invest-
ments. The Biden administration has the
leverage to avert or downscale Israeli de-
fence operations against civilians, but it
has chosen not to. Inaction protecting an
old ally has now alienated young people.

After October 2023, when Hamas attacks
started the current cycle of violence, criti-
cism of Israeli backlash was anathema in
the US. American Jewish groups launched
publicity campaigns equating opposition
to Israeli action with anti-semitism. The
Harvard University campus was circled
everyday by a propeller plane trailing a
banner that read: “Harvard hates Jews.”
Today, the same campus is the site of an
Occupy-like movement favouring Pales-
tine. Harvard Yard, the university’s old
core, is a tourist attraction for families
from all over the world who want to place
their kids. Today;, it is sealed off in fear they
would swell the numbers in the tented field.
Surveillance choppers circle overhead.

President Joe Biden seems to be alert to
this change among youth. On Thursday, he
said a full-scale attack on Rafah by the Is-
rael Defense Forces would cancel US mili-
tary aid to the country That’s saying a lot
because the relationship between the two
countries has been unconditional, not least
because of the significant presence of Jew-
ish professionals and entrepreneurs in the
US economy, academia and arts.

But this concession to domestic senti-
ment came after weeks in which it was
open season on students’ movement. It was
accused of being disorganised. Actually,
from California to New England, the move-
ment is held together by a demand for uni-
versities to disinvest endowments and fees
from Israeli interests, and for the govern-
ment to stop financing military action with
tax dollars. “Not a penny, not a dime” is the
slogan heard most frequently on the streets,
though “From the river to the sea” is quot-
ed most frequently in the coverage.

Ironically, the movement was also dis-

PRATIK KANJILAL

For years, the author has been speaking
easy to a surprisingly tolerant public

SPEAKEASY

paraged for being too organised. All tents
in student encampments look the same,
people complain, which apparently sug-
gests that organised interests, perhaps po-
litical parties, are backing the movement.
This is no argument at all. In India, lead-
ers from across the spectrum, from former
finance minister Arun Jaitley to CPI(IML)
Liberation general secretary Dipankar

The students on US campuses

who are demanding divestment

from Israeli interests are upending
political calculations in an election
year. Joe Biden might be facing a
moment like the anti-war protests

of the 1960s and the anti-apartheid
movement of the 1970s-80s

Q

Bhattacharya are products of student poli-
tics backed by parties. It’'s normal.

The students’ demand for divesting has
its problems. The authorities would argue
it is impossible to implement, unlike sanc-
tions against a single product like Russian
oil (and that didn’t work either). Global fi-
nance is too deeply intermeshed for inves-
tors to identify and reject every Israel link.
But disinvestment is effective. A decades-
long movement on US campuses to disin-
vest from South Africa, which came to a
head in the 1980s, played a role in ending
apartheid. It isn’t just about money. In India
this week, students at Ashoka University
urged authorities to cut ties with Tel Aviv
University. The sundering of institutional
links accompanying divestment would put
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Israeli campuses beyond the pale.

Research has become hugely collabora-
tive and dozens of people from multiple
countries may share credit for a single pa-
per. In 2015, a paper closely estimating the
mass of the Higgs boson had 5,154 authors,
the current world record. But consider a
very narrow field, like research on ribos-
omes using X-ray crystallography, for which
Venki Ramakrishnan won a Nobel in 2009.
Very few people work in this area, but nev-
ertheless Ramakrishnan shared his prize
with Ada Yonath, an Israeli. It is absurd to
imagine Israel can be excluded from cur-
rent research without reducing its scope.

Given such disincentives, disinvestment
and blackballing would probably stop at
just a couple of shots fired across the bows
of Israel. But it will remain an election is-
sue in the US. The 1968 presidential election
provides a rough parallel. It was dominated
by a difficult external issue—the persist-
ence of Vietham war;, plus uneasiness about
the domestic situation (hippies on the loose,
Woodstock ahead). Richard Nixon won as
he was able to associate his competitor,
former Democrat vice president Hubert
Humphrey, with all that was awry and
promised to withdraw troops from Indochi-
na. At the same time, Ronald Reagan be-
came governor of California by promising
to clean out Berkeley, whose campus was
the epicentre of antiwar protests.

Two years later, Ohio National Guards
opened fire on student protesters at Kent
State University; the deaths became a tip-
ping point. A foreign affairs debacle fol-
lowed, when Nixon and Kissinger ignored
the ‘Blood telegram’ from Dhaka, which
warned of an army-led genocide in East
Pakistan and Bangladesh was born when
Indian forces intervened in 1971. Today,
the students’ movement against Israel’s
militarism awaits such a tipping point,
and sadly, the conservatives could be ben-
eficiaries. That means Donald Trump,
after the current Storminess has passed.

(Views are personal)
(On X @pratik_k)
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All’s fair

Ref: When other sticks fail to stir the pot

(May 10). The author has totally thrown to

the winds the acche din provided by the BJP
with more than 4 crore pucca houses and free
foodgrains to 80 crore people from the lower
strata of society. Instead, he is harping on
narratives used by the BJP in the elections. He
must realise that everything is fair in love, war
and elections.

S K Ramesh, Ballari

Clean chit

The author states that Narendra Modi was
associated with the anti-Muslim pogrom in
2002. Has he forgotten that Modi was given
a clean chit by none other than the Supreme
Court? He talks of decency now. Where was
his decency when Congress leaders abused
Modi and doubted our armed forces?
Jaikishan N, Kengeri

Unethical campaign

The PM’s recent scathing attacks on Muslims,
using derogatory comments to gain votes, are
unfortunate. It’s unacceptable fora PM to
continuously stigmatise a religious community
by referring to them as infiltrators. Vilifying
the opposition as a Muslim-favoured party is
another way of gaining political advantage
that is not ethical.

Shihab Puttur, Mangaluru

Recurring problem

The recent tragedy at Shri Sudharsan
fireworks unit in Sivakasi, resulting in 10
deaths and numerous injuries, demands
immediate action. Recurring accidents
underscore the need for stricter regulations to
halt firecracker production, safeguarding lives
and the environment. Instead of providing
monetary compensation after each incident,
the government must prioritise prevention by
halting this hazardous activity.

V Parameswari, Tiruchirappalli

Lowering standard

Pass marks for the SSLC board exam have been
lowered to 25 percent from 35 percent this
year in Karnataka. In spite of this, the share of
students passing out remained at around 73
percent. Far from encouraging students, this
will become a black mark on them.

M R Raghunath, Bengaluru

Dividing treatment?

The Enforcement Directorate’s argument

that no one can be arrested if interim bail is
granted to unscrupulous politicians is right. |
wonder why the Supreme Court is not able to
understand this. Instead, the court is trying to
divide the rule of law between ordinary people
and politicians.

Jayakumar AV, email
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Speedy Rise and Rise
Of Quick Commerce

Data granularity of hyperlocal purchase habits

A couple of vears ago, quick commerce was a cash-burn-
ing game. Today, ‘instant’ supply of groceries from dark
stores in the neighbourhood is a runaway success. Gold-
man Sachs reckons Blinkit, which was acquired by Zo-
mato, is now more valuable than the core food delivery
business. Express deliveryv of groceries is growing at
phenomenal rates in India, in contrast to the global expe-
rience, and is spreading out from the country’s densely
packed urban pockets to smaller towns. Online grocers
such as Blinkit, Swiggy's Instamart and Zepto are esti-
mated to have notched up gross merchandise value of
$2.8 bn last year, according to market intelligence firm
Redseer, and are expected to grow 40-45% annually over
the next three vears.

Drivingthisexplosive growth is theemergence of anew
category of youngbuyers whoareditchingtheKkiranaex-
perience. Offline, grocery retail is an unorganised busi-
nessthatcan'tmatchuptotheanalyticsquick commerce
firms deploy to keep their warehouses stocked and shop-
ping carts full. Online grocers have a
seriousadvantage in inventory mana-
gement and cost of fulfilment. Market-
ingisanother area where they areskit-
9 tling competition from Kiranas. And,
now, quick commerce is training its
sights on a larger share of the overall
ecommerce business, where it will ha-
vetouseitsdisruptive instant gratification capacity aga-
inst the Alarmour of thelikes of Amazonand Flipkart.

Quick commercehasanadvantage inthe granularity of
data it collects about purchase habits in specificneighbo-
urhoods that neither the kirana nor the larger ecommer-
ce playerscan match. Improvingdata analytics will push
the advantage further for them to stock lighter and sell
gquicker. Traditional ecommerce players flirted with qui-
ck commerce but gave up, leaving the field open to food
delivery firms, which, in turn, arefinding in express gro-
cery delivery a quicker path to profit than their legacy
business. Unlike dining out, having groceries delivered
leads to no diminution of the user experience.

Disincentivise Crop
Burning Eftectively

Golhasdirected the Punjab, Harvana, Delhi and Rajasthan gov-
ernments to exclude farmers who burn post-harvest stubble
from MSP benefits starting this year. Citing a 2023 Supreme Co-
urt order recommending disincentives, it has asked the states
toestablish amechanismtoidentifyerringfarmersand makea
‘redentry’ infarm records for all cases identified through a pro-
tocol that Isro has been asked todevelop tomap paddy farm bur-
ntareas. Lastvear, ‘redentry’, which barsfarmersfromarange
of state benefits, was only made in 2.6% of cases in Punjab.

Stubble burning is a major contributor to the region’s poor
air. Air pollution reduces life expectancy of north India’s rou-
ghly half-a-billion residents by up to seven years, representing

one of the world’s most significant health
burdens from pollution. Of late, Gol has
comeupwith several strategies: in-situcrop
S res idue management through machines,

8 maore accessible procurement of machi-

. nes,introduction of high-vield and short-
== duration paddy varieties, staggering of
= harvestingschedule, extensive use of bio-
decomposer by Indian Agricultural Research Institute (LARI),
and alternative usage of paddy straw. But they have failed ma-
inly because of three reasons: stubble burning is still the qui-
ckest way to clear fields, slow implementation of Gol’s plan,
and perhaps weak state outreach tofarmers.

Implementing the MSP disincentive will be challenging and
politically touchy The issue of fines and penal action against
farmers was a key point raised in the 2020-21 farmers protest.
Butwithdatashowingthatboth Haryanaand Punjabare gear-
ing up to increase their paddy production, it's essential this
strategy isrolled out and implemented strictly, with states do-
ing the heavy lifting.

£ JUST IN JEST

J As far as offering political action for
money goes, America does it better

Not Beating About
The Bush-Type, Don

Listenup, folks, whoare going all ‘OMG’ upon hearing one
VIP accusing two other VIPs of sending tempo-full of cash
so0 that a third VIP can stop going on and on about the two
VIPsbeinginleague with thefirst. Frankly all thissupposi-
tion and rhetoric pertaining to a crony capitalism-politics
nexus is tiddlywinks compared to what the Don reportedly
articulated in a hall full of people last month. The former
American president, who may also be the next American
president, according to The Washington Post, had openly
proposedatadinner at his home and club in Mar-a-Lagoin
Floridathatif the topUS oil executives gathered amongthe
some 20 people in the room together gave him §1 bn for his
re-election campaign, as president he would tear up Joe Bi-
den’s tranche of environmental regulations and prevent
any new ones. In other words, if the bossesof Chevron, Ex-
xon and otherslick oilwalas gather a kittyof abillion, they
can drill and frack as much, and in any old way, they want.

Instead of insinuations and nudge-nudge, wink-winks,
Trumpmade astraightforward pitch that wasn'tarticulat-
ed at the back of tempo, but in the moderate opennessof a
private function. With the height of moral bars in politics
seemingly everywhere lowered to somewhere down near
the ankles, there is a perverse virtue in the Don’s hyper-
frank deals and appeals.

~w— nlIndia,football wasthe original
mass brand, while cricket was
its sophisticated sibling. Over
time, there has been a decisive
rolereversal and the reasons are
rooted way bevond the playing fields.
The recently released Amit Ravinder-
nath Sharma-directed, Ajay Devgn-
starring film, Maidaan — set in the
1950s-60s — is sufficient evidence for a
generation oblivious to Indian foot-
ball’s successtul past.

Coach Syved Abdul Rahim (Devgn)
embarks on a Bharat darshan to scout
talent from almost everywhere. Tulsi-
das Balaram is famously picked up
from the streets of Secunderabad, and
others from equally unexpected loca-
les. Somewhere down the line, this res-
ults in India putting up a sterling show
of foothall in the 1956 Melbourne Oly-
mpics, and then winning the 1962 Jak-
arta Asian Games foothall gold.

Football also possessed deep-rooted
community values, whether ethnic or
corporate. Kolkata's East Bengal and
Mohun Bagan ably represented the
soft power to bridge the harsh anguish
of Partition. Matatlal, JCT, Dempoand
their institutional peers treated their
football teams as a potent CSR. Quite
like seasonal festivities, tournaments
acquired alovable, relatable character,
Durand in the pleasing Delhi winter
Cooperage Rovers with the Bombay
film fraternity Governor’s Gold Cup
in the refrigerated hills, and IFA Lea-
gue and IFA Shield mirroring the desi
versionof today's English Premier Lea-
gue and FA Cup.

East Bengal’s hilsa and Mohun Ba-
gan's giant prawn were more than just
courmet mnemonics. They stood for
an inclusive value system. Radio beca-
me an inspirational unifier, whether
the commentator was Ajoy Basu or
Novy Kapadia. In our limited world vi-
ew, the national team was reasonably
successfill — finishing runners-up in
the Merdeka tournament in Indonesia
in 1958 and 1964, and winning the ad-
mittedly downsized Nehru Cup in In-
dia in 2007, 2000 and 2012

But it took oneday — June 25, 1983
at Lord’s Cricket Ground for eve
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Xurblan India, Brldglngthe Gaps

Geetanjali Kirloskar
[T ey

India needs to develop a natural and
durable bridge between urban and
rural areas, which will alsoconnect
agriculture and industry, and improve
economic productivity and quality of
life. In its 2010 report, ‘India’s Urban
Awakening: Building Inclusive Cities,
Sustaining Economic Growth', McKin-
sey Global Institute estimates:
b By 2030, India’s urban population
will be 330 mn (39% of total population).
P There will be 13 tier- cities (with more
than 4 mn inhabitants each), account-
ing for 155 mn people (26% of total ur-
ban population).
P 55 tier-2 cities (1-4 mn) with 104 mn
people (17%), and 6,000 tier-3 and -4 tow-
ns (<1 mn)with 331 mn people (57%).
According to projections for rural
and urban productivity, by 2030, urban
India will account for 70% of GDE Ind-
1a targets to become a developed nation
with a %26 tn economy by 2047, Rural
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How IPL Stole

while world football
is the elite spectator
sport here

rything to start changing. Just as
the Hindenburg explosion in 1937 end-
ed the airship vs aircraft debate once
and for all, India shifted loyalties towa-
rds bat-and-ball. The ODI format was
pop culture, unlike the classical Test
match. Impatient Indians were tired of
waiting with Nehruvian constraint,
and limited-overs cricket was popcorn
with club soda.

India continued its winning habit,
and while Javed Miandad's last-ball six
inSharjah on April 18,1986, broke a nati-
on's heart, itdid mirror big-screen cine-
ma with acceptable dollops of tragedy

Television, by now colour, played a
catalyticrole indistributing the magic.
The early currents of liberalisation
were already being fanmed and nation-
al pride sought actionable nuances —
not just stereotypesof culture but mar-
kers of performance. Like Rakesh Sh-
arma’s space foray in 1984 and the Ma-
ruti 800 rolling out of the garage, crick-
et fitted the role brilliantly

T20 cricket is the preferred parantha

of the vibrant mainstream.

International football is the desired
4 dessert of emerging exclusives

productivity must grow fmm 50% of
urban productivity today to at least
75%. Also, quality of life acrossurban
and rural India must also transform.
The bridge from today’s developing
India to tomorrow's developed India is
in the economic growth and quality-
of-life potential of India’s 6,000 tier-3
and -4 cities —In its ‘xurbia’, the %’ in-
gredient fuelling India’s transforma-
tion to developed-country status, Xur-
bian towns would:
B Offer citizens quality economic op-
portunities, and educational, medical,
cultural and entertainment facilities.
P Be within a1-2 hrride from tier-3
and -4 towns.
P Be, at most, an hour away froma
well-functioning tier-3 or -4 town that
offers its children and youth excellent
education, training, jobs and gquality
healthcare.
P Have at least one modern mamafac-
turing unit, knowledge services (1TeS,
business services)and an R&D setup.
P Havea processing and packaging
unit that adds value to the agricultu-
ral produce of the rural communities
it serves,
P Have central green space, commu-
nity centre and sports facilities.
Creating and nurturing xurbias re-
quire meticulous planning. It can be

the Maldaa

Cricket is to India what
football is to the world &
- of mass appeal - ¢
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Football, on the
other hand, was on a south-
erly spiral. The Fifa World Cup telecas-
ts, live since 1982, were shattering ma-
ny myths. We were clearly playing a ti-
er-2 game, emotions notwithstanding.
To uplift domestic standards, we were
importing Iranians and players from
African countries, a prequel tocurrent
recruitment habits. Moreover, we were
losing regularly to Asian peers like So-
uth Korea and Japan. The core football
spectator was getting bored of yetano-
ther Third World also-ran calling card.

The Tendulkar era was unleashed
and superheroes came on to the crick-
et pitch. Advertising, especially the
Cola Wars, uperaded their mythology,
and our collective imagination was
captured. Frequent victories propel-
led our ever-increasing national self-
confidence, and assertive affluence led
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Bridge towns of India

done in phases, focusing on a few states
with carefully chosen tier-2 and -3 tow-
nsto maximise their cities’ and rural
community footprints.

The McKinsey report estimates that
Indian cities must spend $1.2 tn over
the next two decades, equivalent to $134
percapita annually Since the study
was published in 2010, we could add a
20% cost inflation to the estimates,

Resources must be allocated to tier-3
and -4 towns, at least in proportion to
thesizeof their populations, which
would mean $820 bn allocated over 20
vears, with each selected town getting
acapex budget of $160 per capita a vear.
S0, a town with a population of 2lakh
wollld have an expenditure budget of
$32mnavyear.

This will be used to build schools,

to start changing. Once
g and for all, India shifted

to easy accessibility in training. No
longer were Indian teams staffed by
middle-class engineers and graduates
from cities.

Smartmarketing completed the loop.
broughttolife splendidly by Lalit Modi-
birthed IPL. The prolific stream of new-
bies confirms this irreversible pattern.

Butforevery ‘mass’action, thereisan
equal and opposite ‘privileged reaction.
Football, thus, has made a comeback,
through the elevated expressways of
EPL, La Liga and Champions League

essentially through international
football spectatorship. Urbane Indians
quickly broke bread with quirky boro-
ughsof London, and the North London
derby started to seem so meaningful.

Cristiano Ronaldo became the abid-
ingicon of savvy young Indianlads, an
accessible bridge tothe global socioeco-
nomic potboiler we are finally privy to.
Auniversal brotherhood, quitelike the
digital evolution, where regional identi-
ties are often superceded by the supra-
national convergence of possibilities.

Football has become the Upper Ind-
ia story, in somany ways. Courtesy our
demographicabundance, ISLalsothri-
ves in select parts, although as Plan B
of amore enriched diet plan.

May is the business end for both

cricket and football. EPL is climax-
ing with a neck-to-neck run by
¢ Man- chester City and Arsenal to
the title line.
[PL has gotin-
to the serious
end of its bu-
siness, with
the final on
May 26. Whe-
loyalties towards glgr Hﬂrugsia
_and. rtmund or
hat-and-ball Bl Madrid
will be champions of Eu-
ropewill bedecided on Junel—the
same day the T20 World Cup starts in
the UUS and West Indies. Football-wise
again, the sleep-sucking Euro tourna-
ment starts on June 14. While most of
football-watching India will be follow-
ingthe Euro, the intersection setof foot-
ball and cricket spectators will be redu-
ced significantly.

T20cricket 1sthe preferred parantha
of the vibrant mainstream who had
onceflocked tothe football maidaan. In-
ternational football is the desired des-
sert of emerging exclusives, who earli-
er would have thronged the club hous-
esof Brabourne or Chepauk, the equi-
valent of Wimbledon forourendof the
Global North.

Battlelines are already beingdrawn
between terrestrial channels and digi-
tal suppliers, as our consumption pat-
terns change across playvgrounds. In the
end, evervbody will win, even as the
Maidaan now belongs to IPL.

s, It toOk One
day - June 25,1983 -
at Lord’s for everything

The twriter is an aidoromons brand corstliant

hospitals, community centres and
green spaces, primarily through a
PPP while atiracting private invest-
ment in factories, service businesses
and agriculture processing. The res-
ultant prosperity level of the popu-
lation will fund operating expenses
through local taxes and attract good
shopping and entertainment.

If carried out, there isnoreason to
believe that India can’t become the
only developed country in the world
with over 50% of its population rural,
but well-connected to the modern, tech-
driven world through a network of ur-
ban towns and equally productive.

Our cities are full of people who
come from small towns and bring to
these cities potential talent —wheth-
er in sports, arts or business —that
makes them boom. However, talented
newcomers to a city must work hard
in their initial vears to discover the
quality of life and the time to nurture
their talent.

With the xurbian revolution, talent
will be even more widespread and
more accessible to growth, leading to
an economic and gqualitative boom
spread evenly across the country

The writer is chairperson-MLD
Kirloskar Systemns

Jyotsna Puri &
Lawrence Haddad
-——

The world is in the middle of an inter-
national aid squeeze. Official develop-
ment assistance (ODA) to food systems
reduced to $44.3 bn in 2021 from $48.7 bn
three years ago. The financing gap for
food systems is $350 bna vear Asares-
ult, international financial flows must
do more with less.

This is why measuring the impact of
each dollar of financing assistance and
understanding what works and what
doesn't are critical. All countries and
institutions must commit tocredible
reporting on their impact.

Multilateral development banks
(MDBs) and international financial
institutions (IFIs) are important inan
increasingly fragile global context. The
share of earmarked ODA funding to
these organisations is increasing So,
they have a special responsibility to get
impact and impact assessment right.

However, these institutions need to
do better: In climate, a recent synthesis
report from the Multilateral Organi-
gation Performance Assessment Net-
work (MOPAN) concludes that MDBs
report on finance and intentions rath-
er than results. Bridgewater Initiative
has highlighted MDBs and [Fls are too
risk-averse and bureaucratic to pro-

vide support to low-income/high-risk
countries or alleviate food insecurity
and malnutrition. Thisisacritical
failure.

Most recently; the World Bank has
shown leadership with its publicly
available scorecard/outcome report.
Yet, the scorecard doesn't quantify the
costof inaction had the World Bank
not invested, With Ajay Banga at the
helm and with the Bank’s work on im-
pact evaluation, it now needs to take
the opportunity to revise its scorecard.
That will also help MDBs and IFIs be-
come far more serious about showing
what is being achieved due to their in-
vestments, compared to their absence.

Credibly assessing impact involves
constructing counterfactuals to under-
stand what would have happened with-
out the investments, and undertaking
contribution analvses to understand
additionality where countertactuals
aren't possible.

Given the squeeze on finance and the
relative ease of data collection and
analysis, itisano-brainer to insist we

The International Fund for Agricul-
tural Development (IFAD) has been us-
ing this methodology on a representa-
tive sample of investments, covering

15% of the portfolio, to determine its
impact. Extrapolation across the port-
folio of more than £7 bn infers invest-
ments improve the economic mobility,
agricultural productivity market
access and resilience of at least 44 mn
people. The next task isan analysis of
how long these impacts last, and exam-
ination of cost-effectiveness.

Global Alliance for Improved Nutri-
tion(GAIN)and its partners have dev-
eloped a methodology to collect data
on diet quality at low cost, allowing
monitoring and evaluation of the im-
pact of even their most complex prog-
rammatic investments. GAIN is also
developing real-time methodologies to
help measure contributions to food
systems policy change where atiribu-
tion is not always possible.

Public sector investments set the
tone for private sector investments,
For the private sector, more funding

be better at commitments
measuring should be going
impact. And it's intosustainable
only going to development ini-
become more tiatives, especial-
straightforwanrd. Iy inclimate. Car-
Aland advanced bon markets are
data analytics being set up, and
mean meastre- ESG has grabbed
ment is easier, the attention of
and expense the commercial
lower, using sector.
high-frequency We must build
data that has impact evalua-
lower collection tions into the
COoSts. Don't just read the menu DNA of these

How to Make Every Rupee Count

processes. However, we don't kKnow
how consequential these cormmit-
ments are. They either skip impact
assessments or, if such assessments
are done, aren't publicly available.

A good first step would be to work
with international organisations in
developing a methodology tomap
private sector resource flows to food
systems and then map these on to
impacts. The second step is tosetup
counterfactual-based methods to
understand the impact of not invest
ing. Some work is happening in this
space—3Fs: financial security, free-
dom, fulfilment — but it needs to be
scaled up.

Development foundations and other
public sector investors could do more
to incentivise and support public-pri-
vate impact funds to have more impact.
Likewise, if more private investors
demanded better impact metrics, it
would incentivise the private sector to
be more effective at generating more
positive societal outcomes,

2024 is a vear of elections, post-truth
is more popular than ever. But the fate
of the poorest must rest on truth. How
much money is being disbursed and
spent, on what, and what impact is it
having are questions we must subject
ourselves to. MDBs and IFIs havea
special responsibility to ensure their
resource machines generate impact,
and are seen todo so. The next global
goals can't assume impact; they must
explicitly demand it.
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Puri s assoctate VE strategy and know-
ledge depariment, International Fund for
Agricultural Development (IFAD), and
Haddad is executive director, GAIN

THE SPEAKING TREE

Shankara’s
Advaita

V5 KRISHNAN

AdiShankara, regarded asan
avatar of Shiv, was born in Kala-
di, Kerala. After assuring his mo-
ther that he would be by her side
in her final hour; he went on a spi-
ritual mission. Walking through
thick forests, he reached Omka-
reshwar on the banks of the Nar-
mada River and met his guru,
Govind Bhagavadpada. The gurm
posed a question; "Who are you?’
Prostrating at his feet, Shankara
said; ‘Tam not the body Noram I
the mind.  am not the intellect
nor am [ the senses; Iam the Self.
Pleased by his answer, Guru Go-
vind initiated Shankara into the
order of sannyas. Later, Shan-
kara expressed the transcended
state he attained in 10 verses
called ‘Nirvana Satakam’.

In Kashi, Shankara propounded
the philosophy of Advaita, which
holds that there is one substra-
tum of Reality behind the entire
universe, What appears external-
Iy asdual, or many, isunreal. It
is the Self within which reflects
one Reality Brahmn. The indivi-
dual functions in connection with
the mind, bodv and senses, which
limits his supreme divine nature
and obseures his vision. Realising
one is not the body, mind or intel-
lect and consciousness of the
Self leads to spiritual fulfilment.

Though Sankara was an em-
bodiment of .Jnana, the eternal
wisdom, he alsoemphasised the
importance of devotion. Accord-
ingto him, when the devotion
matures, it leads to Jnana.

Shankaracharya Javanti falls on
May 12

Thﬂught Bﬂﬂﬂﬂﬂ

Amanisflying ina hotair
balloon and realises he is lost.
He reduces height and spots
another man down below He
lowers the balloon further
and shouts, ‘Excuseme, can
you tell me where lam?

The man below says, “Yes,
vou're in a hot air balloon,
hovering 30ft above thisfield.”

“You must be an engineer;’
says the balloonist.

‘Tam,’ replies the man. ‘How
did vou know?

"Well,’ says
the balloonist,
‘Everything you
have told me is
technically
correct, but
it'snouseto
anyone.’
The man below
savs, “Youmust be in
management.’

‘1am, replies the balloonist,
‘but how did you know?

“Well," says the man, ‘You
don’t know where you are, or
where you're going, but you
expect me to be able to help.
You're in the same position
vou were before we met, but
now it's my fault.’

Bhel of Mystique

‘Make me one with every-
thing, saysthe gurujito the
bhel puriwala.

Then, after getting his bhel
puri, the guru handshim a
00 note.

He takes the money and
attends to the next customer.

Gurujilooks puzzled and
asks the vendor, “Where's my
change?

The bhel puriwala replies,
‘Change comes from within.’
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A Bridge From

Beljingto Europe

Apropos the Edit, Adventures
of Jinping in Europe’ (May 9,
Xidinping's visit to Europe is
seen asan attempt toestablish
inroads into Europe while sireng-
thening ties with pro-Russian
east European countries that
have received huge Chinese inv-
estments. As Beljing is rushing
to promote its theory of a multi-
polar world where Europe is
seen as an actor independent of
the UUS, it's emphasising streng-
thening its strategic and econo-
mic interests to lift the economy
and dilute the negative sentime-
nt against its trade policies, whi-
lelobbving against EU's anti-
subsidy investigations in EV
markets that may invite heavy
taritfs on Chinese imports. The
historic visit may see a divided
European community that's still
suspicious of Chinese intenti-
ons after the pandemic fallout,
and its support to Moscow in
the Ukraine conflict.

MILIND AVASARE
Mumbai




MORE THE NUMBERS i

A thought for today

Voters must have faith in the electoral
process for our democracy to succeed

BELANCHE LINCOLN

The Election Argument

SC does right to give Kejriwal interim bail

because of elections, and it followed through vesterday AAP is

S C had indicated last week that it may give Arvind Kejriwal bail

a national party, in govt in Delhi, which votes on May 25, and
in Punjab, which votes on June 1. Besides being the party chief,
Kejriwal is also the chief minister of Delhi. In the past, of course,
AAP campaigns in both Delhi and Punjab have been very much
helmed by Kejriwal. While only time will tell how much his return
to the campaign trail will affect voters, the uplift of party workers’

spirits isalready evident.

The court order takes pains to clarify
that this is not about “placing politicians
inabeneficpositioncomparedtoordinary
citizens”. [t notes that Lok Sabha elections
provide the vis viva (kinetic energy) to a
democracy. To ignore elections’ prodigious
importance in examining the grant of
interim bail to an electorally significant
figure, the cﬂurt said, “would be iniguitous
andwrong”. What doprecedentssay? That

even when regular bail would not be justified, interim bail can be
granted under compelling circumstances. That in Chandrababu
Naidu’s case too, SC has “deleted the condition restraining the
respondent” from participating in the political process.

As part of its reasoning for interim bail, the court also cited
the timing of Kejriwal's arrest in March this yvear, when the
investigation has been pending since August 2022. These matters
will resume in court after Kejriwal's bail period, which ends on
June 1. But for now, the court has done right to put the interests of

democracy over other issues.

Breach In Dahod

Sanctity of poll booth must remain inviolable

go through the election process again. Gujarat's LS polls

! polling booth in Gujarat’s Dahod LS constituency will today

concluded on May 7. But EC declared polling at the Partham-

pur polling station in Dahod as null and void after a brazen attempt
tosubvert the integrity of the process.

Subversion as performance | According to reports in TOI,

Vijay Bhabhor, son of a local BJP member, has been taken into

police custody after he vitiated the polling process at Parthampur.

Helive-streamed his ownact of casting voteson
behalf of other voters. Given the gravity of the
violation, EC has suspended five officials who
were on duty at the booth.

Law’s clear | EC cancelled May 7 polling at
Parthampur by invoking the Representation
of the People Act,
legislation governing the election process,
It has provisions to deal with misconduct in
polling stations, including charging offenders

which is the primary

with provisionsthat lead to imprisonment. There’s no leeway for

any voter or official to deviate.

Integrity of process | It has been a fractious election campaign
with politicians often crossing red lines. In the public eve, the
touchstone of the integrity of the election will be a clean track
record in polling booths. Therefore, the violations in the Partham-
pur incident need to be firmly dealt with. Live-streaming a brazen
violation needs a commensurate response from EC. Process integrity

should be inviolable.

Can You Handle
The Truth?

It takes a lot of work to suss it out

‘ ‘ study finds that”.“There is
clear academic evidence
that”. “Research shows
that”. These are meaning-
less phrases today, when vou can
rustle up a report to support almost
any claim vou want, even if it's
deeply flawed or later debunked.
May Contain Lies: How Stories,
Statisticsand Studies Exploit Our
Biases - And What We Can Do
About It by Alex Edmans, shows
us how to be more discerning with
evidence.

Even sources that we consider
reliable, like govt reports, are written
by biased humans. Newspapers cite
blockbuster findings that go nowhere.
Some kinds of catchy misinforma-
tion stick around,
like the idea that any
skill can be mastered

about why Steve Jobs was so success-
ful — because he was adopted, or
because of his company's unigue
and inspirational values, and so on.
These are examples of logic that are
reverse-engineered from the fact of
success, They're simply a storyline
imposed on different dots.

Is a statement a fact, is a fact truly
data, is that data genuinely evidence,
and is that evidence proof? The book
provides tips on sussing that out.

The scientific way is to find a
hypothesis, gather representative
test and control samples, test for
statistical significance, and only then
reach a conelusion. But most of us go
with compelling stories instead,
we'resuckersforagood narrative, It's
hard for us to look
at a bunch of facts
without forcing an

with 10,000 hours of

SHORT TAKES ON BIG IDEAS

arrow of relation-

practice.

Checking facts
only saves us from
the first misstep,
because we may
interpret them erro-
neously.  Someone
can mislead us by
hiding contradicting
info, not gathering
in the first place or

drawing invalid
conclusions from
valid data.

Left to ourselves,
we succumb to moti-
vated reasoning. So
ask vourself: do 1 want this to be true?
Then proceed mindfully Another
pitfall to avoid is black and white
thinking: to think of stuff like carbs,
or religion, or capitalism as good or
bad, rather than with nuances. Nuance
could mean marbling - seeing things
as streaked with positive and negative
elements.

A popular elaim that gender diver-
sity in corporate boards improved
financial performance did not hold
up to scrutiny - but it spread because
many people want it to be true. Like-
wise, a viral study on the ‘power pose’
helping yvou ace interviews and spee-
ches has been debunked, but barely
anybody has noticed the retraction.

Take biographers’ explanations

ships among them.
And even with all
rigour, it’s important
to remember that
evidence is not
always proof because
it may not be uni-
versal, context and
setting can change
the picture.

A lot of data
doesn’t mean better
data - it can be the
result of data mining,
there can be spurious
correlations, the
authors might have
cherry-picked their sample. Data is
not evidence either: for all the
assertions and studies about breast-
feeding being superior to bottle-
feeding, causation remains elusive.
Sometimes, data is merely describing
things: countries that begin with the
letter U(the US, the UK)are wealthier
than awverage, but we know that
changing the country’s name toa U
name is not likely to boost its GDP,

The book provides a checklist to
evaluate facts and claims. Like be
wary of superlatives, or universal
implications in any statement.
Such statistical literacy and critical
thinking have never been more
important, given the deluge of
dodgy info around us.
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LESS THE MEANING
Go Local, Or Telangana Won’t Listen

THE TIMES OF INDIA
SATURDAY, MAY 11, 2024

In India’s youngest state, local matters energise people, not national issues.
BJP’s giving a tough fight to BRS. But Congress seems more sure-footed

Bhangya Bhukya

When I asked a Kova
tribesman in Bhadra-
chalam what he thought
about Ram's new temple
in Avodhva, he said,

h “Weworship Seetaram,
not just Ram; there is no Ram without
Seeta; they are inseparable, The Ayodhya
Ram is Modi’'s Ram.” His striking reply
makes onerealisethe existence of many
local Rams — and that this is where BJP
falters in Telangana. In campaign wars,
the partv produces national narratives
in the hope of mobilising voters en
masse, but in the process it sidelines
local issues that, for Telangana, hold the
most appeal.

Faint voice of Centre | Telangana has a
long history of political currents that
flow against national trends. The last
decade, with NDA govt at the Centre, has
not been any different; its own issues
outweighed any interest in Avodhya or
other national-level matters.

In independent India’s first general
election in 1952, when Nehru's Cong-
ress swept the country, Congress got only
4 out of 11 Lok Sabha seats in the region
that has since become Telangana. In
1971, when Congress captured most
Lok Sabha seats under Indira Gandhi's

popular ‘garibi hatao. desh bachao’

slogan, Telangana Praja Samiti won
10 of the 13 parliamentary seats in
today’s Telangana. What mattered
were not national issues or general
slogans, but the struggle against
Telangana’s absorption into
Andhra Pradesh.

Talk regional | Between 2001 and

2014, during the second phase of
the separate Telangana movement,
local matters came into even higher
relief. People voted overwhelmingly
for Bharat Rashtra Samithi (BRS,
formerly TRS), when it advanced
the state’s interests. They voted
against it when its leadership
turned away from these, This

was evident in last year’s assembly
election, when BRS lost favour for
failing to deliver on the aspirations of
the Telangana movement's regional
recognition and social justice.

This yvear’s election holds out new
surprises again, as BJP gains ground in

theological nor economic tensions bet-
ween Hindus and Muslims here,

Islam was promulgated by Sufi
gsaints and there is no economic conflict
between Hindus and Muslims. Most
Muslims in Telangana are poor
labourersand there is nolabour market

the state. In 2018 the
party won asingle seat
in the Vidhan Sabha.

POLLITICS

that they dominate,
leaving little room for
communal polarisa-

In the 2019 Lok Sabha

Special Series on Elections

tion. Tellingly, the

election, it won 4
parliamentary constituencies with a
20% vote share. In 2023, it expanded its
state assembly base to 8 constituencies,
winning one seat in Hyderabad city and
7 in rural northern Telangana. BRS's
debacle in last vear’s assembly election
improved BJP's chances. As a

result, in most constituencies 4

.-f-

BRS is bracing against flerce
competition from BJF.

Mot hearing caste | BJP is

now banking on backward :
castestoexpand itsbaseinrural ™
Telangana. But, caste has always
been a marginal matter in the
state’s politics. Nor do voters
respond to religious rhetoric. Like
caste, religion never mobilised
votes in Telangana, as there are neither

Hyderabad-based
Asaduddin Owaisi’'s AIMIM has a
sizeable Hindu vote base.

Hearing social justice | If B.JP here has no
well-defined platform, BRS has no
distinct line of appeal to its voters, What

BJP has is its old cadre who are

. manning its on-ground campaign.

There is also the support of a
& significant north Indian IT
B crowd who have made

. f\" » Hyderabadtheir base. As

o WM}  for BRS, perception
that it has ‘informal
arrangements’
with B.JP is

Uday Deb

apparently taking a political toll. Follo-
wing its disastrous performance in the
assembly poll, some BRS seniors have
joined BJP, leaving voters disoriented.

Congress meanwhile, has managed to
fire up the state’s first-ever debate on a
party’s manifesto. Its commentary on
social justice is the talk of local political
debates. The caste census, which would
lead to raising the 50% limit on reserva-
tions and distribution of positions and
welfare schemes in proportion to actual
percentage of caste population, are the
manifesto’s highlights.

The state’s Congress CM Revanth
Reddy, known for his spectacular oratory,
has been attacking BJP and successfully
delivering the social justice narrative
caste census offers the space to contextu-
alise the manifesto in local community
terms. By now, chai shop rumour has it
that BJP intends to get rid of reserva-
tions, and rewrite the Constitution at
large.

Speaking the language | Telangana's
politics rests substantially on its power-
ful civil society, comprising Telugu
cultural and literary classes. These were
pivotal in turning the ballot in favour of
Congress in last vear’s assembly elec-
tion. They're now advocating in favour
of Congress and a secular govt at the
Centre. Despite its national ambitions,
this narrative has ground purchase not
only because it emphasises justice for
Telangana, but also because it is delivered
in Telugu.
While BRS recovers from last year’'s
fiasco, and Congress races to expand
its number of LS seatsfromthethree
it won in 2019, BJP relies on strong,
publicly wisible candidates. The
political triangle will show which
party is best positioned to engage
local passions in a state where
people care most about their region,
state and home.

The writer teaches
Universityof Hyderabad

Telangana votes for its 17 Lok Sabha
seats onMay 13

history at

Kohli, Gavaskar & What Social Medla S Done To Cricket

That a star cricketer of today bristles at criticism from a cricket legend shows
the toxic effect of X and Instagram based fandom on players

Anand Vasu

on Twentv20 cricket.

It is pointless tryving to list Gavaskar’s achieve-
ments as a plaver, the positions he has held in
cricket since and a near lifetime spent as a
broadeaster. Because those who choose to believe
hedoes not havethe credentialstocommentare
not going to change their minds. Why let
facts get in the way of a robustly held
opinion that powers trolling? Suffice it to
say that what Gavaskar doesn’t know
about batting, in particular, and cricket, in
general, is not worth knowing. How, then,
has a country that prides itself as being a
nation of cricket lovers, come to this pass?

Social media has played a major role not
merely in allowing people to attack others
anonymously, but also in organising online
mobs who go after an individual or organi-
sation in a coordinated attack that soon
takesonalifeof itsown. But, most worrving,
and powerful, is the culture of toxic individual
fandom that is gripping Indian ericket. If vou
are a Virat Kohli fan, you must prove your
lovalty by rubbishing Rohit Sharma. If Rohit
13 your man, then you must earn vour chops
by booing Hardik Pandva because he has been

appointed captain of Mumbai Indians.

On occasion, especially on the field, when
crowds get ugly various playvers have appealed
for calm. Players have encouraged crowds to stop
heckling a fellow Indian, or even international
cricketer. But, online, this rarely happens.

It is a sign of the times we live in
that self-proclaimed cricket lovers on
X and Instagram are not just asking
who Sunil Gavaskar is, they're sugges-
ting he has no locus standi to comment

The latest episode, the Kohli-Gavaskar one, was
sparked when Kohli suggested that those who had not
played 15 vears of IPL should not be commenting on his
strike rate. This is a strange position for an intelligent
person to take. After all, those who report on wars have
never been on the front lines, business correspondents
aren’t necessarily entrepreneurs or major investors
and film critics generally don’t have Oscar nomina-

tions behind them.

Calvin & Hobbes

And, this is just civilians. Subject matter
experts - and 99% of cricket commentators have «
played the game at the highest level — are also -

being called outside noise now.

Broadly speaking, when an Indian
plaver refers to outside noise, he is talk-
ing about an opinion from anyone
outside the team bubble. These

players insist that they pay no
attention to those voices and vet,
assoon as there is criticism of
their play or achievements,
egos are swiftly bruised.

If you speak to most
megastar players today, vou
will get the impression that
their legions of followers,

online and IRL (the term l-;lds
use for ‘in real life’ these days)
exist purely to deify them. These
faceless followers must boost
their online numbers, genera-

ting significant traffic and

eveballs. These fans must also
be ready to be sold various pro-
ducts, for which playvers are
paid exorbitant sums of money,

If Kohli enjoys the perks
of being a celebrity and a
star, surely he realises that
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as a public figure he is occasionally going to cop some
criticism? Perhaps he does, but he does not think he
deserves it. But, Kohli, and other players such as him,
would do well torealise it was not alwavs so. On Kohli's
Instagram page, where 268 million people follow him,
everything ison salefrom beard trimmers to suitcases.
And now, when he wants to make a point to his flock, all
he needs to do 1s post a photo or video.

Kohli will also do well to remember he was
~ notborn with 268 million people hanging on his
every word. When he was coming through
age-group cricket in Delhi, making runs in
some dusty B-Ground somewhere, it was

newspapers that told the world about his

'_ scores and occasionally added a photo.

When Kohli was 18, and lost his father,
only to return to the field and make a
century against Karnataka in the
Ranji Trophy, it was reporters from
newspapers, websites and television
channels that told the world about
his heroic actions.

Cricketers are not forged in
the gaping void that is social
media. In life, countless people

are doing a variety of jobs that
come together to take an exceptio-

nal talent through a natural progression
that ends in international stardom, adora-
tion, fameand untold riches.

In that sense, Gavaskar was only doing

hisjobwhenhehad hissayvon Kohli'sstrike
rate. But, even setting that aside, Kohli and
friends would do well to realise that they are
not the first generation to play cricket for
India. Without Gavaskar, and all the playvers
who came before him, there would be no Kohli
today. A little respect would not be out of place,
ven if gratitude is asking for too much.

Sacredspace

The Soul
aj 1pfur*; to he

of i agm}mmf
When ignorance
is destroyved the
Selfwhich does not admit of any
multiplicity truly reveals itself
by itself: like the Sun when the
clouds pass away,

Adi Shankaracharya

Demystifying The Science Of Bekhud]

Sumit Paul

ememberthe immortal number,

RHum bekhudimein tum ko

ukare chale gaye,’ sung by
Mohammad Rafi from the Hindi film
‘Kala Pani’. No humanemotion is
confined toa specific belief systemor
idea. If turivaawastha, ultimate
blissful existence, exists inoriental
mysticism, bekhudi, a state of self-
immersion, exists in Islamic tasawwuf,
adhyatm, spirituality So, what is
bekhudi, transcendental ecstasy?

Read Igbal’s ‘Rumuz-e-Bekhudi'-The
Secrets of Selflessness, and ‘Asraar-e-
Khudi’ - The Secrets of the Self,
translated from Persian by the British
scholarof Arabicand Persian, AJ
Arberry, who clubbed both the volumes
under the title ‘Asraar-o-Rumuz’.

Allama Igbal writes, “Bekhudiisan
experience that cannot be described in
words, A seeker has to gothrough

bekhudito comprehend it in a holistic
manner,” as they say in Urdu: ‘“Vajood
shagufta hota hai baad-e-bekhudi’ -
existence blossoms after the state of
self-immersion.

Belkhudi is contemplative bliss, a
meditative ecstasy whenall
search ends. The very enquiry
into what is bekhudi will
open the door to bekhudi. -h
The enquiry doesn't lie
outside of the mind, but
within the movement of the
mind itself. In pursuing that

when seeking has entirely stopped, there
isamovement of the mind that is neither
outward nor inward.

Seeking does not come toan end by
any act of will, or by a complex process
of conclusions. To stop, seeking
demands great understanding.
Theending of search is the

beginning of astill mind.

* Andastillmindislikea
Tabula Rasa, Latinfora
cleanslate, anythingcan be
written on it and can also be

THE SPEAKING TREE expunged whenever one

enquiry, what becomes
all-important is tounder-

wantsto wrpe it out, for,

BLISSTECH only a clean mind has no

stand the seeker himself
and not what he seeks. What he seeks is
the projection of his own craving, of his
own compulsions, desires. Then all
searching ceases, which in itself is
enormously significant. Then the mind is
nolonger grasping at something beyond
itself, there is no outward movement; but

ripples and is most receptive
aswell as contemplative. Otherwise, the
mind is perpetually in turmoil.

When the mind is absolutely free
of turmoil, bliss enters tip-toeing,
subsuming, and suffusing the whole
existence. One plunges into the ocean
of trance called bekhudi.

Urdu poet and lvricist Shakeel
Badayunisavs, “Vajood uss magaam pe
aa pahuncha hai/ Nahin jahaan
gham-o-khushi ka andaaza hai”
existence hasreached that point/
When pain and pleasure lose their
significance. He simplified thisideaina
famous one-liner in an immortal song,
‘Aajpuraniraahon se koimujhe aawaaz
nade’, that has assumed theformof a
proverb, ‘Pahuncha hoon wahan nahin
door jahan, bhagwan bhimerinigahon
se’, film: Aadmi.

Jalaluddin Rumidefines belkkhudi in
Ottoman Turkish mixed with Tazaki,
“Azkaanetloiginshaad madfin/ Bagal
feeaan meenaz kin” - When the seeker
and seeking are one/ Mind finds its
destination. That destination is
bekhudi, when self is not lost but
willinglv abnegated by the seeker in
preference to a state of pre-civilisational
silence, when tranguillity existed
unalloyed and unadulterated.

The
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Donkeyflights

Jamaican case turns spotlight on the menace

ESS than five months after a Nicaragua-bound
chartered plane, carrying mostly Indians, land-
ed in Mumbai after running into trouble with
he French autharities, a flight with 200-odd
dians on board was sent badk to Dubai from
Jamaica as immigration officials detected discrepancies
in the passengers’ documents. The group was reported-
ly transiting through the Caribbean country, with some
of its travellers destined for Nicaragua ‘in the hope of
participating in a major housing development project’.
The Nicaragua angle has again turned the spotlight
an the menace of donkey/dunki flights. Unscrupulous
travel agents arrange such flights to Central American
nations with the aim of facilitating passengers’ illegal
entry into the US. Nicaraguais popular among migrants
apparently due to the ease of obtaining travel papers for
the purpose. In January, the Gujarat Crime Investigation
Department had said that the 66 passengers from the
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A parting shot by yours seditiously

Individual effort and integrity get burnished only against the backdrop of organisational action
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RAJESH RAMACHANDRAN
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state on the chartered flight that was grounded at Vatry
airport in France in December 2023 on the suspicion of
human trafficking had agreed to pay Rs 60-80 lakh to
agents to illegally migrate to the US. Some passengers
had allegedly paid an advance of up to Rs § lakh. At that
time, the Punjab Police had formed an SIT to probe the
case as several passengers were from the northern state,

It is obvious that an international network of agents
— hand in glove with officials at every stage — is help-
ing illegal migrants move from one country to another.
The desperate travellers are risking life and limb,
besides their life savings, to reach their final destina-
tion. Close coordination between agencies of various
countries is needed to bust the flourishing human traf-
ficking racket. It is a cause for concern that many unau-
thorised agents continue to ply their trade despite the
frequently reported cases of boat tragedies and ground-
ed flights. The Indian authorities must get their act
together as the repeated mvolvement of its nationals in
such illicit activities is an embarrassment for the nation.

Indias remittances

Record highlights opportunities, challenges

Y clockang over $111 billion in imward remit-

tances in 2022, India has firmly established

itself as the world's largest recipient. This

accomplishment not only underscores the

crucial role of Indian migrant workers glob-
ally but also highlights the significance of remittances
in sustaining economies. The International Organisa-
tion for Migration's World Migration Report 2024 lists
India, Mexico, China, the Philippines and France as the
top remittance recipient counfries. India's steady
ascent on this score reflects the enduring ties between
the expatriates and their homeland.

While celebrating this achievement, it's imperative
torecognise the challenges faced by migrants. The UN
report highlights the risks of financial exploitation,
excessive debt due to migration costs, xenophobia and
workplace abuse that continue to plague migrant com-
munities. In the Gulf Cooperation Council states,
where a significant number of Indian migrants reside,
violations of rights persist. The Covid-19 pandemic has
exacerbated the wulnerabilities of migrant workers,
especially low-skilled labourers and those in the infor-
mal sector. Loss of jobs, wage theft and a lack of social
security have plunged many into deep insecurity and
debt. The phenomenon of reverse internal migration
gignals a significant shift in labour dynamics, impact-
ing industries reliant on migrant workers.

The report alsorevealstrendsininternational student
mobility, with China and India emerging as key source
countnes. The changing landscape of migration necessi-
tates concerted efforts to protect the right s and wellbeing
of migrant people. Addressing issues such as labour
exploitation and access tosocial protection, and ensuring
safe and orderly migration pathways are imperative for
sustainable development and indusive growth,

ON THIS DAY...100 YEARS AGO

anti-establishment crusade —

wias a personal, pnvate act of

higher conscaousness, and that
the publication where it was all
done has suddenly sunk into an
imredeemable moral morass with

their departure. This trend of

seomhed-earth exits is dispust-
ingly opportunistic,

All the good work in a newspa-
per 15 a teametfort. None of those
god’s gifts to journalism can get
a decent day's work done with-
out his or her colleagues. And
then, no great jpumalism 15 pos-
sible without an enlightened
ownership, Without it, one or two
good news reports may shp
through rarely, but a sustained
attempt at guality journalism
calls for public-spirited owners
who are committed to the organ-
1sation and the reader.

When I was a reporter, a leg

endary editor once killed one of

my investigative reports, which
could have hurt a former Pnme
Minister, simply because he got a
phone call from the proprietor, At
The Tribune, I never got such
phone calls. In fact, when I look
back at the hundreds of columns
and editorials I have wntten, one
instance stands out as a shining
exemplar of The Trbune's tradi-
tions. At the height of the famm-
ers protest, a sports utibty vehs-
cle in the convoy of Union
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north Indian reader, who will not
let this newspaper fail. After five
years in deep financial woods,
the organisation is in a recovery
mode — apain, only because of
the Trust sagaciously running a
tight ship. After nearly two
decades, the paper launched
new daily products in February
this wear — Delhi Tribune,
Hamjona Tribune and Himachol
Tribune. Beyond sagacity 15
compassion; [ witnessed the
employers’ generosity inits real
sense when a terminally il col-
leapue, who could not attend
office, was given a fresh contract.

The: last five-six vears saw this
centuryv-and-a-half-old institution
make a digital mark with 2.2 mil-
hon YouTube subscribers from
nearly nothing and embrace
change, bringing women into
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LAKHIMPUR KHERI VIOLENCE: Ina front-page editorial, The Tribunesought the minister's resignation.

Mirister of State for Home, Ajay
Mishra, had mowed down four
famners — Lovepreet Singh,
Nachhatar Singh, Daljeet Singh
and Gurvinder Singh — and a
Journalist, Raman Kashyap.

The video olips that began ar-
culating from Uttar Pradesh's
Lakhimpur Kheri on October 5,
2021, made me numb with mge
and repulsion. Something more
than the usual had to be done. A
newspaper's editonal is not its
editor's personal opinion, but
the organisation’s point of view:
Yet, I have never asked permis-
gsion from the Tnbune Trust to
wnte an editonal, nor has it ever
prescribed a political line.

But that day, for the only one
time, T sought the Trust President
shri NN Vohra's adviee because I
was going townte a front-page edi-
tomal All he said was, “make it
gstrong”’. And strong itwas,. The Tn-
bune sought the minster's resig-
nation, called him a goon ina mine-
ister's puise and said he deserved
to be (locked up) in the police sta-
tion. The only regret, in hindsight
15 that I now think it should have
been headlined *Yours seditious-
Iv", which was how I signed off.

Asthepandemiceased,
the papermade a

remarkable recovery.

There wasa 125 per cent
growthfrom the
pandemics nadir.

=0, when I proudly prodaimthe
paper's stand on burning politi-
calissues, it 15 illogical to sup pest
that the strong posibion that the
group took on the farmers’ agita-
tion was mine alone and notthat
of my employers or colleagues.
Every editor adds wvalue to a
newspaper, no doubt, but individ-
ual effort and integrity get bur-
nished only against the backdrop
of organisational action.

It was indeed a team effort that
bore fruit after the crash that the
newspaper suffered during that

THOUGHT FOR THE DAY

Black Swan event — the Covid

pandemic. Almost 70 per cent of

The Tribune's arculation was
wiped off. It was the only main-
stream newspaper that was being
produced from the newsroom and
not from homes. The first-ever
woman Chief News Editor of the
paper, Nanki Hans, and her teamn
toiked to bring out the paper And
as the pandemic eased, the paper
made a remarkable mecovery
There was a 125 per cent growth
from the pandemic’s nadir

That reminds me of R Madha-
van Nair, whom many old-timers
like Tarlochan Singh consider to
be The Trbune's second-greatest
editor after Kalinath Ray. During
Nair's tenure, the paper grew by
300 per cent and became what it is
today. It 15 indeed amusing to
recall the strange coincidencethat
Nair and I bedong to the same dis-
trict in Kerala, where we did our
schooling, moving on to Thini-
vananthapurmam for university
and then to New Delhi for work.

Coming back to the post-pan-
dermie recovery, its credit poes
entirely to the Tnbune Trust, our
team of joumalists and non-jour-

leadership roles in the newsmom
and bureaus in Delln, Harvana
and Himachal Pradesh. Punjabe
Tnbune has turned the comer
underthe new woman O fficiating
Editor, Arvinder Pal Kaur. And
now, The Tnbune is pgetting its
first ever woman Editor-in-Chief,
the redoubtable veteran Jyoti
Malhotra {I have heard that
Viadimir Putinwas impressed by
her fluent Russian).

I cannot forget my colleagues
Sanjeev Bariana and Ju pindeyit
singh, who restrengthened the
brand, lifting it up from the
depths of the ignominy of the
front-page apology to the journal-
it high of pursuing druglords
and polticans. Every time an
expose 15 planned or a colunn s
wntten, I have a reader m my
mind's eve. It could be a knnow
farmerwho explamns themisery of
farming, an insider who sends
across sensitive documents, or
someone who reveals how the
exruisite sinple-malt  whiskey
that Punjabis drink is actually
‘'made’ in Ludhiana. Thave given
this ideal reader a real-life identi-
ty: surinderjit Singh Sandhu of
Amritsar, a retired bureaucrat. He
praises me to the heavens oneday
but can also drop me into the
water buffalo pond the day after

Dear Sandhu Sahib, I tried my
best. Goodbye and thank you.

There can be no higher law in journalism than to tell the truth and shame the devil. —watter Lippmann

A nuanced approach
towards sustainability

VViswaANATHAN

OT just in India but the world over, the temptation of
using something for free often leads to its misuse. Inter-
estingly, the mere introduction of a nominal cost signif-
icantly imfluences individuals’ perception and utilisation of
resources, bringing in a sense of responsibility and driving a
more careful and nuanced approach towards sustainability.
Dunng my long stint in Muscat {Oman), whenever I went to
shopping malls, I could spot shoppers’ trolleys scattered hap-
hazamdly outside the premises. Some residents hiving in the
vicinity of the malls even wheeled the trolleys to their hames
after any purchase, disregarding warning signs posted by the
mall authorities. Such practices led to a shortage of trolleys.
One shopping mall implemented a coin system on a trial
basis. The trolleys were parked in designated bays, each
secured with a simple latch mechanism connecting it to ancth-
er trolley. To unlock a trolley, a 50-baisa coin (around Rs 10) had
to be inserted. Upon returning the trolley to its desipnated
spot, the coin would be dispensed, allowing customers to

Che Tribune.
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Prison reform in India

THE publication 1n the Press of a series of artickes by Mahatma
Gandhi under the heading My experiences in jail' has once
maore revived public interest in the all-absorbing subject of prison
reform. It is a matter of common knowledge that jails in India are
“hotbeds of vice and degradation and that the pnsoners do not
become any the better by Iiving in them, every concetvable crime
against morality being not only possible but committed almost
with impunity”. Possibly, public apathy towards those shut up
behind the jails walls, 15, also to some extent, responsible for the
rotten system that prevails in Indian jails. “Perhaps all the world
over,” writes Mahatmaji, “the gaols are an institution most neg-
lected by the public. The result is that there is little or no public
check on their administration. It is only when a political pnson-
er of some fame finds himself within the walls of a prison that
there 15 any public curiosity about the happenings there.” This
neglect on the part of the public in other countries may or may
not affect the prisoners’ lot seriously, but in India, where there
are no effective means of lifting the vet from the administration
of gaols, it has so far only resulted in making them “well- or 11l-
managed cattle farms”. This does not, of course, in any way light-
en the Government's responsibility in the matter, a responsibil -
ity that cannot be more aptly descnbed than by quoting the
words of Winston Churchill when he was Home Secretary in
1810. Churchill said:~“The mood and temper of the public with
regard to the treatment of erime and enminalsis one of the most
unfailing tests of avilisation of a country™

retrieve their deposit. This system, to a large extent, ensured
the prompt retum of trolleys to their nghtful places,

The company I worked for reimbursed emplovees’ resi-
dential eledricity expenseswithout imposing any limit. One
of the emplovees, residing in a 1BHK flat, consistently
received power bills equivalent to Rs 5,000 each month. The
company then decided to put an end to the policy and
offered employees a flat allowance of around Rs 4,000 for
electricity. If the employees incurred charges below this
amount, they could pocket the savings,

Surprisingly. in the following months, the same em plovee
managed toreduce his electricity bill amount by 40 per cent.
Earlier. the arconditioners in his residence would run even
when he was in office as the bills were paid by the employ-
er. With the introduction of a fixed allowance system. he
suddenly became energy-conscious,

Sustainability has become a pressing concern in
today's world. During my daily walks on the terrace of
my four-storey apartment building in Chennai, I often
observe water overflowing from overhead tanks of near-
by flats, sometimes for hours. This sight not only disrupts
my walking routine but also upsets me. I wish the resi-
dents displayed their contact numbers prominently on
the tanks so that I could alert them.

Since underground bore water is not metered, people
tendto be profligate about its consumption. It was hearten-
ing to read a news repart about residents of an apartment
complex in Chennai voluntarily installing meters for their
borewell connections. Governments and organisations
must nudge people not to waste the scarce resources. A
nudge here and a prod there really matter a lot.

LETTERSTO THE EDITOR

Act against Sikh separatists

Refer to India-Canada friction”, tensions

between the two counfries have been simmer-
ing since Canadian PM Justin Trudeau mised

guestions last September about the alleged
mvolvement of the Indian government in the
killin g of Hardeep Singh Nijjar. Since then, Indi-
an intelli gence sgences have come under glob-
al seruting: 5o far, Canada has failled to present
any evidence to back its claim that India was
behind the murder of the Khahstani terronst.
But still, it is not wise for the BJP to brag about
killing terrorists in their own home, as some
countries may interpret it as a confession to the
charge. Besides, itis concerning that Ottawahas
shown disregand for New Delhi's repeated pleas
o not allow Sikh sepamtists and anti-India ele-

ments to flourish on Canadian soil.
GREGORY FERMANDES, MUMBALI

India-Canada ties worsening

TheJustin Thudeau-led govemment has appar-
enfly allowed Khalistan supporters toengage in
anti-India activities on Canadian soil for quite

tional education into schoaol curricula are vital
steps towards fostenng a healthier hifestyle.
VUAY KUMAR KATIAL, PANCHEULA

Raise health-conscious children

It is not shocking that India is facing a health
crisis, with 56.4 per cent of the total disease
bumden attnbuted to unhealthy dietary prac-
tices. Citizens must wake up and try to avod
consuming fast food and packaged snacks,
which might be easily available and affordable
but have an adverse impact on the consumer's
health. The government must come up with
an initiative to deal with the erisis. Induding
nutritional programmes in school curncula
will encourage children and teenapgers to
become health-conscious from an early age.

DEEPAK KUMAR, MUKERIAN

Accountability of manufacturers

Refer to the editorial “Vaccine withdrawal';
pharmaceutical giant AstmZeneca’s recent
admission about s Covid vacodne causing
thmombosis with thmmbocytopenia syndmome

somme time now. The separatist elements there
have been openly celebrating the assassination
of former PM Indima Gandhi and chanting anti-
India slogans at pubbe events. Thudeau recent-
ly attended an event where pro-Ehalistan slo-
gans were raised. The Canadian PM must not
defend this in the name of freedom of speech.
The proxcimity between the Trudeau adminis-
tration and Khalistani sympathisers does not

bode well for the India-Canada ties.

BAL GOVIND, NOIDA

Change diet to tackle health crisis
Refer to the editorial ‘India’s dietary erisis’;
thereis anurgent need to boost the consump-
tion of healthy food among people. It is true
that packaged snacks have ushered in a cul-
ture of convenience. However, it is im portant
to be mindful of the health implications of
consuming such unhealthy tems. Tradition-
al Indian meals — green vegetables, fruits
and homemade delicacies — are rich in nutn-
ents. A change in diet is a must to tackle the
health crisis. Besides, it is important for peo-
ple to incorporate some physical activity into
ther lives to mitigate the health issues ars-
ing from harmful dietary habits. Promoting
home-cooked meals and integrating nutn-

(TTS) in some cases came as a shock o the
world, and especally to India After all, most di-
gible adults in our country had recetved this vac
cine, which is known as Covishield. More than
175 crore doses of Covishield were administered
here without most people even knowing the
risks associated with the jab, It 1s possible that
the drug firm was already aware of the serious
risk when the development of the vacone was
stll under way. Now it remains to be seen if the
manufacturers will be held acoountable.
HARIDASAN RAJAN, KOZHIKODE (KERALA)

Relief for vax injuries crucial
Apmopos of the editorial “Vaccine withdrawal';
UE-based pharmaceutical major AstraZeneca's
deasion towithdraw its Covid-19vaccne, which
can cause TTS, is a step in the right direction.
The demand for compensation for those who
suffered serious adverse events and for the kin
of those who died as a result of noculation is
valid. It will be a cruaal move towards acknowl-
edging and addressing the harm caused by the
vacone It is impemtive to priontise the safety of
patients and vaceine reapients and conduct a
tharough probe to hold vaceine makers and reg-
ulatory bodies acoountable.,

AMARJEET MANN, UNA

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200+word limit.
These should be cogently wiitten and can be sent by e-mall to: Letters@tribunemall.com
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ARUN KUMAR GROVER
FORMER VICE CHANCELLOR,
PANJAB UNIVERSITY

HE President of
India pgave her
assent to the Anu-
sandhan National
Research Fhunda-
tion {ANRF) Art days before
Azadi Ka Amrit Mahotsov
concluded on Aupust 15,
2023 . The Ministry of Science
and Technology has stated
that the challenge is to initi-
ate changes so that research
in all domains makes a tangi-
ble impact on socety and
quality as well as relevance
are priontised over quantity,
The Department of Scence
and Technology (DST) recent-
Iy approached the National
science Academy to solicit
help in operationalisation of
the ANRF Act and strength-
ening of reseanh in universi-
ties and post-graduate col-
leges (run by states, the
Centre and the private sec-
tor). A fortnight ago, about 40
saentists deliberated for two
days in Bengaluru to identify
the most pressing problems,
suggest  structuralstrategic
solutions and the mole nation-
al academies can play in real-
ising poals articulated by the
Act. The detailed recommen-
dations, many of them out-of-

the-box suggestions, of the
conclave would have reached
the DST by now.

Theidea of engapging with a
national science academy
goes back to the proposal for
the creation of the National
Besearch Councidl (NRC)
after deliberations on ‘Post-
war Scientific Organisation
of Research in India’, held
under the aegis of the Nation-
al Institute of Scences (the
present-day INSA) in Caleut-
taon September 27-28, 1943,

The Council of Scentific
and Industrial Research
(CSIR) had come into being
on September 26, 1942, with
University of Punjab
(Lahore)} don Shanti Swarup
Bhatnagar bemg its first
Director-General. The
founder of the first science
arademy in India, Meghnad
Saha, had motivated Bhatna-
gar to influence the colonial
government to invite Nobel
laureate 1n  physiology
Archibald V Hill — who was
the Secretary of the Royal
soctety, London, and aninde-
pendent member of the
British Parliament from
Cambndge City — to discuss
the plans proposed by Indian
seientists. Besides his pre-
eminence in several domains
after World War I, Hill was
also serving as a member of
the Scentific Advisory Com-
mittee of the War Cabinet.
Saha was aware of Hill's
attempt to involve scientists
in India in the war effort from
his comres pondence with Max
Born, who had briefly worked
at the Indian Institute of Sci-

OPED
India on the cusp of a new dawn in scientific research
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B EEIHHIH-E:The Council of Scientific and Industrial Research came into being in 1942,

with University of Punjab (Lahore) don Shanti Swarup Bhatnagar being its first Director<General. P

ence at the invitation of CV
Raman during the davs of
anti-Semitism in Germany.
Mathematcan-tumed-phys-
wlogist Hill had followed the
devedopments in India ever
since he had shared a flat wath
Lahore-bom Sohan Lal Bhatia
in Cambridge in 1911; Bhatia
had been sent to study meds
cinee by his father (Rai Bahadur
Him Lal Bhatia, a noted sur-
geon of Lahore). During WWI,
Hill had led the *Hill's Brig-
ands' of yvoung mathemats
dans to locate enemy planes
from their sound using mathe-
matical modelling, Bhatia had
volunteered as a surgical
dresser for the British Navy at
that time. He completed his
education in 1917, enmolled in
the Indian Medical Servace
{IMS) and was attached to the

Theidea of
engagingwitha
national science
academygoes back
to the proposal for
the creation
ofthe National
Research Council.

Mahratta TLapht Infantry
where he won the Military
Cross in September 1913
During his service in the mik-
tary, Bhatia was appoimnted
professor of physiology at
Grant Medical College, Bom-
bay, in 1920, Hill, who had
shifted to study physiology in
1910, won the 1922 Nobel
Pnze. The duo remained in
contact. When Hill arrived in
India in November 1843, Bha-
tia had become Deputy Direc-
tor General of IMS.

Hill had chosen to stay in
Bhatnagar's bungalow in
New Delhi and his host took
him amund India for four
months to meet other scen-
tists. Hill submitted a report
titled ‘Scientific Research in
India’ in Aupust 1944 Henot
only endorsed the creation of

the NRC but also called for the
strenpgthening of the CSIR,
the establishment of its first
five national laboratories and
the expansion of support to
the Indian Agricultural
Research Institute. He advo-
cated the deepening of the sa-
entific basis of medical and
technical education m unver-
gities, a reduction in the gapin
galaries of dvil servants and
academicians, the mstitution
of a fully paid overseas fellow-
ship scheme for young per-
sons, ete. The establishment
of II'Ts and ATIMS-hike 1nstitu-
tions was also part of the rec
ommendations made by Hill.
He arranged for a delegation
of Indian scientists to visit
England and America to meet
their counterparts and goy-
emment functionaries in
London. Dunng an event on
October 29, 1944, Hill had stat-
ed that “disaster hes ahead if
India’s industrial develop-
ment and national wel fare are
not immediatel y attended to™.

Homi Bhabha, whose doc-
toral thesis supervisor RH
Fowler was part of Hill's
Brigands', had alsoconsulted
Hill while submitting his pro-
posal in 1944 to the Tata Thust
for the nudeation of the Tata
Institute of HFMindamental
Research. It is no mere coinci-
dence that the Tata-Birla plan
for the industnalisation of
India after the war, the Sar
gent Commuittee report for
revamping school and higher
education in India after Word
War I1, the Bhore Committee
report for improving public
health, the creation of the All

India Council for Technical
Education and the constitu-
tion of the NR Sarkar Com-
mittee for setting up MIT-like
mstitutions m India hap-
pened in quick succession.

Verghese EKurien. Bmhm
Prakash, Satish Dhawan,
Har Gobind Khorana and
Gurhaksh Singh had availed
the overseas fellowship
scheme and they retumed to
serve and build India after
Independence. Hill's Cam-
brdge colleague, Nobel Lau-
reate PMS Blackett, became
then PM Jawahadal Nehru's
adviser as the latter presided
over the interim government
before Independence.

saha, who had persuaded
then Congress president Sub-
has Chandra Bose to appoint
Nehru as the chairperson of
the party's National Planning
Committee in 1938, apreed to
become a member of the Plan-
ning Committee constituted
by Nehru in 1948, Saha had
successfully contested  the
election to the first Lok Sabha
in 1952, Saha and Nehni unfor-
tunately drifted apart later, but
sahas protége DS Kothan
continued to serve as the first
Adwviser to Defence Research
to propel the agends of sdf
reliance in the defence sector.

The National Technology
Day (May 11)is a day to reiter-
ate India's resolve to achieve
wikas and atmanirbharta, The
government has proposed to
announce the new annual
Rashtripa Viguan Puruskars to
replace the national reseanch
awards, which had been dis-
continued two years ago.

Prioritise students mental health over their exam results

SHARAD S CHAUHAN
DGP & MD, PUNJAB POLICE
HOUSING CORPORATION

HE harrowang
words of an 13-
vear-old in her su-
cide note —“Mum-
my, papa [ean'tdo
JEE. 50,1 suicide, I am loser 1
am worst daughter Somry
mumimy papa. Yobi lost option
he" —reflect a stark reality. As
gchool education and entrance
eamm results come out, we are
inevitably appmaching a
familiar ensis of student dis-
tress, with suicde as its most
devastating outcome.

Once again, eve-catching
posters of academic centres
boasting of unprecedented
sucress will grab the attention
of students and parents alike.
Drrven by the conviction that
tuition is indis pensable, these
centres contribute to what an
Asgian  Development Bank
report terms the shadow edu-
cation market. The coaching
industry in India currently
generates revenue of Bs 58088
crore, as reported by the Infin-
um Global Research, a consul-
tancy firm based in Pune. Pro-

The acaderuc chowes of stu-
dents are frequently over
looked, shifting from the earli-
er mediine-enFneering
divide to a forus on STEM ( sci-
ence, technology, engineering
and medicine). Parents’ aspira-
tions for the success of their
children have given a boost o
asystem that has led toa prolsf-
eration of urban coaching cen-
tres. However, as emphasised
by a report of the Joint Imple-
mentation Commuittee govermn-
ing the I'Ts (Indian Institutes
of Technology), this rush has
created an imbalance. The
report reveals that over T8 per
cent of the students hail from
urban areas, with few coming
from state board-affiliated
schools, The rise of shadow
education creates divisions
among  students, hindering
mprovement in schoohng as
mfluential parents pravitate
towards 1t Consequently, at a
socetal level, it worsens social
stratification.

It is not advisable for tradi-
tional schooling to prioritise
or emulate private coaching
mstitutes, as this would
result in catering only to a
select few students while
neglecting the broader stu-
dent population. Such an
approach can further mar-
ginalise the average student.

In India, STEM education is
intensely competiive. For per-
spective, the prestigious 1T
arcept only one in 50 appl-

—

DIFFICULT: Exams like the JEE and NEET are designed to be highly selective, where losing even a single
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mark can drop a candidate thousands of ranks. i

tive, where losing even a single
mark can dmop a candidate
thousands of ranks. Conse-
quently, parents, often unwit-
tingly, and coaching centres,
with clear culpability, treat stu-
dents as commaodiies — based
onthe financial resources that
well-intentioned but misgud-
ed parents arewilling to invest.

The results could be devas-
tating. High school student
surveys in India reveal a dis-
turbing prevalence of suicidal
thoughts, ranging from 6 per
cent to 22 per cent, aceording
to the Indian Jowmnaol of Psy-
chiatry. Our education and
societal structures reinfome
the idea that suocess 18 easily
attainable through hard worke,

Our educationand
societal structures
reinforce the idea
that successis easily
attainable through
hard work, thus
normalising the
blame young
peopleget for

Arcording o the NCHB
(Mational Crime Record
Bureau) i 2020, a student
committed suicide every 42
nunutes in India, totalling over
4 subcides dailv, Alarmingly,
this prive cnsisis often viewed
as an individual 1ssue, which
absolves society of responsibil-
ity and overlonks systemaic fail-
ures, In 2020, farmers made up
T per cent of all suwides, high-
lighting an acknowledged
apranan  orisis.  Yet even
though students accounted for
8 per cent of suicides, sooety
fails to recopnise this as a sipn
of academic distress — a trou-
Hing oversight given that edu-
cation 15 meant to prepare the
next generation of nation-

the pressure to meet parental
expectations, while 55 percent
afe parental mmposition of
cholees as a significant stres-
sor. These findings highlight
a critical oversight in recog-
nising the pivotal role of par-
ents and counselling in
addressing student mental
health challenges.

The prevaling myth of the
Indian family's uncondition al
support warrants scuting As
the fundamental socia unit,
the family influences the aspi-
rations and ambitions of vouth.
The alarming increase in shu-
dent sulcdes prompts us to
reconsider the true nature of
familial support and its poten-
tial role as asipnificant factorin
this troubling trend.

The installation of spring-
lbaded fans that can't bear
more than 40 kg of weight and
anti-suicide nets' in Kotahos-
tels highlights a disturbingly
shallow response o student
suicides that 1s callous and
dehumanising, Not addressing
the mot causes of student dis-

Capitalising on the promuise
of a brighter future, coaching
centres have risen to promi-
nence within the education
secton Yet, these establish-
ments are moreasingly per
cerved as confinerments for the
hopeful youth who enrol
where their aspirations, spmts
and ambitions are stifled.

Shadow  education  has

rather than confrontation.
Forming partnerships could be
mstrumental m  advancng
social justice. The Government
of India's puidelines for regu-
lating coaching centres in 20284
must be followed by states and
ngomusly enforced. Since the
shadow education sector
operates on a business model,
it should be held accountable
for corporate social responsi-
bility, including subsidising
fees for economicall vy weaker
students, girls and those from
rnural back prounds.

Teachers and parents must
acknowledge the abundance of
professional  opportunities,
Ourculture must proritise stue
dent mental health over esaam
results and impart virtues like
perseverance, deterrmination
and patiencein addition to aca-
demic suceess. In a wordd that
can be a gruelling test, every
youngster requires a stong
social support system. It is oru
rial to mstil n them the notion
that suicide 18 never a solution,
especially when systems are
paradoxically  designed  to
mject mther than select. Estab-
lishing multidiseiplinary
helplines for students in dis-
tress could be a crucial start-
ing point in addressing this
pressing issue,

From Epicunisbelief in pur-
suing our deepest desires for
true happiness to
Rabindranath Tagore's die-
tum at Visva Bharati that no

0P

jections indwate that the cants, while Harvard admits  thus normalising the notion builders. Another studyinthe  become deeply entrenched.  endeavour is devoid of value,
industry's prowth will escalate onein19and Osdord oneinsix that yvoung people  should [hEir'ﬁlﬂurE‘{ journal YMER underscores a  Pobieymakers must now  urgent societal action is imper-
significantly, reaching Examslikethe JEE and NEET  shoulder the blame for ther prim reality: 80 percentof stu-  explore methods of coesas- abve to recopnise, acknowd-
Rs 1.33.995 crore by 2028 aredesipned tobehighly selee-  percelved “falures’. dents experience stress from tence and seek symbiosis  edge and address this orisis.
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