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T
he rise of AI has been 
rapid—going from science 
fiction to reality 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 AI to the mix, and you can 
see how AI is changing the way we live. In 
the middle is the “human” question: Are 
we aware of the consequences of AI enter-
ing our lives? 

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

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

Elsewhere, Murgia documents AI 
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 AI 
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 AI 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 
says in 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... I wanted to be as geographically 
broad as possible,” says Murgia, who was 
recently in India to promote her book, in 

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 AI 
systems, or if 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’s book comes at an interesting 
time. The pace at which AI 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 a lot 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 AI),” she says.

Edited excerpts from the interview: 

What led 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 a journal-
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 
does it affect us as a 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 is it (AI) chang-
ing our work, education, health, the way 
that we live. 
What’s the one sector on which AI is 
having the biggest positive impact? 
And a sector on which it is having a 
negative impact? 

Science and health are the areas where 
AI will have the biggest impact. The com-
pany that I focus on in the book, QureAI, 
which is Mumbai-based, is going to do an 
expedition up to Everest Base Camp and 
use their AI system to diagnose people in 
Nepal with specific chest conditions that 
go undiagnosed most of the time. That’s 
just one 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 AI the most is when you 
use it for social decision-making systems. 

have very different ways in which they 
approach the same technology. That is the 
case with AI as well.  

Open source isn’t necessarily just small 
companies. Mistral is a great example of a 
start-up. Meta is also doing an open-
source version of AI 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 AI and humans in the future. 
What’s the one aspect that excites you 
about it? 

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

An example I talk about in the book is 
about pain. This is 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 AI scientist, 
who looked at scans of people who had 
self-annotated levels of pain for their 
knee joints. He found that AI 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 AI), or find a 
way to build a quantum computer, then 
that’s real progress for me. 

AI’s true potential will 
be realised when it is 
used to fix issues in 
healthcare or climate 
and energy, says the 
author of a new book
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Madhumita Murgia.

W
henever I am on a flyover 
that’s flanked by residential 
apartments, I like to peer into 

the spaces. Taken as a whole, a group of 
buildings is a slice 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 if it’s even-
ing, the homes exist in an awkwardly 
bright plane, as though the sun has gone 
inside to roost. I’ve been wondering 
how we have come to this: How have we 
as a culture 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 
a place 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 

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 
to need clinical views of our personal 
spaces? How did a culture that lived by 
oil lamp light for centuries suddenly 

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

My friend, Sunil Eapen, a retired cre-
ative director who now lives in Benga-
luru, says it was his ex-wife who first 
told him that “using white light in a 
home is lighting hara-kiri”. 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’t need 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 
a smaller lamp sitting parallel to the 
twin lamps, creating a sort of “Z” line of 
light. “You have to consider the mood 

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 spot I love for its lighting 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. When it’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 
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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 
of the most egregious foibles of con-
temporary Indian interior design.

I was in Copenhagen recently and 
walking around the streets of Norrebro, 
a district 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 designers in 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 a room by several 
inches so the final effect is simply 

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 
the living room. For the rest, I use loose 
lighting fixtures, various elements of 
task lighting such as a table lamp or a 
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 Kottayam and Bengaluru.

Create space for the warmth of shadows

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

in an era where anything could be fake: 
images, videos, audio. 
You’ve written about real-life exam-
ples of AI bias and discrimination. 
Why is it so hard to fix it? 

There are so many types of bias and dis-
crimination. 

When you look at criminal 
justice, you have commu-

nities in the US which are 
over-policed—African 
Americans, for exam-
ple. There’s more data 
about them in the sys-
tem, so the AI system 
is more likely to iden-

tify an African Ameri-
can as a risk. 
This is all societal 

behaviours, prejudices that 
get woven and coded into the 

system. 
Now, we’re replacing humans with the 

AI systems. So, when they do go wrong, 
nobody spots it because there’s nobody 
who’s accountable. 

Evaluating AI systems is something 
nobody knows how to do. 
You mention that making AI accessi-
ble is important. Could open-source 
AI play a role in this? 

Definitely. That’s always been the way 
with technology. You have the walled gar-
dens like 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 

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 to rely 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 
that it’s false information, but websites that 
are entirely generated (using AI). 

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 a lot less trust in insti-
tutional news. The goal will be for us to 
figure out how to carve out a niche of trust 
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Muslim population 
myth is dangerous

With the elections going on 
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 

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 

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 

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

For those who have witnessed 
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-

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 

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-

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  a nation 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 

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

Our ancients knew a 
thing or two about as-
tronomy! The Sun 

represents the vital life force, 
the masculine, and the moon 
represents the nurturing and 
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. 

Legend has it of  
course that the 
Akshay Patra 
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-

tainly have the backing of  
this auspicious day to help it 
develop into a regular habit, 
and then bear eternal fruit, 
much like the Akshay Patra. 

It is also a day to think of  
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 
that you can offer, but 

you’re offering 
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.

Inviting Eternal Abundance 
— Ritesh Aswaney
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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. 

HEAVY WITHDRAWALS OF 
STERLING BY INDIA

It is a measure 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 
is at 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  
the last 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 
the rate 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 

The Indian Council of  Medical Research released a di-
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.

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

economic problems before the country

GUIDING LIGHT

Little justification to tax rich more

Time to make religion a private affair

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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Spectrum 
÷Madan Sabnavis

Fearless  
Talk 
÷Abhay Mokashi

Shocking episode 

It is sickening to read that the 
Governor of West Bengal is 

involved in an alleged 
molestation case. Keeping in 
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 

Voter apathy 

The low turnout of 60 per 
cent in the first three 

phases of polling shows there 
is not much enthusiasm 
among the public given the 
present political scenario. The 
summer heat could also have 
reduced the number of voters. 
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 

The 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 

phases, starting at 69.4% and 
ending in 61.7% with an 
overall 67.7% turnout. 
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 

The 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 

The 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 

the pillars on which nursing is 
assiduously built. Thus, a 
nurse is described as an 
“universal gift” to mankind. It 
is heart warming that nursing 
has gone beyond the gender 
stereotype. 

Ganapathi Bhat, Akola 
 

Quota question 

The 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, I 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

LETTERS 
TO THE EDITOR

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.

MIKA’S MATRIX



Aresearch 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

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
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
amount that we
consume for drin-
king and house-
hold purposes.

India exports
about 20 million kg
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-

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

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 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-
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
is jokingly said that
it is quite possible
that the water that
you drank just
now was once
used by Mama

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

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. 

The 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

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. 
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Air sickness

Merging 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

As 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
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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
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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-

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

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

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

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. 

Nuanced  understanding
LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

SUPRAKASH
CHANDRA ROY

The writer is a Member,
National Commission of

History of Science, INSA and
was Editor-in-Chief of the

journal Science and Culture
for about two decades

Protecting local
media from
social media

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, 
Chennai, 8 May.



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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OCCASIONAL NOTE

ACROSS

1 What makes bio big

and worthless? 

(4-3-7)

9 Possibly start with

Latin, changing it

back to English? 

(9)

10 Teenager�s not

entirely happy out

here 

(5)

11 One stops

interfering, becoming

vociferous 

(5)

12 Shifting hair oil,

American makes

killing (9)

13 City�s playing against

Lazio for final 

(8)

15 Look round, taking in

baron�s
summerhouse 

(6)

17 We�re told gag, an

unfortunate sort 

(6)

19 At home, renowned

boxing legend initially

gets angry 

(8)

22 Nick�s encouraging

report on newly-

wed�s health? 

(9)

23 Tenor�s given award,

mostly for opera 

(5)

24 Part of bulb cracked

(5)

25 Unfortunate, having

to quit 

holding sway (9)

26 Renovation of store�s
no reason to take it

easy (4,2,4,4)

DOWN

1 Desperately we ask �

no, beg � Charlie not

to retaliate 

(3,4,3,4)

2 Belted hunter

scoffing at speech 

(7)

3 Fling is overlooked by

female, I suspect 

(5)

4 Centre of Paris sadly

has good and bad

drivers 

(4,4)

5 Evidently short of

time too 

(6)

6 He explored two

British writers 

(9)

7 Series about

entertaining English

individual displaying a

bit of nerve (7)

8 Gent almost picked

up prize in game � a

piece of furniture

(5,2,7)

14 Popular setter

secures right to get

pay rise 

(9)

16 Old English houses

start to captivate

member of church 

(8)

18 Summary of largely

impressive book 

(7)

20 A disfigurement

concealed by Mum�s
cosmetic 

(7)

21 Chuck Norris�s
heading for paradise

(6)

23 Charges pound to

block opening up 

(5)

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

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

8

9 10

11 12

13 14 15

16

17 18 19 20
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22 23
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CROSSWORD

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

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

YESTERDAY'S SOLUTION

NO-292776

T
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 i t  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.

SHAHRAM AKBARZADEH

I
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,  Ayatol lah Al i
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)

SATURDAY INTERVIEW

Iran�s message resonates with Muslims

�Hyderabad to be UT if BJP wins�



India’s architectural her-
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-

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.
Illuminated 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

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)
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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 Hon’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 
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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-

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
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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
committee 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 
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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
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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-

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
Wetlands Mission demon-
strate a commitment to sus-
tainable development and
ecosystem restoration.
Driving Solutions: 
Addressing the climate crisis
necessitates collaborative
efforts from all stakeholders.
Supported by startups and
Government interventions,
public-private partnerships
are essential to drive innova-
tion and scale climate solu-
tions. Startups are pivotal in
developing innovative tech-
nologies that reduce carbon
footprints while contributing
to 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

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)
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India, 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
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Rohith Vemula(26), a
PhD 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

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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It is like a big step forward in farm-
ing because it uses data to make
decisions, making everything more
efficient and productive. Through
Ag-IoT, the very pulse of plant and
animal needs can be sensed. The
farmers can keep an eye on the soil
all the time, control watering sys-
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-
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 (AI4AI) initiative, led by
C4IR India, is revolutionizing farm-

ing through AI. The ‘Saagu Baagu’
pilot in Telangana’s 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, AI
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)

India’s 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. It is 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.
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A
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
Party 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.

11 MAY 2024

Ray of justice seen in 
‘poll’ bail for Kejriwal

I
n 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
so 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

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

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.

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

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.

Vaccines and trust: Need
for nuanced conversation

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

Some good tips on Indians’ diet

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

The Indian diaspora
and fissures within:

Why do Sunak & Co
target UK refugees?

LETTERS

“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

T
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-

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

United States have made their mark.
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

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!

Subhani

Farrukh
Dhondy

Patralekha
Chatterjee

Dev 360
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I
n granting interim bail to Delhi Chief Minis-
ter Arvind Kejriwal, the Supreme Court of
India has reversed a development that upset

the level playing �eld 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 �gure 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 o�ce. And he is to abide by his statement
that he would not sign any o�cial �le, 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 �le for bail. If only courts ap-
plied the basic principle of granting bail to those
who are unlikely to �ee from justice, with appro-
priate conditions to neutralise their likely in-
�uence 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.

Voting for relief 
Interim bail for Delhi CM reverses

damage to level playing �eld in polls 

P
roteins are long chains of amino-acid resi-
dues that fold into speci�c 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 speci�c 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, �ve decades after it
was mooted, a Google subsidiary named Deep-
Mind developed a purpose-built AI tool to predict
the shapes into which di�erent 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 modi�cations to them. As with the
�rst 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
scienti�c papers and medicines born of publicly
funded research. Recall that the AlphaFolds’
training data itself includes protein structures
�rst elucidated by such research.

Folds and faults 
Free use of AlphaFold 3 must extend to

scrutiny of its inner mechanisms 

T
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 e�ectuate 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 �eld 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 di�erences or create communal hatred
or cause tension between di�erent castes,
communities — religious or linguistic; criticism of
other political parties shall be con�ned to their
policies and programs. No unveri�ed 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 o�ences 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

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 o� the election
campaign for 24 to 48 hours. It can also take the
violator o� the campaign in the elections no
matter how high he or she is in the party. Such
actions by the ECI will de�nitely 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 e�ort 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 e�ectively used to
divide society. The founding fathers of the
Constitution wisely chose secularism and
democracy as the warp and woof of the

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 battle�eld 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, �agrantly 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 di�erent
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 o�ce 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 o� 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.

The fraying of the model code of conduct 

P.D.T. Achary

is former Secretary
General, Lok Sabha

It is the duty of
the Election
Commission of
India to quickly
examine
violations and
take action so
that the purity
of the electoral
process is
maintained

O
ne would never imagine that huge
volumes of freshwater exist under the
saline ocean. In the 1960s, says a media

report, the U.S. Geological Survey drilled
boreholes o� 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 �ow 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 scienti�c
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 de�ned
as the seabed and ocean �oor 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 bene�t, keeping in mind the

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 de�ned 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 de�nition 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 identi�ed
and capped for future use. In the lacuna of
speci�c 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 bene�t mankind,
rather than spending gallons of money, looking
for water and proposing plans for human
settlement on Mars and the moon.

Freshwater quest, the likely new gold hunt 

Archana Reddy
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India can take
the lead in
shaping
non-contro-
versial legislative
text that
addresses the
gaps in the laws
of the sea,
especially in
exploratory
activities that
concern
freshwater
extraction

Interim bail granted
I 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

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

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

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

The Court order rea�irms
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 di�icult
time. One hopes that Mr.
Kejriwal makes the best use

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.
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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
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GROUND ZERO

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

O
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 �rst, 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
di�erent 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 di�erent
backgrounds: they are house-helps, party work-
ers, professionals, and government o�cials.
Some of them were familiar to the people of Has-
san as they had been actively involved in political
events and as o�cials. 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 o�cial 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-

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 �eld
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.

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

Prajwal �ees

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 �ew to Germany from Kempegowda
International Airport, Bengaluru, at 2 a.m. using
his diplomatic passport. He was suspended by
the JD(S). 

Prajwal’s �ight 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-
�cer, 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 o�cers, 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 o�cial.

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 o�cers, complaining that some unknown pe-
ople had been circulating images morphed with
their photographs. When the police insisted that
they �le 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 �nancial 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 o�cial 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 o�cial 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 I 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 o�cials. They be-
lieve this gave the perpetrator con�dence that he
would not be caught. However, SIT o�cials are
con�dent 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 o�cials 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

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-
�uence 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 �ght 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. 

JD(S) MLA H.D. Revanna being arrested and brought to the SIT o�ice 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. K.V. Aditya Bharadwaj and

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

People
across
political
parties are
making use
of these
women as
pawns in
their own
game. 

ROOPA
HASSAN
Activist and poet
based in Hassan

Members of the National Students’ Union of India, the student wing of the

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

Bengaluru. PTI 
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T
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
project loans. Lenders are of the opinion that this
will reduce the funds available for giving credit and
will increase the cost of project financing. 

While the provisioning by lenders could
go up a little, the central bank’s move seems
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. RBI’s 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,
to reach 5 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
it lower if required. Similarly, the timeline
for making the provision can also be
extended, if considered necessary.

The tighter regulations could turn out to
be a boon 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.

Prudent move
RBI’s proposal for tighter infra lending norms welcome 
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‘Uniform’ policy
This refers to the article “The value
of workplace uniforms” (May 10).
The e�ect of uniforms on
productivity, teamwork, and sense of
belonging depends on the
organisational culture and the top
management leadership style
because uniforms are enablers, not
drivers. 
If the organisation emphasises
egalitarian culture, then wearing the
same uniform by all employees will
foster team cohesiveness.
A bone of contention arises about
who bears the cost — the company
or the workforce. It becomes a

critical factor in large entities. If
supplied free, withdrawal of the
same may be di�cult.
A final decision should be taken by
weighing all parameters including the
need for them in matters of safety
and functionality.
YG Chouksey
Pune

Rural demand woes 
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. 
Rural infrastructure that could have

sustained income levels throughout
the year was put on the back burner
for years. The result, relentless mass
migration of rural labour to urban
work hubs.
The Household Consumption
Expenditure Survey 2022-23 is
revealing. The rural average monthly
consumption spending per person
was ₹3,773 against ₹6,459 for the
urban. 
The real income 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

the existential to the aspirational. 
R Narayanan
Navi Mumbai

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

Tax compliance
Apropos the article on the subject,
despite the substantial hike in IT
collections in 2023-24, there is no
doubt that there are huge disparities
in the 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
are also taxed. 
Kasiraman Ramachandran
Chennai
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I
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 o�ce 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 e�ciencies 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 now in a
power self-su�cient state, thanks to the
substantial generation capacity added.
Substantial transmission capacity has
also been 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 — that is 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

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

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 o�-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
di�erence for small players in the sector
to succeed. Ideally, sub-station should
be located 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

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
a unified 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 e�orts seem half baked.
For any government to fully succeed in
this sector some harsh decisions need to
be taken.

Unfinished tasks in
power reforms

REUTERS

Despite the impressive
milestones achieved in
generation and
transmission, last 
mile connectivity 
remains a challenge

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

RICHA MISHRA

CAPITAL
IDEAS.

T
he Internet of Things (IoT)
revolution, now a decade 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
cost reduction a significant 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 data analytics to o�er
asset maintenance and energy cost
reduction solutions. However, very few
have scaled up with revenues exceeding
even ₹50 crore. Consequently, there's a
scarcity of venture-backed companies in
this sector. 

Yet, shifting industry dynamics,
including a rebound in the
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 Industry 4.0, encompasses
start-ups o�ering asset management
solutions for commercial real estate
buildings and factories by digitizing

machinery and systems. They connect
existing machinery with sensors to
collect operational data on machinery,
energy consumption, air and water
quality, and other critical aspects. 

This data is then analysed to provide
insights on energy consumption and
machinery health, enabling facility
managers to take timely action. This
approach is typically o�ered through the
Software as a Service (SaaS) model, with
start-ups being paid a portion of the
savings accrued by clients.

However, these young companies have
found it di�cult to find the right
customer segment. Industry 4.0
solutions are typically targeted at large
commercial buildings and
energy-intensive industries, who need a
wide variety of solutions apart from
energy e�ciency, and hence prefer to
either work with automation majors
such as Schneider Electric, Honeywell, or
with consulting companies. On the other
hand, mid-sized companies are not keen
to incur upfront expenses in sensors. 

Despite these challenges, several
factors indicate potential avenues for
growth. For example, with reducing
emissions becoming crucial, there's a
separate budget for energy savings,
especially for large real estate companies
pursuing green certifications.
Additionally, there's a surge in smart

manufacturing, with aggregators such as
Zetworks and Karkhana.io outsourcing
manufacturing to mid-size SMEs,
potentially making digitalization more
cost-e�cient.

Start-ups are also working on reducing
the upfront investment required by their
clients in sensors and innovating on the
business models. For example,
Bangalore-based Clairco is proposing to
manufacture its own sensors and o�er
energy e�ciency as a service, thus
eliminating the need for clients to make
any investments in sensors. 

Similarly, Hyderabad-based Zodhya
went back to the drawing board to reduce
the fixed investment needed to install its
AI-based plug-in that optimizes energy
e�ciency.

Additionally, automation companies
and facility management companies are

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

Recently, Panasonic India also started
Panasonic Ignition, an accelerator
program to identify start-ups that o�er
energy management solutions in
commercial spaces. Similarly, facility
management firm JLL runs Idea Labs, a
program to identify and nurture
start-ups who o�er building
management solutions.

Investors are taking note too.
Recently, Pavestone VC invested in the
Series A round of LivNSense, which
o�ers 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 as a theme for its latest batch
of Accel Atoms, a programme to nurture
and fund early stage start-ups.

As such, there is reason for optimism
for Indian IoT start-ups. Let us hope that
this time, we see the emergence of a few
large companies.

The writer is founder of FineTrain, a boutique investment
bank for climate start-ups.

Better prospects ahead for IoT start-ups 

Bharti Krishnan 

IOT. The future of industry/ISTOCKPHOTO

A manufacturing rebound and pressure to decarbonise factories and buildings may widen IoT start-ups’ clientele
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Beyond hawks and doves
EYE CULTURE 
CHINTAN GIRISH MODI 

W
hen 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. 

News reports indicate that her uncle 
Shehbaz Sharif, Prime Minister of 
Pakistan, has been approached by 
business leaders to initiate trade talks 
with India. Malik Ahmad Khan, the 
Speaker of Punjab Provincial Assembly, 
too has called for the resumption of 
trade. This is 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 to Jammu & Kashmir.  

While India is currently busy with 
elections, one hopes that the incoming 
government will respond to these friendly 
overtures. We cannot remain in a hostile 
relationship forever. The desire to move 
forward and craft a harmonious future is 
being expressed in India as well.  

Ajay Bisaria’s book Anger 
Management: The Troubled Diplomatic 
Relationship Between India and Pakistan 
(2024), published by Aleph Book 
Company, is a case in 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 on an unpleasant note, he 
wonders if the borders of the future would 
be more open and welcoming.  

He was born in Srinagar, and his 
mother was in Lahore during the Quit 
India movement of 1942; so, his tenure was 
of personal significance too. He argues 
that both countries need to focus on 
bringing “prosperity to two billion 
inhabitants of a common South  
Asian homeland”.  

Mr Bisaria hopes for a day “when the 
confidence of Kashmiris would be 
restored, when soldiers would not be 
required to guard every nook, when the 
borders could be opened up once again 
without the fear of terrorists and 
bloodshed”. In order to make this dream 
come true, he calls upon younger 
generations of South Asians to “reject the 
flawed choices of the past”. The humility 
to admit that mistakes have been made is 
gracious, as is the wish to rectify them. 

The simplistic classification of people 
as either hawks or doves in the realm of 
international relations deprives us of 
appreciating the capacity of human 
beings to alter their positions over time. 
Besides this, the assumption that people 
who occupy official positions are 
necessarily opposed to people-to-people 
contact and grassroots peace activism is 
also quite unhelpful.  

A S Dulat, former head of India’s 
Research and Analysis Wing (RAW), and 
Asad Durrani, former director-general of 
Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) 
shocked many in both countries when 
their book, The Spy Chronicles: RAW, ISI 
and the Illusion of Peace, co-authored with 
journalist Aditya Sinha, was published by 
HarperCollins India in 2020.  

It was unusual to witness spymasters 
from two countries with a long history of 
conflict engage in a mature and respectful 

dialogue on everything from Kashmir to 
Balochistan, and from cross-border 
terrorism to surgical strikes. They have a 
new book out with the same publisher.  

Titled Covert: The Psychology of Peace 
(2024), this one is co-authored with 
psychiatrist and social scientist Neil 
Krishan Aggarwal. What makes it unique 
is that it digs into the childhood 
memories, family histories and career 
trajectories of these spymasters to 
understand how they became votaries 
for peace in this volatile region that has 
seen too much conflict and violence.  

Dr Aggarwal belongs to a post-
Partition family. He grew up hearing 
about life in Lahore and Rawalpindi prior 
to 1947. His interest in studying “the 
intergenerational transmission of 
trauma” is rooted in his own background. 

In the new book, Mr Dulat, who was 
born in Sialkot before the Partition, notes 
that the peace lobby in India has 
weakened after the tenure of Manmohan 
Singh as Prime Minister.  He remarks, 
“Generals talking to each other is a great 
idea because nobody understands the cost 
of war more than a soldier does.” This is 
not a new idea but it needs to be pursued 
with much greater vigour. After all, 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 as well as the India 
Pakistan Soldiers Initiative for Peace.  

While Messrs Dulat and Durrani 
advocate for peace, they have no delusions 
about the time it might take. Mr Durrani 
says, “The peace process is not going to be 
clinched in one go—we need patience, 
perseverance; it’s a give and take.” The 
road might be long but let’s start walking.  

The reviewer is an independent journalist and 

educator based in Mumbai

OPINION 9 
>

NEW DELHI | SATURDAY, 11 MAY 2024

I
n the middle of a raging general elec-
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: 
l 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.  
l While I will elaborate on 
the context in subsequent 
paragraphs, this assassina-
tion took place exactly two 
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. 
l 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 

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 mafias in 
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? Is the 
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 
is importing India’s mafias. Mostly, they fight 

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

 

The 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 
— he was 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 
in all 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 killed 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 
in jail 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”? 

I can give you an entire list of mass killings 
in those weeks. There were almost 500 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. 

By special arrangement with The Print

E
arly indications from the ongoing 
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 

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 

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.  

 The writer is chief India and Indonesia 

economist at Hongkong and Shanghai 

Banking Corporation

Why India’s elections matter for growth 

A
 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 
a male 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

NATIONAL INTEREST 
SHEKHAR GUPTA

A
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 
a politician 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. 

Sikkim is attempting to 
adopt entirely organic 
methods of farming. But 
effects of climate change are 
evident. Whoever comes to 
power, 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 
at any 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.

Even in the weeks leading up to Chamkila’s assassination, 
there were massacres every other day. To airbrush all of this 
is sheer intellectual cowardice, if not a crime
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Soon, a Japanese Empress?

Between hard rock & an election

Chamkila, Canada 
& dangers ahead



In the Maharashtra battlefield, even flags and party symbols are difficult to separate and 
distinguish. At least three of the parties use saffron ANI

A
 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

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

Women voters lead the 
fight against misogyny

{ ANOTHER DAY }

Namita Bhandare

{ EDITOR’S PICK }  

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.

The Case for Reason: 
Narendra Dabholkar
Year: 2019

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

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.

Chamkila 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

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
him to life. Ribaldry was the key
ingredient of his lyrics. He thought it
to be the tool for connecting with the
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 Chamkila.
While most of his contemporaries celebrated

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
Chamkila 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

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

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-

C
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,
Mary Kom, Pad Man, among others,
are examples of biopics that cele-
brate the success of great personali-
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-

“W
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,

{ 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

Gagan 
Deep 

Sharma

The idea of Amar Singh 
Chamkila and Punjabiyat

{ OUR TAKE }  

S
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 is 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 set a 
precedent that could incentivise criminals to join 
politics and turn campaigners to stay out of prison. It 
is indeed 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.

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

ESTABL ISHED  IN  1924

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

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
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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-

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(ML) 
Liberation general secretary Dipankar 

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 

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  Vietnam 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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Elizabeth 
Martinez

In the present era of devalued dreams 
and mocked hopes, we need to confront 
immoral power with moral power

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

— Ramnath Goenka

N February 25, 1956, Nikita 
Khrushchev, 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 

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 

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 

outcome of  a “deep-seated psychological 
urge”. Erich  Fromm wrote of  Stalin as 
a mental 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 his image 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  
his regulatory 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)
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FROM CAMPUS TO CAPITOL:
PROTESTS ROCK U.S. POLITICS

WHAT HISTORY
TEACHES US ABOUT

PERSONALITY CULTS

K M CHANDRASEKHAR Former Cabinet Secretary and author of  
As Good as My Word: A Memoir

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

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

SOURAV ROY

PRATIK KANJILAL For years, the author has been speaking 
easy to a surprisingly tolerant public

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 for a 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. I 
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 A V, email
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KEEP AN EYE ON  
DEBT AMID SLOWING 
HOUSEHOLD SAVINGS

T
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 a row 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 is not 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

I
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.

Q U I C K  TA K E

LEND THEM YOUR EARS

AMONG the many digital products the pandemic tsunami 
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?
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