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UAPA doesn’t  
override IPC

An open letter and a plea 

Honourable Chief Minister (Maharashtra) 
and Commissioner BMC, the objective 

of this writeup is to bring your attention to 
the billboard falling incident on May 13, 
2024, which you are surely aware of. Sadly, 
the incident proves that we pay attention 
to anything only when some lives are lost. 
What was the fault of those who died 
because of that huge illegal hoarding? So 
many families are destroyed. Their dreams 
are shattered. So many of them lost their 
husbands, wives, sons, daughters, friends, 
sisters and brothers. Their lives will not be 
same without those lost for ever. We 
request you to bring those guilty of 
carelessness to book. It is important that 
they must bear the consequence of their 
insensitive attitude. Let us see heads roll 
for the death of common people. Secondly, 
we would like to know what 
compensations are given. Will it help them 
to afford a normal education, secure home 
and food? Or do they have to go through 
emotional as well as financial trauma? 
Thirdly, what are we going to do with 
many more such hoardings? Will we 

remove them all before such unpredicted 
storm to save lives? I understand that 
policies are in place but implementation is 
equally needed. Can we expect 
implementation, Sir? Awaiting a response. 

Ramita, Mumbai 
 
Wrong message 

This refers to the news item ‘Cancelling 
doc’s admission would be nation’s loss’ 

(May 15). The logic given by the court in 
the instant case is not convincing. To obtain 
a certificate of non-creamy layer based on 
false information itself is a crime. Actually 
the student who has committed this crime 
should be punished. But instead she has 
been rewarded by allowing her to retain 
her MBBS degree by paying Rs 50,000 
towards fine. This sends a message to 
society that the crime of submitting a false 
certificate to get admission to a medical 
course can be condoned by paying a 
penalty amount. Another point is that this 
case may be cited as precedent in future to 
get relief from the court in such similar 
cases. It is a well-known fact that in our 
country ratio of doctors to population is 
very low, but many MBBS doctors prefer to 
work in civil services. Isn’t this a national 
loss? 

Ravindra Bhagwat, Kalyan 

Voters POKed in the eye 

Rajnath Singh’s raking up POK’s merger 
with India is just a diversionary tactic to 

show the BJP’s muscular approach vis-a-vis 
Pakistan. A clever ploy to demonstrate 
India’s military capability under the 
leadership of PM Modi. It is hard to explain 
how POK can even become an election 
issue when there are more pressing 
problems back home. Instead, the 
leadership in Delhi must think of making 
Manipuris feel they are a part of India. The 
state has been left to stew in its own juices 
for over 15 months and counting. How to 
bring about a reconciliation between the 
warring communities in Manipur and 
establish a semblance of normalcy in the 
state ought to give sleepless nights to the 
Central government. However, Manipur has 
not figured even once in the election 
campaign so far. Instead, POK has been 
pulled out of the BJP’s hat just to impress 
the voters. Whether they are able to see it 
as a red herring or fall for the show of 
“BJP’s biceps” remains to be seen. 

Avinash Godboley, Dewas

Before political correctness 
cleaned up our vocabulary, 
“mad” was the catchall word 

for any kind of  mental illness, from 
retardation to depression to schizo-
phrenia. Nobody had heard of  
bipolar disorder or postpartum blues. 
Going to a psychiatrist or ‘shrink’ 
was considered shameful. If  a person 
— more often than not, a woman — 
became somehow unmanageable, 
they were sent to mental asylums, or 
loony bins in slang. Women were 
termed hysterical, no matter what the 
symptoms, and the treatment was 
heavy medication, electric shocks 
and in extreme cases, hysterectomy. 

This is Mental Health Awareness 
Week, and time to recall Joanne 
Greenberg’s cult novel, I Never Prom-
ised You A Rose Garden (written un-
der the pseudonym Hannah Green), 
published 60 years ago, just a year af-
ter another seminal novel exploring a 
woman’s depression, Sylvia Plath’s 
The Bell Jar, about debilitating de-
pression. Teenagers down the ages 
have, and still would, relate to the sto-
ry of  a 16-year-old girl, who retreats 
from ugly reality into a fantasy world. 

Greenberg said of  the novel, “I 
wrote this novel, which is a fiction-
alised autobiography, to give a picture 
of  what being schizophrenic feels like 
and what can be accomplished with a 

trusting relationship between a gifted 
therapist and a willing patient. It is 
not a case history or study. I like to 
think it is a hymn to reality.” 

The book became a bestseller, was 
turned into a film in 1977 and a play in 
2004, its impact and influence remain-
ing strong as ever. Greenberg’s fic-
tional alter ego was the mentally tor-
mented Deborah Blau, whose imagi-
nation created alternative realties of  
The Kingdom of  Yr, with a language 
of  its own. 

Her parents Esther and Jacob love 
their daughter but are affected by the 
stigma of  Deborah’s mental illness, 
and her younger sister Suzy has to 
cope with all the attention her sister’s 
condition demands. An excerpt from 
the book conveys the terror and con-
fusion of  the parents. 

“They decided to go into the diner, 
being very careful and obviously usu-
al about their movements. When they 
had seated themselves in a booth by 
the windows, they could see her com-
ing back around the corner of  the 
building and moving toward them; 
they tried to look at her as if  she were 
a stranger, someone else's daughter to 
whom they had only now been intro-
duced, a Deborah not their own. They 
studied the graceless adolescent body 
and found it good, the face intelligent 
and alive, but the expression some-
how too young for sixteen. 

“They were used to a certain bitter 
precocity in their child, but they 
could not see it now in the familiar 
face that they were trying to convince 
themselves they could estrange. The 
father kept thinking: How could 
strangers be right? She's ours... all 
her life. They don't know her. It's a 

mistake – a mistake! 
“The mother was watching herself  

watching her daughter. ‘On my sur-
face... there must be no sign showing, 
no seam-a perfect surface.’ And she 
smiled.” 

While the Blaus are tackling their 
own mixed emotions, Deborah goes 
into a different world. As Greenberg 
writes, “Into the vacuum of  the Mid-
world where she stood between Yr 
and Now, the Collect was beginning to 
come to life. Soon they would be 
shouting curses and taunts at her, 
deafening her for both worlds. She 
was fighting against their coming the 
way a child, expecting punishment, 

anticipates it by striking out wildly. 
She began to tell the doctor the truth 
about some of  the questions he was 
asking. Let them call her lazy and a 
liar now. The roar mounted a little 
and she could hear some of  the words 
in it. The room offered no distraction. 
To escape engulfment there was only 
the Here, with its ice-cold doctor and 
his notebook, or Yr with its golden 
meadows and gods. But Yr also held 
its regions of  horror and lostness, 
and she no longer knew to which 
kingdom in Yr there was passage. 
Doctors were supposed to help in 
this.” 

It is with the help of  a sympathetic 
therapist, Dr Clara Fried, that Debo-
rah slowly recovers after a three-year 

battle and makes efforts to rejoin nor-
mal life. The novel has been criticised 
for misinterpreting the signs of  schiz-
ophrenia, but Greenberg wrote of  her 
own struggles in a society that either 
romanticised or feared mental 
illness, but seldom understood it. In 
the late 1960s, when Greenberg's 
novel was published, mental illness 
was even more baffling to the layper-
son, because of  the ignorance sur-
rounding it. That led to insensitive 
trolling of  mentally unstable people 
and poor treatment procedures in in-
stitutions. Very few doctors or carers 
had the patience to deal with the men-
tally ill, or even the training to recog-

nise and differentiate between the 
symptoms. Quacks and charlatans 
filled in the gaps of  information with 
superstition and bizarre rituals of  ex-
orcism or branding. 

Much before Greenberg’s and 
Plath’s novels were published, in 
1892, a story called The Yellow Wall 
Paper by Charlotte Perkins Gilman 
was published in The New England 
Magazine, in which, after childbirth, 
a woman is diagnosed by her physi-
cian husband with a “temporary 
nervous depression — a slight hyster-
ical tendency” and sent to an asylum. 
It is supposedly to rest, but she is ac-
tually imprisoned in the former nurs-
ery of  an old colonial mansion, with 
barred windows, and peeling yellow 

wallpaper. Her isolation eventually 
drives the woman to despair and the 
frightening depths of  madness. 

Several books about mental illness 
— particularly those concerning 
women — are also about this kind of  
oppression that the woman is unable 
to escape from or find the tools to 
fight against. The word “gaslighting”, 
popular today in internet lingo, was 
originally used to denote the manipu-
lation of  a person into doubting their 
own perceptions, eventually leading 
to mental instability. (Gaslight was 
Patrick Hamilton's 1938 play in which 
a man tries to drive his wife to insan-
ity to usurp her wealth, and has been 
adapted for the screen twice.) 

Since I Never Promised You a Rose 
Garden was published, there have 
been major advances in the treatment 
of  mental issue, and at least some of  
the stigma has reduced. Genetic as 
well as environmental factors are tak-
en into account when, in many cases, 
a cause of  the illness cannot be pin-
pointed; a combination of  drugs, 
therapy and constant support is used 
to help patients. Celebrities coming 
out and talking about their struggles 
have encouraged others to cope with 
their problems too.  

As the lyrics of  Joe South’s 1967 
song Rose Garden, sung by several 
performers, go: 

I never promised you a rose garden 
Along with the sunshine 
There's gotta be a little rain some-

time 
When you take you gotta give so live 

and let live or let go. 
 

Deepa Gahlot is a Mumbai-based 
columnist, critic and author

Those who profess to represent 
God in human affairs must 
not always be taken seriously 

because their wisdom is based upon 
tradition and custom which is man-
made. This is true of  all religions, 
because whether it is Hinduism, Is-
lam, Christianity or Shintoism, 
people blindly worship men or 
women who profess to represent 
God — with disastrous conse-
quences. 

This has emerged when a nun, 
who is practicing in the Supreme 
Court, wanted to contest the presti-
gious Supreme Court Bar Associa-
tion (SCBA) elections, which is apo-
litical, but was refused permission 
by her congregation to do so. Her 
congregation has not understood 
that if  this nun wins the election, 
she will be able to influence policies 
to benefit destitute women. Many 
senior advocates do have political 
affiliations but by-and-large, it is in-
dividual advocates who contest 
these elections because of  the pres-
tige it brings them which in turn 
may help them garner more clients. 

The contrarian point of  view is 
that a nun renews her vows of  
chastity, poverty, and obedience to 
the head of  her congregation whom 
she can never disobey. These nuns 

and priests cannot reason why but 
must do and die. Unlike other mem-
bers of  the SCBA, a nun who is 
elected to the managing committee 
will truly work for the people and 
not for money because they are not 
allowed to have bank accounts. The 
sisters of  Saint Ann of  Providence, 
to which Sr Jessy Kurien belongs, is 
an Italy-based congregation that 
has been active in India since 1871.  

Rather than see the enormous 
benefit of  allowing a member of  
their congregation to contest the 
elections, the Mother Superior and 
managing council of  her congrega-
tion refused permission to Sister 
Jessy Kurien to contest the SCBA 
elections, thereby bringing to an ig-
nominious end what would have 
been a first in these elections — a 
nun who is wedded to Lord Jesus 
Christ, being elected to the most 
powerful Bar Association in the 
country. Her victory would create a 
first for all time to come — a nun 
contesting and being elected as a 
member of  the managing commit-
tee of  the SCBA. 

Jessy Kurien, the only nun prac-
ticing law from Saint Ann of  Provi-
dence, says the Church allowed her 
to become a member of  the 
National Commission for Minority 
Educational Institutions in 
2008.This is a government of  India 
body and each member has powers 
akin to that of  a district civil judge. 
The protocol offered was similar to 
that of  a secretary to the govern-
ment of  India.  

 She began to practice law despite 
being a nun, 19 years ago soon after 

the Supreme Court ruled that nuns 
and priests who had passed their 
LL.B degree, could practice any-
where in the country because be-
coming a nun or a priest was not a 
profession but a calling from God.  

The case arose after the Kerala 
Bar Council (KBC) refused to give a 
Sanad (= license to practice law) to 
some priests and nuns who had 
passed their LL.B. These nuns chal-
lenged this erroneous decision in 
the Kerala High Court but the KBC 
appealed against this decision in 
the Supreme Court which upheld 

the decision of  the Kerala high 
court so that nuns and priests 
throughout the country could start 
practicing law after they passed the 
LL.B degree. There are a few priests 
who have secured their Ph.D in law 
but are wary of  entering the dog-
eat-dog competition within the 
courts.  

Jessy Kurien held training ses-
sions for Supreme Court employees 
on gender sensitization which is 
why she wrote over 400 books and 
articles on various laws, mainly 
those affecting women’s rights. This 
was why she decided to contest the 
SCBA elections for the post of  mem-
ber-executive so that she could 
serve women better. Tragically, her 
congregation objected to her con-

testing these prestigious elections 
which would have boosted her work 
for women’s rights. 

But now she messaged all the 
SCBA voters saying she has with-
drawn from the fray owing to objec-
tions from her congregation. She 
told another newspaper: “I was sur-
prised to learn that the authorities 
of  my congregation in Rome re-
fused to permit me to contest the 
SCBA elections. The SCBA is not a 
political platform or a body from 
where I can derive monetary bene-
fits. Canon law does not prohibit a 

nun or a priest to contest an election 
for an association of  advocates.”  

Hence, the decision of  her congre-
gation violates the very law which 
empowers them to become nuns 
and priests. Interestingly, some 
nuns hold the MBBS degree and 
some of  them have even pursued 
the MD degree so that they are al-
lowed to practice medicine. A few 
are products of  St John’s Medical 
College in Bangalore. Sister Jessy 
wanted to contest the Lok Sabha 
elections on a ticket of  a certain po-
litical party. Understandably, her 
congregation refused her permis-
sion on that occasion but the SCBA 
election is altogether different.  

Jessy explained she received the 
message refusing her permission to 

contest the SCBA elections on May 
5, three days after she informed the 
president of  her congregation in In-
dia that she would be contesting. 
“Though I began to canvass a 
month ago, I officially sent an email 
to the president on May 2. I was 
present in Hyderabad that day and 
as per convention, before I left that 
city, I told the president about my 
travel plans to Delhi as well as about 
the election.” 

Strangely, until May 4, she did not 
get any response until she returned 
to Delhi. Only one day later, she re-
ceived a message from her congre-
gation that said the:” Mother Gen-
eral and the council” were not in 
favour of  her contesting the SCBA 
elections. This message devasted Sr 
Jessy Kurien who thought that con-
testing elections was part of  her le-
gal profession. 

Thursday was the last day to file 
nominations to contest the SCBA 
elections. This was why this nun 
could not send an email requesting 
the Church to hear her out before 
making an informed decision with 
reasons. However due to the mes-
sage she got at the last moment, she 
was unable to send an email to ask 
the managing council and the 
Mother Superior of  her congrega-
tion to reconsider their decision. 

So, her resolve to help women in 
distress by influencing policy deci-
sions of  the government of  India 
has been brought to nought. 

 
Olav Albuquerque holds a PhD in law 

and is a senior journalist and advocate 
at the Bombay High Court

LETTERS 
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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.

This is Mental Health Awareness Week, and time to 
recall Joanne Greenberg’s cult novel, ‘I Never Promised 

You A Rose Garden’, published 60 years ago

In this election season, 
politicians are freely 
promising freebies, with-

out the thought of  where the 
resources will come from.  

If  indeed all the resources 
are going to be used for free-
bies, then will there be any 
left for the development of  
the country? This is not what 
the Indian Sanaatana tradi-
tion is about.  

Ancient India had a monar-
chy but the king did not have 
absolute power. He had an ad-
visory Council of  Ministers 
including a spiritual advisor.  

It was not always the 
eldest that became the 
king. The most fit per-
son was chosen to 
be the king. If  none 
of  the sons of  the 
King qualified, 
any promi-
nent citizen 
could be ap-
proached to 
be the king. 
The king him-
self  along 
with the 
council of  
ministers 
would do that.  

Clearly, the 
system was 
very different from what it is 
today. Leaders did not have to 
beg for votes with the prom-
ise of  freebies. They were 
free to work for the develop-
ment of  the country.  

The most important func-
tion of  the king was to see 
that there was a rule of  law 
and that rule of  law extended 
to every part of  the country. 

Every citizen including the 
king himself  came under 
this rule of  law.  

This was Rama Rajya. It did 
not mean that everything 
was perfect. There was equal-
ity in the sense of  equal op-
portunities to develop their 
own talents, opportunities 
for education, which was free 
and state-sponsored. People 
were free to follow their cho-
sen profession and even 
change the profession if  nec-
essary.  

Was it Utopia? No. There 
were limitations but the com-

mitment of  the govern-
ment was to develop-

ment. Everyone kept 
the nation first. Un-

like now where 
vested interests try-

ing to pull the 
country 
apart.  

Will we get a 
government 
that puts the 
nation first?  

While there 
are many 
ways every-
one can get 
involved in 
politics, each 
has to find 

their way. The bare 
minimum is voting.  

It is not only a responsibili-
ty as a citizen but in ancient 
days it was a religious, spiri-
tual duty. 

 
The writer is the founder of 

Aarsha Vidya Foundation. You 
can write to him at 

aarshavidyaf@gmail.com

Nation First 
— Swami Brahmavidananda Saraswati
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Canton, May 16. Hankow Nationalist Radio announced that 
Communist forces entered the City at 5 P.M. local time today. The 
radio ceased transmitting shortly after making this 
announcement.

BACK TO CHUNGKING AGAIN? 
EXODUS FROM CANTON BEGINS

The Supreme Court has underlined the impor-
tance of  following all the legal niceties even in 
cases registered under the Unlawful Activities 

(Prevention) Act. It was on this basis that a two-mem-
ber Bench ordered the release of  NewsClick founder 
Prabir Purkayastha. However stringent a law may be, 
it does not give the police freedom to bypass provisions 
of  the Indian Penal Code that protect a citizen from il-
legal arrest. In the instant case, the accused was not 
given a copy of  the First Information Report (FIR) 
based on which he was arrested. When he was present-
ed before a magistrate for remand, his side was not 
heard because he was not even duly informed about 
why he was arrested. Worse, the remand order was 
tampered with by including two sentences from the 
FIR which were more refined and well-written than the 
previous sentences. The two judges were convinced 
that the addition was to make up for the lapse on the 
part of  the police to give a copy of  the FIR to the mag-
istrate.  

The citizen enjoys certain fundamental rights guar-
anteed under Articles 20, 21, and 22 of  the Constitution. 
These rights include the right to enjoy freedom of  
movement which can be curtailed only if  the person 
concerned commits a crime and his arrest is inevitable 
while prosecuting him. A person who is arrested is en-
titled to know why he is being arrested. He also enjoys 
the right to defend himself  when he is presented before 
a magistrate within 24 hours of  the arrest. On October 
3, 2023, the apex court had in a case under the Preven-
tion of  Money Laundering Act (PMLA) ordered that 
the police must share the FIR with the accused. The 
court has merely extended it to UAPA cases also.  

Very serious charges have been made against 
Purkayastha. While the court took cognisance of  the 
fact that the police have filed a charge-sheet against 
him, they have not framed the charges so that the trial 
could be started. Otherwise, he could have been re-
leased without having to provide surety. The 
conditions for bail in UAPA and PMLA cases are 
almost impossible to fulfil. This is all the more reason 
that the police follow all the constitutional require-
ments while arresting a person. The police also owe to 
the arrested person a responsibility to try him at the 
earliest, as underscored by the instant verdict.  

 

Freebies vs freebies  

In the battle of  freebies, politicians are pulling out 
all the stops to win over voters. From K. Kamaraj, 
who is remembered more for his “parkalam” (let’s 

wait) than for the free education he offered in the state 
of  Madras in the fifties, to Nitish Kumar's bicycles for 
schoolgirls in Bihar, freebies have become as essential 
to Indian elections as chai stalls. But in this high-stakes 
game of  giveaways, who will emerge as the true cham-
pion? In one corner, we have the BJP, offering a modest 
5kg of  free rice or wheat per person per month. In the 
other corner, the Congress is upping the ante with a 
promise to double the grain handout to a whopping 
10kg. That's enough to feed a small army, or at least a 
very hungry family of  four for a month.  

But hold onto your dhotis and sarees, friends, because 
Rahul Gandhi is here to shake things up. Not content 
with just grains, he's promising cold, hard cash. Yes, 
you heard it right. If  the INDIAlliance comes to power 
on June 4, one lucky woman from each poor family will 
receive a payment of  Rs 1 lakh. It's like winning the lot-
tery, but with a political twist. Of  course, these freebies 
may not seem as extravagant as the promise of  Rs 15 
lakh per person that the BJP made in the 2014 election. 
The money was to be obtained from Swiss banks where 
it was stashed away. By the way, can anyone really eat 
10kg of  rice in a month? And will handing out cash to 
select families really solve poverty? Who knows, but 
one thing's for sure: Indian politics has never been 
more entertaining. So grab your roasted groundnuts 
and settle in for the ultimate showdown of  freebies vs 
freebies.

MIKA’S MATRIX

A nun elected to the SCBA managing committee will 
truly work for the people and not for money because 

they are not allowed to have bank accounts

Herstory 
÷Deepa Gahlot

Legal  Eagle 
÷Olav Albuquerque

Of rose gardens, bell jars and yellow wallpaper

Lawyer-nun’s futile bid to contest SC bar poll

THOUGHT FOR THE DAY: He was like a rooster who thought 
the sun had risen to hear him crow.  

— GEORGE ELIOT
MUMBAI | FRIDAY | MAY 17, 2024
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Moral righteousness
has been the pre-
sented face of the
foreign policy of the

United States of America since
time immemorial. But beyond
this thin and untenable veneer
lurks the dark reality of realpoli-
tik, power play, and even naked
ambition at work. Such practi-
cality driving sovereign behav-
iour is not unusual to any other
country, except that the pos-
tured pretense of altruism driv-
ing American actions, when it
isn’t, annoys other countries.

Americans often don’t prac-
tice what they preach, or pos-
ture.  However political correct-
ness couched with deft word-
smithing hides the real impulses
and instincts that have legit-
imised America’s dalliances with
dictators, illiberal monarchs, or
other unsavoury alliances. The
relationship of Washington DC
with the largest cumulative
recipient of US foreign aid i.e.,
Israel, is one such glaring con-
tradiction, even though Israel
remains the most sanctioned
country in the world, by the
United Nations.

Beyond the stakes and un-
derstandable impact of roughly
8-9 million Jews in the United
States (with imagined emotions
attached to Israel) and their
accompanying heft of economic
value in terms of ‘controlling’
Wall Street, media houses and
the US economy is general, the
state of Israel affords incalcula-
ble strategic leverage to the US
in global affairs. 

Put simply, many of the
most powerful and decisive
positions in the US administra-
tion and the larger socio-eco-
nomic realm are populated by
Jews, who bear their own
impulses. 

Israel has been called ‘Ame-
rica’s aircraft carrier in the Mid-
dle East’ for its ability to flex
itself militarily and act as a bul-
wark against traditional foes
such as Russia. 

The Americans have used
the Israelis to keep many ene-
mies like Iran or terror groups
(even so-called ‘allies’ in the

Arab Sheikhdoms) in check,
with Tel Aviv’s overbearing and
lurking presence in the region.

Israelis have managed to
extract a price for their relation-
ship with the US, which has rou-
tinely exposed the hollowness of
American morality in foreign
policy. 

The most obvious mismat-
ch has been the unprecedented
invocation of the ‘veto’ power in
the United Nations Security
Council (often, as the lone sup-
portive voice) to
rescue Israel from
formal condemna-
tions and sanc-
tions. Over half of
the ‘veto’ votes
used by the US in
its history have
involved Israel.

Additionally,
Washington DC
has been the only
permanent mem-
ber of the UNSC to
recognise Golan
Heights (taken
from Syria in the
Six-Day War in
1967) as legitimate
Israeli territory, recognised the
provocative move of recognising
Jerusalem as the official capital
and shifted its embassy there
(thus diluting Palestinian claims),
amongst many other symbolic
moves that embolden the unilat-
eral approach of the Israelis.

Such underlying equations
and compulsions have defined
the foreign policy of the US tow-
ards Israeli reprisals to the ter-
ror attack by the Hamas from
Gaza. 

While the world had rightly
condemned the Hamas terror
attack, it had differentiated bet-
ween the Hamas and the larger
comity of Gazans or Palestini-
ans. Israel didn’t, and it lumped
the Hamas identity onto the
entirety of Gazans/Palestinians
and conducted its revenge
accordingly. 

If only the Israelis had con-
ducted ‘targeted’ attacks against
the Hamas ~ as Israel had his-
torically conducted against mili-
tias like the PLO, Hezbollah or

even the Hamas earlier, there
would not have been a global
uproar. But the Israelis opted for
the brutal ‘scorched earth’
approach.  

Today, there are over 35,000
Palestinians (not necessarily
Hamas operatives) who have
been killed in the disproportion-
ate revenge, besides the com-
plete flattening of the Gaza Strip. 

Whatever be the mealy-
mouthed and flipflopping state-
ments by the Joe Biden adminis-

tration since 7 Oct-
ober 2023, when
the Hamas attack
took place, the US
has had a direct
hand in the mas-
sacre of the hap-
less Gazans.

So, what guid-
ed the invaluable
and questionable
US support to
Israeli revenge? A
potent combina-
tion of history,
realpolitik, invari-
able pressures
from the ‘Jewish
lobby’, and above

all, electoral considerations in
an election year!

Initially, the reaction was
wrapped in ‘justness’ and noble
outrage. But the fact is that Pres-
ident Biden would have seen the
benefit in tilting towards Israel
(beyond reasonableness) to ar-
rest the recent drift of Jews tow-
ards Republicans, especially
towards Trump personally, who
had pivoted completely in fav-
our of Netanyahu’s Israel during
his term with the Abrahamic
Accords, scraping the Iran Nuc-
lear Deal, ‘Muslim-Ban’ et al.
Biden may have punted on the
moment to assert his own posi-
tives with the ‘Jewish Lobby’,
who are also sizeable contribu-
tors to political funding.

But over time as the Israeli
onslaught in Gaza continued
with no restraint or heed, Biden
was seen as a willful accomplice
to the disproportionate retalia-
tion and bloodshed. 

The excessiveness of Israeli
actions has pricked the con-

science of the youth and the
recent uproars, protests, and
disruptions on Western univer-
sity campuses are a testimony to
a contra-reaction after the gen-
uine condemnation of the
Hamas attack. 

Even many of the younger
Jewish voters don’t see unequiv-
ocal or blind support for Israel
as a litmus test for their personal
identity, anymore. Many Jews
recognise the direct contribu-
tion of Israeli actions on the
sudden rise of anti-Semitic inci-
dents and many are concerned
about the economic conse-
quences to their livelihoods ~
suddenly supporting Israel
blindly does not make sense,
even to them. 

Secondly the youth, ethnic
diversities, and other progres-
sive communities who make the
bulk of the Democrat ranks are
equally alarmed at Biden’s blank
cheque to Israel.

These tectonic undercur-
rents in Democrat constituen-
cies and the Jewish lobby have
forced a rethink on Biden’s
approach towards Israel. It is
sheer electoral politics and not
morality that is driving Biden’s
U-turn, after a painfully long
time. The optics of ‘encourag-
ing’ Israel are detrimental to
Biden’s campaign. 

The irrelevance of morality
also numbs the American elec-
torate in another way, when
they see American ‘support’ to
Israel or Ukraine as prohibitive-
ly unnecessary, especially as the
US economy itself is struggling.
After two ‘vetoes’ to support
Israel, the US finally supported a
resolution condemning Israeli
overdrive. 

The narrative and discourse
will now further change beyond
stopping arms supplies and
investigations into Israeli
excesses and an ostensible
‘blockade’ to humanitarian sup-
plies. 

But again, it validates the
age-old truism that it is electoral
stakes and not morality that
drives US foreign policy, what-
ever be the purported diplomat-
ic line or posturing.     

President Xi Jinping’s just-con-
cluded visit to Europe could
not have been more timely ~ it
came at a pivotal moment and

underscored the profound significance
of China-Europe relations amid global
uncertainties. His first overseas visit in
2024 and third state visit to France not
only emphasized the strategic impor-
tance of China’s relations with Europe,
the European Union in particular, but
also highlights the symbolic power
inherent in such diplomatic engage-
ments. Against the backdrop of evolv-
ing global dynamics, his visit to Europe
will help deepen the strategic partner-
ship, deepen economic cooperation,
and boost people-to-people exchanges
between China and Europe.

His visit also underscored the
strategic significance of Europe for
China on multiple fronts. First, Europe
remains a crucial economic partner of
China, with the EU being one of
China's largest trading partners and the
investment flow between the two sides
being substantial. Strengthening ties
with key EU member states such as
France and Hungary, and other Euro-
pean states such as Serbia, enhances
mutual access to two of the world's
largest markets and high-tech power-
houses, fostering mutual economic
development. Second, amid the
increasing geopolitical uncertainties,
China and the EU both seek to deepen
mutual understanding in order to safe-

guard their respective interests and
promote peace-building efforts.
China’s support for the EU's efforts to
maintain its strategic autonomy shows
it views the bloc as a strong upholder of
multilateralism and an indispensable
partner in mitigating geopolitical risks.
For China, its engagement with Europe
is integral to its broader foreign policy
objectives, which include the Belt and
Road Initiative, and the advocacy for
improved connectivity and multilater-
alism. Beyond its strategic implications,
President Xi’s visit showcased China’s
maturing diplomatic prowess and
international standing through its
unwavering commitment to construc-
tive engagement in the post-pandemic
world. The Chinese leader’s well-cali-
brated choice of destinations ~  France,
Serbia and Hungary ~ reflects China’s
desire to cultivate partnerships and
promote cooperation with Europe as a
whole. France, under Charles de
Gaulle’s leadership, established diplo-
matic relations with China 60 years ago,
much before most other Western coun-
tries. The Gaullist idea of independ-
ence, from which the concept of strate-
gic autonomy derives its vision and
ambition, has directly or indirectly
guided France’s approach to Sino-Fre-
nch relations. The approach is under-
pinned by a mutual recognition of each
other’s status as major players in a mul-
tipolar world. This strategic consensus
has steered their foreign policies and
facilitated high-level dialogue, ensur-
ing the Sino-French partnership
remains resilient even during challeng-
ing times. France has constantly played
a key role in shaping overall EU-China
ties and partnered China in addressing
global challenges, from climate change
to the application of AI. Serbia and
Hungary are widely considered China’s
closest economic partners in Europe.
They are also among the first group of
countries to join the China-proposed
Belt and Road Initiative, and they host a
substantial number of Chinese-invest-
ed projects, from large-scale railway
infrastructure projects to electric vehi-
cle battery plants.

Incorporating and directly descended
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US apathy

As the 2024 US Presidential election draws near-
er, the American electorate finds itself caught
in uncertainty and disbelief. The prospect of a

Biden-Trump rematch has left many voters grappling
with denial, struggling to come to terms with the real-
ity that these two familiar faces could once again dom-
inate the political arena. It is evident that both Presi-
dent Joe Biden and former President Donald Trump
face significant challenges in securing the trust and
support of the American people. Mr Biden’s coalition
is perceived as lacking energy, with concerns lingering
about the President’s political standing and health.
On the other hand, Mr Trump is no spring chicken,
and legal battles cast a shadow over his campaign,
forcing him to navigate the delicate balance between
rallying his base and defending himself in court.
Despite these obstacles, both campaigns are gearing
up for what promises to be a fiercely contested battle
for the White House. Mr Biden's strategy appears to
hinge on reminding voters of the tumultuous era of
Mr Trump’s presidency, hoping to capitalise on mem-
ories of divisiveness and chaos. Meanwhile, Mr Trump
seeks to leverage his legal woes to his advantage,
painting himself as a victim of partisan persecution
and rallying his supporters around the narrative of a
political witch hunt.

Yet, beneath the surface of these familiar tactics
lies a deeper truth: neither candidate has fully cap-
tured the imagination or enthusiasm of the American
people. Polling data reveals a widespread dissatisfac-
tion with the choices presented, with only a fraction of
voters expressing excitement or satisfaction about
either Mr Biden or Mr Trump. This dissatisfaction
underscores a broader problem facing American
democracy ~ a growing sense of disillusionment and
apathy among the electorate. With each passing elec-
tion cycle, it seems that the pool of viable candidates
shrinks, leaving voters to choose between the lesser of
two perceived evils. The result is a political landscape
defined by polarisation and gridlock, where meaning-
ful change feels increasingly out of reach. In the face of
this daunting reality, it is easy to succumb to despair
and resignation. But perhaps there is a glimmer of
hope to be found in the uncertainty of the moment. As
the dynamics of the race continue to shift and evolve,
there is an opportunity for new voices and ideas to
emerge ~ voices that speak to the aspirations and con-
cerns of ordinary Americans, rather than the
entrenched interests of the political establishment.
Ultimately, the fate of the 2024 election rests in the
hands of the American people. It is up to them to
demand more from their leaders, to reject the poli-
tics of division and cynicism, and to embrace a vision
of democracy that reflects their ideals. Only then can
they hope to break free from the cycle of disillusion-
ment and forge a path toward a brighter and more
inclusive future. Of course, they will need better can-
didates to choose from.

Argentine turmoil

Argentina grapples with the relentless grip of infla-
tion amid glimpses of a potential slowdown. The
latest data indicates an annual inflation rate

nearing a staggering 300 per cent, painting a bleak pic-
ture for both consumers and businesses alike. Despite
efforts by the government to curb this economic blight,
the impact on the ground remains palpable, with prices
refusing to relent in their upward trajectory. The gov-
ernment, under the leadership of President Javier Milei,
has embarked on a path of austerity, heralding it as the
antidote to the country's economic woes. Sharp deval-
uations of the local currency and stringent cost-cut-
ting measures have been deployed to stem the tide of
inflation. While these actions have garnered favour
among investors and propelled a rally in equities and
bonds, the true test lies in their efficacy in alleviating the
burden on ordinary citizens. No one can deny the harsh
realities faced by the Argentine populace, particularly
the vulnerable segments of society such as retirees and
public sector workers. The austerity measures, while
touted as necessary for fiscal stability, have inflicted
significant hardships, leading to a sharp decline in real
wages and purchasing power. For individuals, retirees
in particular, the purported slowdown in inflation is
yet to materialise, underscoring the disconnect
between macroeconomic policies and their impact on
everyday lives. The plight of small businesses further
highlights the complexity of Argentina’s economic
predicament. As input costs continue to soar, bottom
lines of businesses erode, making them unviable.
Despite the government's claims of success in lowering
monthly inflation, the ground reality paints a starkly
different picture, with shopkeepers struggling to stay
afloat amid the relentless onslaught of rising prices.

Moreover, the austerity measures, while neces-
sary from a fiscal standpoint, risk deepening social
inequalities. Careful calibration is required to ensure
these policies do not disproportionately impact those
already struggling. However, amid the gloom, there
is a glimmer of hope. Economists suggest that a small
recent drop in the inflation rate could pave the way for
a gradual recovery, with the potential for real wages to
rebound. This optimism, though cautious, offers a ray
of light in an otherwise tumultuous economic land-
scape. As Argentina navigates these turbulent waters,
it is imperative for policymakers to strike a delicate
balance between austerity and recovery. While fiscal
discipline is essential for long-term stability, it must
not come at the expense of social welfare and eco-
nomic prosperity. A holistic approach, encompassing
targeted interventions to support the most vulnerable
segments of society, coupled with prudent macroeco-
nomic policies, holds the key to charting a path
towards sustainable growth and shared prosperity.

In the face of adversity, Argentina must draw
upon its resilience and ingenuity to forge a brighter
future for its citizens. It is only through collective effort
and unwavering resolve that the country can over-
come its economic challenges and emerge stronger
on the other side.

Politics and morality
Vol. CXXXXXVIII  116

The excessiveness of Israeli actions has pricked the conscience of the youth and the

recent uproars, protests, and disruptions on Western university campuses are a testimony

to a contra-reaction after the genuine condemnation of the Hamas attack. Even many

of the younger Jewish voters don�t see unequivocal or blind support for Israel as a

litmus test for their personal identity, anymore. Many Jews recognise the direct contribution

of Israeli actions on the sudden rise of anti-Semitic incidents and many are concerned

about the economic consequences to their livelihoods

editor@thestatesman.com

SIR, The lamentation echoed ac-
ross the globe upon the passing
of Dr. James Simons in May 2024.
His departure marked not merely
the loss of a luminary, but the ex-
tinguishing of a polymathic bea-
con whose radiance illuminated
the realms of mathematics, finan-
ce, and benevolence alike.

Simons’ genesis was marked
by an insatiable thirst for intellec-
tual inquiry. With an erudition
unparalleled, he plumbed the de-
pths of mathematics, particularly
the esoteric realms of geometry
and topology, unearthing profou-
nd revelations that reverberate
across myriad scientific discipli-
nes. His seminal contributions,
notably in the labyrinthine dom-
ain of string theory and the arca-
ne recesses of condensed matter
physics, bespoke a mind unfetter-
ed by convention, charting new
constellations in the firmament
of human understanding. Yet,
Simons’ magisterial intellect
knew no bounds, transcending
the ivory towers of academia to
embrace the tumultuous seas of

finance. Co-founding Renaissan-
ce Technologies in 1978, he emb-
arked upon a voyage of audacious
innovation, harnessing the
arcane arts of quantitative analy-
sis to divine the hidden rhythms
of financial markets. RenTech’s
ascendance to eminence, pro-
pelled by Simons’ visionary stew-
ardship, heralded a paradigm
shift in investment philosophy,
ushering forth an era wherein
algorithms supplanted intuition
and data reigned supreme. 

However, Simons’ luminosi-
ty extended beyond the rarefied
atmospheres of academia and the
frenetic milieu of finance, radiat-
ing also in the domain of phi-
lanthropy. Alongside his esteem-
ed consort Marilyn, he assumed
the mantle of beneficence, en-
dowing the Simons Foundation
with prodigious largesse. 

Through this august institu-
tion, they dispensed patronage to
the cause of scientific inquiry and
educational advancement, nur-
turing the saplings of intellect
that might blossom into arbors of
enlightenment. In the annals of
human endeavour, the saga of Dr.

James Simons stands as a testa-
ment to the boundless potential
of the human intellect. His was a
life suffused with the incandes-
cent glow of curiosity and the
indefatigable pursuit of truth.
Beyond the mortal coil, his legacy
endures, an eternal testament to
the transformative power of
knowledge and the indomitable
spirit of inquiry.

Yours, etc., Amarjeet kumar,
Hazaribagh.

HOPE IN J&K

SIR, This refers to the editorial,
“Srinagar’s way” (15 May). The
high voter turnout and peaceful
conduct of the ongoing elections
in J&K, particularly in the Valley,
signify a significant step towards
democratic renewal in the region
after the abrogation of Article 370
and the reorganisation of J&K in
2019. The heartening turnout of
38 per cent in Srinagar ~ a leap
from 14.43 per cent in 2019 ~ sig-
nals faith in the electoral process
despite the socio-political com-
plexities of the state-turned-UT.
That the 2024 General Election is
being held here without any call

for boycott after decades is reflec-
tive of a growing desire among
the people to actively engage in
shaping their future.  

However, challenges persist,
especially in bridging the trust
deficit between the Kashmiri poli-
ty and the Central Government. 

The successful conduct of
elections should serve as a cata-
lyst for the restoration of state-

hood, as promised by Prime Min-
ister Modi during his poll rally in
Udhampur last month. 

All stakeholders must seize
the momentum and work towar-
ds building a more inclusive and
representative governance frame-
work that addresses the aspira-
tions of the people. 

Yours, etc., S S Paul, 
Nadia, 15 May.  

A polymathic beacon
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DANGEROUS 

SIR, In April, the first batch of 64 Indian workers was sent to Israel
as part of a bilateral plan that began last year between Prime Min-
isters Netanyahu and Modi. After Hamas’s attacks on Israel on
October 7, some 150,000 Palestinian workers from the West Bank
and another 18,500 from the Gaza Strip, who were working in
Israel lost their work permits. High salaries attract Indian workers
to sign such contracts. Surprisingly, on the one side, following
Iranian missile strikes on Israel on April 13, the Indian government
issued a travel advisory for Indian citizens in Israel, to “restrict
their movements to the minimum” yet the agreement remained in
operation and Indian workers are treated as disposable casualties
of war. In fact, Israel is not the only country where Indian workers
face dangerous conditions. On March 5, a 31-year-old worker
named Pat Nibin Maxwell was killed instantly in a Hezbollah mis-
sile attack. Under this extenuating situation, the Union govern-
ment should cancel the agreement with Israel.

Yours, etc., S K Khosla, Chandigarh, 14 May.



EVERY effort to combat malaria is to
be welcomed, and a little pamphlet by
Mr. Girindrakrishna Mitra, of 5, Nur
Mahammad Lane, Calcutta, which has
just appeared with a commendatory fore-
word by Sir Kailash Chandra Bose, merits
attention if only because it indicates a
desire to pass from vague generalities to
constructive proposals. Taking one point
only, Mr. Mitra submits a plan for the
establishment of village dispensaries,
with practitioners attached to them,
which might,  perhaps, help to meet the
demand for rural medical aid. He sug-
gests that with Rs. 500 it might be possi-
ble to start a small dispensary for, a group
of four or five villages and provide a
monthly allowance of Rs. 25 for a "quali-
fied or half-qualified" doctor during a
period of six months, after which, the dis-
pensary would be expected to contribute
to his maintenance. Mr. Mitra thinks the
doctor might obtain board and lodging
in the house of some well-to-do resident
in return for his services, and that, with
private practice together with a commis-
sion on dispensary sales, he might make
his living. Other points touched upon by
Mr. Mitra-the work of local authorities,
co-operative societies, anti-malaria
measures, popular education in sanitary
matters-are all of obvious importance;
and there will be general agreement with
his plea for getting something definite
accomplished without waiting for ideals.
He claims that his proposals have at least
the merit of being practicable without
entailing heavy expenditure.

BENGAL COUNCIL
VACANCY
TO THE EDITOR OF �THE STATESMAN�

SIR,-In reference to the letter pub-
lished by you on Wednesday over the sig-
nature STRANDED JELLYFISH I also came
away from the European Association
meeting on Tuesday evening last feeling
that one of the candidates, Mr. James,
found himself in a peculiar quandary.

With the political atmosphere as it is
at present the European Constituency
must select as their representatives on the
Council gentlemen who will keep before
them, and protect to the best of their abili-
ty, the interests of the European section of
the community which are, and will possi-
bly in the future be, subject to a good deal
of direct attack.

Mr. James’ replies to his hecklers as
to his position in the event of his views as a
member of Council clashing with those of
his directors in the Y. M. C. A. were uncon-
vincing and not at all satisfactory. Mr.
James stated that, in the event of a differ-
ence of opinion arising between himself
and his Directors on this other. Which is it
to be?

There does not seem to be any
object in the European constituency
returning a member who may be called
upon by his employers to resign from
the Council at any moment unless the
European group in the Councils who are
openly supporting his candidature
would be prepared to take him over as a
full time secretary, in which case he
would not be a free agent and would
find it difficult to express the views of
his constituents if these were not
approved of by this group.

I should like to ask Mr. James whether
his views hitherto have accorded with
those expressed by the European Associa-
tion, and for how long he has been a mem-
ber of that body.

Canny Shoot
Calcutta, May 9.

VANDALISM IN THE
DARJEELING
DISTRICT
TO THE EDITOR OF �THE STATESMAN�

SIR,-- I first visited the Darjeeling Dis-
trict in the year 1889, when things were
very different to what they now are. The
town itself was a very different one and
beautifully wooded. As time went along
naturally the builder was busy, and the
present town took the place of the wooded
and beautiful slopes. That, of course, had
to be, but at the same time a lot was done
to make the place attractive in appearance
so as to attract sightseers and others. The
surrounding district remained in a state of
nature, and everyone who visited the dis-
trict was enchanted with the beauty of the
forests full of orchids, ferns, etc., and the
varied colouring. The giant trees, hundreds
of years old, covered with moss, coloured
ferns and orchids were a glorious sight and
particularly so in spring and autumn. Now,
however, all this is changing. The axe rings
all round. The giants of the forest come
crashing down and a general clearance is
taking place. These glorious trees are
turned into charcoal and fire wood for the
most part, and nobody seems to care that
the face of the country is changing. The
Forest Department, who presumably care
for nothing but money getting, are ruin-
ing these beauty spots, and I am led to
understand the woods are to be replanted
with one tree only, namely, the sombre
cryptomeria. All the glory of the forest will
have departed. Birds, beasts and flowers
all have to go. Surely someone can put a
stop to this before the whole landscape is
ruined. Can nothing be done to stop this
sort of  vandalism?

Settler
Darjeeling, May 10
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OCCASIONAL NOTE

ACROSS

1 Surprisingly mobile blood

clots 

(6)

4 Statement about rule applied

to eggs 

(6)

9 Cover old swimming pool 

(4)

10 Pad in which Frenchman

entertains partner for the

evening 

(4-1-5)

11 Swimming race interrupted

by American with recording

equipment 

(6)

12 Damage ring at a Spanish

resort (8)

13 Teacher�s favourites covering

clear iodine with hot piece of

lab equipment 

(5,4)

15 Fictional bear�s an adherent

of Hindu philosophical system

(4)

16 Soldiers returned with new

evidence (4)

17 Unionist line adopted by Arab

nation (9)

21 A short stick found during

search of burial site (8)

22 Animal coming back with

tailless bird (6)

24 Temporary transfer for Next

employees close to

retirement (10)

25 Spend money to secure

Lessing�s first dramatic work

(4)

26 Doctor given advantage in

search for oysters? 

(6)

27 Police officers let suspect get

spirit (6)

DOWN

1 Remove hair from pie cooked

near the end of the night 

(7)

2 Pound returned by fair

English fellow (5)

3 Boy clutching map of North

European region (7)

5 Good artist following through

with drug (6)

6 Octopus originally caught in

net close to of sea left with a

sad expression (9)

7 Germanic siren featuring in

folklore leitmotif (7)

8 Dancing bears seem ill

prepared at beginning of

scene in musical 

(3,10)

14 Doctor and old lady taking

part in tiresome process 

(9)

16 Notice allegedly found next

to small opening in dense

vegetation (7)

18 Sleepwear�s close to

neckwear (7)

19 It�s set in stone to cause

trouble (7)

20 Greedy type welcoming time

to prepare snack (3,3)

23 Extremely destructive drug

found in storage facility 

(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

21 22 23

24 25

26 27

CROSSWORD

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

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

YESTERDAY'S SOLUTION

NO-292782

SABYASACHEE DASH 
AND CHETAN CHANDGOTHIA

L
ately, the debate over wealth
taxation has intensified, with
proponents arguing for its role
in addressing income inequal-

ity and funding social programmes.
However, implementing a wealth tax
is not without its challenges and
drawbacks.

The “Proponents” and “Detrac-
tors” were sharply divided even when
the debate of retention and abolition
of Wealth Tax was at its peak till one
fine day when the tax under reference
was repealed, through Budget 2016-
17 to be precise.

Dating back centuries, a tax on
accumulated wealth has roots in
ancient civilizations such as
Mesopotamia, Egypt, Greece, and
Rome which imposed taxes on prop-
erty acquired and inherited. Rome
used to levy the Patrimonium tax on
the total wealth of its citizens. Feudal
societies in medieval Europe relied on
wealth taxes to fund wars and support
monarchies. France, as a European
monarchy, collected ‘the taille,’ a
direct tax on households based on the
amount of land held.

In the UK, estate duties were
introduced to combat rising wealth
inequality during the industrializa-
tion of the 18th and 19th centuries.
However, it is in the aftermath of
World Wars I and II that wealth tax
grew to prominence with the intro-
duction of federal estate and gift
taxes by the United States in the early
20th century.

With the advent of the 21st cen-
tury, countries scaled back owing to
the insignificant contribution to the
overall tax revenues, administrative

challenges and concerns about the
economic impact.

�King must collect tax like honey-
bee, enough to sustain but not too
much to destroy�, said Chanakya

India introduced wealth tax in
1957. Over time, the tax base eroded,
compliance became challenging,
and inefficient collection led to the
abolition of the wealth tax in 2015.
The consequential  loss to the
exchequer was sought to be subro-
gated through levy of additional sur-
charge on the “super rich” under the
existing tax regime.

Taxing property unfairly penal-
izes only a select few. This form of
tax often leads to double taxation,
first when the money is earned and
second on the asset acquired with
the tax suffered earning. The State
should not dictate the virtuous usage
of one’s own money.

India aims to become a $5 tril-
l ion economy in the next three

years with a vision to be an ‘eco-
nomic powerhouse’ by 2047. The
fact that this aspiration can never
be translated to reality without the
active  support  of  the so  cal led
‘ultra-rich’ i.e., the businesspeople,
industrial ists  and the l ike,  can
hardly be overstated. High-net-
worth individuals may alter their
investment strategies, asset alloca-
tion, or even residency to avoid
taxes and protect their assets. It
could distort economic behavior by
disincentivizing investment, entre-
preneurship, and wealth accumu-
lation. Such taxes could lead to
reduced investment potential, fur-
ther undermining economic com-
petitiveness and distorting eco-
nomic decision-making.

A policy flip-flop environment
takes a toll on the trust and confi-
dence with enduring economic devel-
opment being the casualty. It discour-
ages work, savings, capital formation,

potentially hindering innovation and
productivity.

Advocates push forward the
need to redistribute resources to
reduce poverty and promote inclu-
sive growth under the cover of the
ability-to-pay principle but with
alternative options available and
working, taxing the wealthy may be
counter intuitive.

Normatively, the tax policies
across jurisdictions are guided by Tax-
ation Doctrines in relation to source,
residency, holding, recipient etc.
However the essential features pecu-
liar to a State are influenced by the
economic model of the day. Tax as an
instrument is used by the state
depending on the chosen governance
model, which brings the conversation
of Capitalism v/s. Socialism to the fore.

Capitalism emphasises on
‘Increased Production’ whereas
Socialism focuses on ‘Fairer Distrib-
ution.’ It is a matter of fact that India
embraced the socialist model for its
economic governance till the begin-
ning of the last decade of the 20th
century when LPG reforms were
rolled out and empirical evidence
suggests that in the first four decades
after independence more poverty
was created than wealth.

The shift  from the Socialist
model to a near Capitalist model
(Hybrid system) continues to exert
its profound implications on almost
all segments of the economy includ-
ing taxation.

When we adopted a new eco-
nomic belief as a nation that rejects
most of the old model's principles and
favors the opposite framework, it is
fair and wise to create policies that
align with the new programme.
Specifically, under this renewed

model, solely using tactics to 
discourage or single out the wealthy
as a primary fiscal tool to pursue a
socialist agenda could disrupt the cur-
rent situation and also be subject to
ethical and moral objections. Any
deviation even if an aberration would
be a negation of the model-in-vogue.

As a corollary, holding a few
responsible for the inequalities that
exist could legitimize Marxism's asser-
tion that Capitalism inherently breeds
severe economic disparities, justify-
ing the criminal actions of the disad-
vantaged as a response. Small won-
der, such ideologies have failed to
elicit acceptance even in jurisdictions
where welfarism remains a formida-
ble article of faith.

Besides these two universally
acknowledged models, there exists a
third model by the name of
“Restrained Consumption” that was
introduced by late Pt. Deendayal
Upadhyaya as part of his seminal
treatise titled "Integral Humanism".
The text opposes Unbridled Con-
sumerism by drawing inspiration
from Indian culture. In hindsight the
concept resonates well with all the
aspects that are actively debated
under the overarching Climate/Envi-
ronment Protection.

While the goals of wealth taxation
are laudable, its re-entry is likely to
bring significant challenges and risks.
It could undermine economic effi-
ciency, exacerbate capital flight, and
tax evasion. Policymakers must care-
fully weigh these considerations and
explore alternative approaches to
address income inequality and pro-
mote fiscal sustainability.

(The writers are practising chartered
accountants.)

ANURAG ACHARYA

I
n June 2020, Nepal’s Parliament
ratified a new political map of the
country, including geographical
territories that were and still

remain under the control of India.
While some areas in the new map,
especially the Kalapani region, were
already a subject of dispute between
the two countries, the communist gov-
ernment under Khadga Prasad Oli
used its two-third parliamentary
majority to include areas as far as
Limpiyadhura unilaterally. For those
who care to look at historical evidence,
Nepal had never asserted its claim over
Limpiyadhura, which was a territory
lost after the Sugauli treaty of 1816. It
was only in context to the existing dis-
pute over the origin of the Kali river,
which forms an international bound-
ary in the treaty, that Nepal has
claimed the Kalapani region and Lip-
ulekh as its territory. India is cognisant
of Nepal’s claim, and there is a joint
committee looking at these boundary
claims, with dialogue also happening
at the Foreign Ministry level.

Oli’s move in 2020 was not sud-
den. He had advisors who clearly
understood that Nepal did not fulfil
the prerequisites for a sovereign claim
over most of those territories under
international law, which mandates
physical control of the territory with a
resident population under active gov-
ernance. In fact, the only claim that
merits a mention, and which Nepal
has strongly put across to India, is the
credible evidence regarding Nepal
governing the villages in the Kalapani
region until a few decades back. Spec-
ifications of the evidence aside, what
is clear is Nepal’s claims in the Kala-
pani region have been acknowledged
by India and well-documented by the

joint committee.
When Oli came to power after the

2017 elections, he was riding on the
wave of hyper-nationalism he had
managed to stoke in the aftermath of
the 2015 Indian blockade. While the
Madhesh-based parties had indeed
initiated the border obstruction to
pressure Kathmandu’s political centre
into conceding to their demands on
the new constitution, the Narendra
Modi government that had just come
to power in New Delhi was blamed for
actively enforcing the blockade. This is
a claim India continues to deny. What-
ever the truth, the blockade provided
an opportune moment for Oli, whose
political career was ailing at the time.
He not only managed to sideline his
bête noire, Madhav Kumar Nepal,
inside the party but he also struck a
deal with politically insecure Pushpa
Kamal Dahal to cobble up a two-thirds
majority in the 2017 elections. What
happened next has continued to haunt
Nepal’s relationship with India.

Oli, of all the communist leaders
of his generation, best understands
that if there is one issue that could

mobilise the population across the
country, it is the collective sense of
insecurity against what people per-
ceive to be India’s over-reach and
micro-management of Nepali politics.
An average Nepali consumes Indian
products, watches Bollywood movies,
and supports an IPL team, all the
while disdaining what they consider
Indian interference in Nepali affairs.

To be fair, such a mindset is not
uncommon in a relationship between
two countries that are disproportion-
ate in geography, demography, econ-
omy, or military capability. The ten-
dency of the political class to
weaponise public sentiments and
insecurity against a larger neighbour
for domestic electoral politics is not
uncommon either. Autocratic and
populist regimes across the world
have consolidated their hold over
power by stoking hate or fear against a
perceived enemy state, painting their
domestic opposition as weak and
incapable of defending national inter-
ests. The definition of the enemy state
and the national interests, in such
cases, are often dictated by those in

power to suit their divisive politics.
When Oli refused to concede

party or government leadership,
Pushpa Kamal Dahal wrecked the
mighty two-thirds government with
the help of the disgruntled Madhav
Kumar Nepal faction. Nepali Congress
had no issues cashing in on this divi-
sion, allowing the party’s president,
Sher Bahadur Deuba, to become the
Prime Minister in July 2021. Upon
becoming premier, Deuba and his
coalition partner Dahal did all they
could to normalise the relationship
with New Delhi.

There was little talk about the con-
troversial map or the Eminent Persons’
Group (EPG) report, which had both
become irritants in the bilateral rela-
tionship. After the 2022 elections, when
Dahal became prime minister, New
Delhi reciprocated by supporting
Nepal’s ambitions to invest in large
infrastructures and export power in the
Indian market and potentially to
Bangladesh. In doing so, New Delhi
expected to regain some of the trust it
had lost after the 2015 blockade.

But Oli is a seasoned politician, a
political maverick who can see two
steps ahead of his competitors. He
sensed Dahal’s distrust of his coali-
tion partners, his personal anxieties
and insecurity about the future of his
party, which he felt was dealt an
under-hand during the division of
electoral seats. China, which had
openly helped in cobbling up the pre-
vious left unity, has been more cau-
tious this time.

But there is plenty to read
between frequent delegations shut-
tling between Kathmandu and Beijing
over the past year. In any case, Oli
convinced Dahal to leave the Nepali
Congress coalition and continue in
power with UML’s support, with a
vague promise of a long-term (elec-

toral) partnership. Upendra Yadav’s
Janata Samajwadi Party and the newly
established Rastriya Swatantra Party
were offered attractive cabinet posi-
tions in exchange for their support as
well. Yadav, though, has left the coali-
tion after the split of his party.

If Pushpa Kamal Dahal believes
that the UML chairman took all the
trouble of bringing down the NC-led
coalition just to watch the game from
the sidelines, he needs to change his
advisors. Oli may have generously
allowed Dahal to continue on the
throne, but it is clear who is setting the
rules of the game. The recent decision
by the current government to include
Nepal’s new map in its currency note
has Oli’s footprints all over it. Howev-
er, his brinkmanship with India could
have serious ramifications for the
country. Not only will such misadven-
tures jeopardise Nepal’s crucial eco-
nomic interests, especially in the
cross-border energy market where the
private sector has invested billions of
dollars, the ambition to access the
trade route to Bangladesh and further
east will not see the light of the day.

As the war in Ukraine drags on and
the conflict in Gaza worsens, Washing-
ton is already zooming out from the
Indo-Pacific region. This could provide a
much-needed conducive environment
for a rapprochement between New
Delhi and Beijing, something Indian
Prime Minister Modi has hinted at
recently. Nepali communists must read
the changing geopolitical horizon and
understand the days of playing one
neighbour against the other may not last
for long. Nepal is better off drawing
complementarities in its relationship
with the two neighbours, allowing them
to compete for economic interests on its
own terms. 

The Kathmandu Post/ANN.

More heat than light
in wealth tax debate

Brinkmanship with India won�t help Nepal



Varanasi recently wit-
nessed a surge of
excitement as Prime

Minister Modi filed his nom-
ination papers for the upcom-
ing Lok Sabha elections. This
event not only underscored
the significance of Uttar
Pradesh in shaping national
politics but also highlighted
the enduring influence of the
Modi-Yogi partnership in the
State’s political landscape.
The ancient city of Varanasi
buzzed with excitement as
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi submitted his nomina-
tion papers for the Lok Sabha
polls once again last Tuesday.
Accompanied by his trusted
ally, UP Chief Minister Yogi
Adityanath and a host of
supporters, Modi’s presence
electrified the streets during
a massive roadshow prior to
filing his papers. The atmos-
phere in the holy city exuded
confidence among leaders
and workers of the saffron
party, indicating a strong
belief in their impending tri-
umph in the Lok Sabha polls.
The significance of Uttar
Pradesh (UP) in determining
the fate of the National
Democratic Alliance (NDA),
led by the BJP, cannot be
overStated, especially as they

strive for a third consecutive
term in power. With 80 Lok
Sabha seats at stake, UP holds
considerable sway over Indian
politics, both present and
future. The adage that the
road to Delhi’s throne runs
through UP rings true,
emphasising the pivotal role
the State plays in shaping the
country’s political landscape.
Consequently, political parties
are sparing no effort in vying
for victory in UP in the
upcoming 2024 Lok Sabha
elections.
Despite political manoeu-
vres, analysts predict a famil-
iar outcome in UP this time
around, with the BJP poised
to replicate its 2019 electoral
success. The formidable duo
of Modi and Yogi is expected
to deliver another command-
ing performance, cementing
their status as unbeatable
political forces. The Modi-
Yogi partnership has become
synonymous with victory,
casting a shadow of doubt

over the opposition’s
prospects.
The BJP’s ambitious goal of
securing all 80 Lok Sabha
seats in UP is buoyed by the
confidence placed in this
dynamic duo. Modi has laud-
ed Yogi’s development initia-
tives on numerous occasions,
underscoring their collective
vision for UP’s progress. This
sentiment was echoed during
Modi’s recent rally in
Amroha, where he expressed
optimism about surpassing
previous electoral records
under Yogi’s leadership, there-
by making history in UP.
The 2014 Lok Sabha elections
marked a turning point in
UP’s political landscape, end-
ing the BJP’s electoral drought
in the State. Securing a stag-
gering 71 out of 80 seats, the
BJP emerged victorious with-
out any significant opposition
alliance. 
The subsequent 2019 elec-
tions saw the BJP leverage the
Modi wave and Yogi’s gover-
nance to further consolidate
its position, despite facing a
united opposition front. Yogi’s
proactive stance on law and
order issues resonated with
voters, contributing to the
BJP’s resounding victory.
Yogi’s tenure as Chief Minister

has been characterised by a
crackdown on criminal ele-
ments, instilling a sense of
security among the populace.
Under his leadership, UP has
witnessed a significant decline
in crime rates, marking a
departure from the lawless-
ness of the past. Central
Government support for
development initiatives has
further bolstered UP’s econ-
omy, with the Gross State
Domestic Product witnessing
substantial growth.
As the 2024 elections unfold,
the BJP finds itself in a
favourable position in UP,
owing to the combined suc-
cesses of the Modi
Government at the centre
and Yogi’s governance model.
The tangible improvements in
governance and economic
indicators serve as testaments
to their administration’s effi-
cacy, instilling confidence
among voters. While the out-
come of the elections remains
uncertain, one thing is clear:
the Modi-Yogi alliance con-
tinues to enjoy unwavering
support from the people of
UP.

(The writer is a senior 
journalist and author 

of two books; his 
views are personal)
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ily life has begun”! Again, in 1976,
Loknayak J P Narayan, who was arrested
during the emergency, campaigned relent-
lessly for the Janata Party. But soon there-
after, one of the first persons to call on the
vanquished Mrs Gandhi was JP. After the
meeting, when press reporters sought a
Statement from him, JP said “I wish Mrs.
Indira Gandhi, a brighter future than her
bright past!” We have had leaders like
Rajaji, Kamaraj and JP, who fought their
political opponents with might, but with-
out ever hating them, indulging in person-
al vilification or mudslinging. Will we ever
see their likes again?

V Jayaraman | Chennai

������	
��

����
����
�		��
Madam — India-Nepal relationship has
had its highs and lows. Being a demograph-
ically close neighbour, the tiny Himalayan
country has always been wary about
India’s might. Though India has been quick
to respond to the devastating earthquakes
that rock Nepal with frightening frequen-
cies, Kathmandu was sore with the insen-
sitive reporting of ground realities by some

television channels during a major earth-
quake. 
The Madhesi agitation had further strained
bilateral relations resulting in Nepal’s out-
reach to China. Overall, New Delhi’s
inability to keep up the tempo of goodwill
has irked Kathmandu. The recent decision
of the Pushpa Kamal Dahal Government
to depict the controversial India- Nepal-
China tri-junction on its currency notes has
raised eyebrows in Indian diplomatic cir-
cles. It is widely felt that apart from tradi-
tional issues, Kathmandu’s unhappiness
with New Delhi over a few crucial projects
not taking off, or not being maintained
after being inked, could be among the few
triggers for its currency notes step. Both
countries should display maturity to
ensure that the negative influence of
Beijing does not cast a shadow on mutu-
al friendship. The currency note issue
should be resolved soon after the elections
for peace and stability in the region.

Ganapathi Bhat | Akola
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Madam — This relates to the news story
“AAP admits to assault,” which was pub-
lished on May 15. While the action of the
CM’s PS Bibhav Kumar is condemnable,
to say the least, the very admission of the
act by the AAP’s leader Sanjay Singh is a
rare instance of admission of guilt. It is reas-
suring to note that the party has promised
to take strict action against its own.
Contrast this with how a well-entrenched
party (the BJP), which hopes for a “chaar
so paar” score in the LS polls, stood by Brij
Bhushan Saran Singh, despite a barrage of
sexual allegations against him, only to give
the LS sabha ticket to his son, as some kind
of saving grace. 
Though AAP has not yet acted on its
promise, the admission of wrongdoing has,
by itself, lessons for all other parties that
choose to look the other way when such
incidents involve their party folk. For now,
at least, it is the AAP and not the BJP, which
is walking the talk on “Beti bachao”.

Avinash Godboley | Dewas
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Madam — Apropos the editorial “Bitter
ballot battle,” published on May 15. the
ongoing Lok Sabha elections may go
down as the most bitterly fought yet, in the
history of independent India. Senior citi-
zens like this writer cannot help but recall
a time when politicians were dignified in
fighting opponents during election cam-
paigning. For instance, during the 1969,
assembly elections in Tamil Nadu, when
the Congress stalwart Kamaraj thundered
that he would win from Virudhunagar con-
stituency ‘lying down’, Rajaji retorted,
“His lying down is a certainty, but winning
is difficult’’! Rajaji’s Swatantra party and the
DMK fought that election in alliance,
resulting in the Congress defeat and the
DMK forming Government.
Differences cropped up between Rajaji and
Anna. Said a disillusioned Rajaji in a press
meet — “The honeymoon between the
Swatantra party and the DMK is over”!
When Annadurai heard this, he quipped
— “Yes, the honeymoon is over and fam-
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degrees in skill formation. 
Perhaps this is a recognition of
the emphasis on doable learn-
ing. Anything which can be
performed in action is now
getting more valued. 
By itself, it may or may not be
a good thing, but it does show
a tendency to reducing action
largely to an operational front.
The neglect, therefore, of con-
cepts and ideas is proportion-
al. By itself, the subject matter
may be debated, but that
remains, as the expression
goes, ‘another matter’. This is
inevitable and leads to some
reflections. Skill by itself is
important and perhaps far
more important than the value
attached to it in everyday par-
leys. 
Skill is the foundation of all
relationships. If one is attract-
ed towards anyone else, it is
only on the basis of that per-
son’s skills. That skill may be
in singing, cooking, speaking
or dancing and the list can be
endless. The truth is, nobody
was drawn to anybody else, if
that other person had no skills.
Even a parent is drawn to a
child, only at some action of
the child, even if it was just a
smile. That is how important
a skill is. Without a smile, the
child would draw no attention.
Any adult sees a child seeks to
establish some communication
with that child and that child’s
response is the core of the
attention it gets from anyone

around him. Later, that kind of
interaction becomes the root
of learning communication
and more.
This seminal position of skill
in human relationships has not
often been noticed, either with
analytical fervor or poetic exu-
berance. If that had been done,
there would have been greater
recognition that nothing, not
even emotional bonding, takes
place without some skill being
the foundation of it. Be that as
it may, it is an additional
dimension of playfulness,
friendship and relationships
and from there it goes on to
earning and livelihood. 
What is happening today is the
induction of this skill forma-
tion into a standardised format
like education leading to a
degree. Today even skill in lay-
ing bricks in construction can
get the status of a degree. A
degree is indeed nothing but
the benchmarking of stan-
dards. Similarly, there is even
a proposition on degree in act-
ing and more. 
In other words, like any other
degree, a degree in skills can
lead to earnings and a liveli-
hood. This is new on the land-
scape. There is more to earn
and more ways to earn with
it than before. This has
widened and deepened the
nature of learning, which by
popular parleys has been
addressed as ‘education’. The
industry, if one might say so,

of education has its own com-
ponents, which are widely
understood but not equally
commonly categorised in our
operational terms. Such being
the case, a time may have
come to categorise different
types of learning and differ-
ent types of skills. It is this
component of education
which needs greater thought
and analysis than has been
done so far for ‘education’
leading to a degree. 
It may, therefore, be a fit
proposition to submit that to
understand ‘skills’ as a part of
learning, one needs to begin
the overhaul of the learning
process with an overhaul of
the learning process of degree
in ‘education’ itself.
Operationally this could
mean, to begin with, the
review of the curriculum of
the B.Ed. and M.Ed degree. It
is generally agreed that con-
ceptual reflection to be con-
verted into operational reali-
ty requires a fulcrum point of
intervention. In the text
above, the philosophical
reflection on skill has been
sought to be combined with
the world of action and
research. This could be a
point to be seriously taken on
board for further discussion
and action.

(The writer is a well-known
management consultant of

international repute. The
views expressed are personal)
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Each generation does
make its contribution to
the vocabulary of the
language it uses. The
vocabulary represents

its understanding of the current
emotions and fancied expres-
sions of sentiments, which are at
times as old as the human race.
This may be of joy, glee, or sheer
‘inaction’. 
At times serious sentiments are
involved and led by a prominent
person of the time; they acquire
fancied importance. Many will
recall the time when the
Department of Education in the
Government of India was
declared the ‘Department of
HRD’ during the time of the
Prime Ministership of Rajiv
Gandhi and overnight many
departments of personnel of cor-
porate enterprises declared them-
selves to be the departments of
human resource development.
Nothing in the content had
changed nor had even the
approach, but still the fashion had
got its new draping. 
Each time somebody important
in a current scenario projects a
concept, there are a lot of people
who follow the trail. Nothing
wrong with that, The important
thing is to understand how
human nature moves and what
the significance of words is in the
larger context of those particular
times. It is best to do an analysis
without making a value judge-
ment. Having said that, one can
come to the present times and
notice how the emphasis of the
present dispensation in the
national arena on ‘skill’ has
brought the word skill to the cen-
ter of the focus in learning. 
There are attempts to offer
degrees for certain types of skill
formation. Some decades ago,
skill was not such a happy word.
No vice canceller of a university
would have talked of a degree in
‘skills’. Education was supposed to
be a ‘grand concept’, which indeed
it is. The confusion with skill was,
albeit, reducing its significance of
the grandeur of the process of
education.  To enter that debate
may not be helpful at this stage.
The fact of the matter is that times
have now changed and skills
have acquired the level of an ele-
vated pursuit. As mentioned ear-
lier, there are attempts to offer
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As an Oncologist, my
days are filled with
facing the most

dreaded and life-threatening
cancers head-on, armed with
an arsenal of anti-cancer
treatments that range from
mild to equally dreadful.
But amidst the battle against
this relentless disease, I’ve
come to understand that
medical science is far from
perfect.
Every time I sit down with a
patient and their family to
discuss treatment options, I
embark on a delicate balanc-
ing act. Yes, I outline the
potential benefits of the
treatment, but I also dedicate
ample time to explaining its
imperfections and the asso-
ciated risks - risks that can
sometimes be massive,
impacting not only the

patient’s life but also their
quality of life.
These discussions are rarely
brief; on average, I find
myself engaging with 2 to 8
family members, ensuring
that everyone understands
the complexities involved.
And in these conversations,
I make it a point to acknowl-
edge that success is not guar-
anteed. I’ve had my fair
share of failures and I recog-
nise that my clinical judg-

ments aren’t infallible.
In the realm of oncology, the
weight of responsibility is
immense. The human toll of
the disease, coupled with the
emotional turmoil experi-
enced by families, weighs
heavily on me every single
day. There are moments
when the sheer gravity of it
all threatens to overwhelm
me, but I gather my strength,
reminding myself of the dig-
nity, composure and com-
passion required to navigate
through these turbulent
waters.
Recently, I stumbled upon
an opinion piece penned by
Mr. CY Gopinath, recount-
ing the journey of a patient
grappling with suspected
pancreatic cancer.  The
patient felt as though his
oncologist was pushing a

cancer diagnosis onto him.
Such situations are not
uncommon, especially when
dealing with cancers that
are notoriously difficult to
biopsy. Misdiagnoses and
the fear of missing a fatal
diagnosis loom large in the
minds of oncologists.
The widening trust gap
between patients and health-
care providers is a cause for
concern. Patients and their
families may perceive our
actions and recommenda-
tions in various ways, some-
times attributing them to
ulterior motives. But the
reality is often far more
nuanced than it appears.
Having worked extensively
in both private and
Government healthcare set-
tings, I’ve witnessed my fair
share of diagnostic and ther-

apeutic errors. These errors
stem from the inherent
imperfections of medicine
and the challenges of navi-
gating a complex healthcare
landscape.
In the modern era, doctors
are acutely aware of the trust

deficit that exists between us
and our patients. The notion
of a ‘God complex’ is a
myth; instead, we recognise
our limitations and strive to
bridge the gap through open
communication and trans-
parency.

While drugs and surgeries
aren’t panaceas, alternative
treatments aren’t always the
answer either. It’s imperative
to base our decisions on
evidence-backed practices
rather than succumbing to
anecdotal allure.
In the realm of healthcare,
there’s no one-size-fits-all
solution. Each patient’s jour-
ney is unique, shaped by
their individual preferences
and circumstances. As doc-
tors, we must personalise
our approach, empowering
patients to be active partic-
ipants in their healing
process.
It’s crucial to foster an envi-
ronment where patients feel
empowered to question,
learn and seek second opin-
ions. After all, informed
decision-making is the cor-

nerstone of effective health-
care delivery. In conclusion,
amidst the cacophony of
controversy and misinfor-
mation, the voice of exper-
tise must prevail. Medicine
is a science guided by evi-
dence,  not conjecture.
Despite the challenges and
uncertainties that lie ahead,
I remain steadfast in my
commitment to serve, echo-
ing the words of my mentor:
“Someone has to do this
work and you’ve been cho-
sen. Do it well.”

-The writer is a s Senior
Consultant and Program

Director ( Lymphoid
Neoplasms and Cellular
therapy ) Department of

Medical Oncology Amrita
Institute of Medical sci-

ences, Faridabad. 
Views are personal.
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holding further raises given the US
elections.
The price of gold has surged over
10 per cent since the start of the
year, cementing its status as a pre-
ferred hedge against inflation and
a sanctuary amid political and
economic uncertainty. This signif-
icant uptick is largely due to con-
siderable purchases by central
banks and a rising demand for
safe-haven assets.
Gold prices, in India, have been
experiencing a significant surge in
2024, with a remarkable rally that
has propelled them to an unprece-
dented all-time high of over Rs
73,000 per 10 gm two days before
Akshay Tritiya, when customary
gold purchases reach a peak. This
surge represents an impressive
increase of approximately 21.1 per
cent within just one year. On the
day of Akshaya Tritiya on May 10,
it has slightly dipped to Rs 72,788.
Over six months, domestic gold
prices surged from Rs 54000 per
10 grams to a record high of Rs
73,958.
One can realise that nothing can
appreciate faster than gold and
can’t question the RBI’s sagacity.
One dollar is at Rs 83.88. Rupee
is expected to rise to Rs 82.50 in
six months, a gain of about 1.1 per
cent and in a year it could rise to
Rs 82 - a gain of 1.7 per cent. It
means the RBI dollar reserves
would lose about 2 per cent value
in a year. So, the RBI has decided
to buy more gold than dollars. Its
investment would be less at even
Rs 73000 for 10 gm and gains over
20 per cent. That’s an intelligent
economy.
The RBI has increased gold pur-
chases to diversify reserves, with

gold value contributing to a $3 bil-
lion rise in forex reserves to
$648.5 billion. RBI acquiring more
gold in early 2024, aiming for
diversification and inflation hedg-
ing.
The World Gold Council (WGC)
says that RBI gold purchases
touched 19 tonnes during
January-March. This dwarfs the 16
tonnes of gold it bought in the
whole of 2023.
In terms of countries with the

highest gold reserves, the USA
leads with 8,133 tonnes, followed
by Germany, Italy, France and the
Russian Federation with 3,366.49,
2,451.84, 2,436.01 and 2,271.16
tonnes of gold, respectively,
according to WGC.
The surge in central banks’ gold
acquisitions stemmed from the
aftermath of the US imposition of
sanctions on Russia. These sanc-
tions, triggered by Russia’s inva-
sion of Ukraine, included freezing
Russian reserve dollars and impos-
ing restrictions on crucial com-
modity trades such as crude oil.
The global repercussions of these
measures were profound, expos-
ing vulnerabilities within Western
financial institutions.
The option of investments in the
stocks has become riskier. 
In February, China divested an
additional $22.7 billion in U.S.
Treasury securities, as per the lat-
est Federal Reserve data, reducing
its total holdings to $775 billion.
Despite this decrease, China
retains its position as the second-
largest foreign holder of U.S. debt.
China is reducing its dependence
on the dollar, as per US Federal
Reserve data.
According to ICICIdirect study,

The RBI wants to diversify its for-
eign exchange reserves and reduce
dependence on the US dollar.
Gold offers stability and isn’t
directly tied to the performance of
any one currency. It can be espe-
cially valuable during times of eco-
nomic uncertainty or fluctuations
in the dollar’s value.
Gold is considered as a hedge
against inflation. When the value
of currencies weakens due to
inflation, gold tends to hold its
value or even increase. It protects
the purchasing power of India’s
foreign reserves.
The diversification of the portfo-
lio to gold reserve, RBI says, can
inspire confidence in the Indian
economy from foreign investors.
It signals a strong financial posi-
tion and stability, potentially
attracting more foreign invest-
ment.
While less common today, gold
can still be used for international
transactions. Holding a gold
reserve allows India to settle debts
with other countries if needed, or
if those countries aren’t willing to
accept rupee.
The next few years can be times
of turmoil and gold can be a sta-
bilising factor in the internation-
al economy. It is particularly so as
the IT sector, industry, markets are
in a destabilised condition and
would take time to calm. At such
volatile times gold is likely to be
more in demand than paper cur-
rencies. The RBI has resorted to
the right move and lead the India
economy, which has been striving
to become one of the major world
economies.

(The author is a senior journal-
ist; views are personal)

In a strategic move reminiscent of
Indian households safeguarding
their wealth, the Reserve Bank of
India (RBI) is fortifying the nation’s
economic resilience by actively

acquiring gold reserves. This bold initia-
tive mirrors the prudence of household
savers, as the central bank positions itself
to shield itself against potential econom-
ic turmoil and bolster the country’s
financial stability.
The RBI now has accumulated gold
reserves of 817 tonnes.
This surge can be attributed to a combi-
nation of factors including escalating ten-
sions in West Asia, Israel’s assault on
Palestine, the Russia -Ukraine war and
persistent inflation, all of which have
heightened the appeal of gold.
Central banks worldwide are actively
accumulating gold to diversify reserves
and reduce dependency on the US dol-
lar. China, in particular, has been on a
gold-buying spree for the 17th consecu-
tive month, aiming to hedge against cur-
rency depreciation and geopolitical risks.
The world is unofficially going back to the
gold standards it abandoned in 1971.
India is also hit by a continuous six-day
fall in the stock market. It wipes out a sig-
nificant investment. The loss is estimat-
ed at Rs 7 lakh crore.
The household savers, of course, got their
savings dipped as unemployment and ris-
ing prices hit them. The RBI in a clarifi-
catory note on May 9, mentions that “they
are putting their savings into real eState
and the central bank is not worried of the
phenomenon”. 
The bank itself has stepped up gold pur-
chases to “help diversify its foreign
exchange reserves base amid US dollar
volatility”. The US inflation rate in
February hit 3.2 per cent year over year.
Since the Federal Reserve began raising
rates in 2022, it has raised rates from 5.25
per cent to 5.5 per cent in July 2023. It’s
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T
he order of the Supreme Court holding the arrest and remand of
founder editor of online portal newsclick.com Prabir Purkayastha
“invalid in the eyes of law” and directing his release from jail not
only restores his fundamental rights as a citizen but also exposes
a ploy of the government at the Centre that it has been success-

fully employing to intimidate critics and incarcerate enemies. 
The court had, in a judgment in October, ruled that the investigating

agency is bound to apprise a suspect upon his arrest of the grounds of his
arrest as that is his only means to defend himself in a court of law. It insist-
ed that its order in the Pankaj Bansal case, which underlined the right of
a citizen guaranteed under Article 22(1) of the Constitution mandating that
“no person who is arrested shall be detained in custody without being
informed, as soon as may be, of the grounds for such arrest nor shall he be
denied the right to consult, and to be defended by, a legal practitioner of his
choice”, held good in this case as well. It rejected the argument of the Delhi
police which carried out his arrest that the he was informed of the “rea-
sons for arrest” and insisted that the “grounds of arrest” are specific to the
case which alone can be of any help to the accused.

It is to the credit of the court that it rejected the police’s argument that
the order in the Pankaj Bansal case, which was delivered on October 3,
does not cover Mr Purkayastha’s arrest a day later. It is unbecoming on the
part of the government and the investigating agencies to cling to techni-
calities, if they exist, to deny citizens their constitutional rights. 

Unfortunately, the same has been the pattern of the Central investigating
agencies for some time now. They have been observed to be routinely
abusing various laws, including the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act
(UAPA) and the Prevention of Money Laundering Act (PMLA), to arrest
and incarcerate people who do not agree with the policies or functioning of
the government. That’s because these laws impose very stringent, practi-
cally impossible conditions, on the defendant when it comes to obtaining
bail. At the same time, the agencies, themselves, hardly follow the rigours
of the law while conducting arrests.

It is also regrettable that the magistrate and special courts which deal
with cases filed by such agencies do not look at the facts to see if the safe-
guards the lawmakers have welded into the laws have been available to the
accused citizens or not. It may be remembered that the Nagpur bench of
the Bombay high court found twice that the NIA had failed to uphold the
provisions of the UAPA when it prosecuted Prof. G.N. Saibaba in the
Bhima Koregaon Naxal link case. Also notably, Delhi chief minister
Arvind Kejriwal’s petition challenging his arrest is lying with the
Supreme Court. In the instant case, it was the job of the additional sessions
judge who remanded Mr Purkayastha in police custody to verify if his fun-
damental rights had been violated, instead of leaving it to the highest court
of the land. The defendant was thus made to spend months behind bars. It
is in the interest of the top courts, which have been burdened with cases
piling up there, the citizen and the rule of law that the lower courts are
alerted to keep a better vigil.
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Lower courts need to keep a
better vigil on citizen’s rights 

T
he Indian
Ocean-facing
Iranian port of
Chabahar, the
only Iranian

port outside the Straits of
Hormuz, is back in the
news. A 10-year agree-
ment between India and
Iran to further develop it,
worth $370 million, was
signed earlier this week,
on May 13.

The basic concept for
the joint development of
Chabahar was first moot-
ed during the 2003 state
visit to India by then
Iranian President
Muhammad Khatami.
There was then close
strategic convergence
between India and Iran.
Both saw Pakistan’s
active political interfer-
ence in Afghanistan as
detrimental to their inter-
ests. Consequently, both
backed the Northern
Alliance led by Ahmad
Shah Massoud, who
opposed Pakistan-backed
Pashtun elements seizing
control of much of the
country. Thus, the joint
development of
Chabahar, located strate-
gically on Iran’s Indian
Ocean coast, was a natur-
al corollary to the Indo-
Iranian partnership.

With India’s preoccupa-
tion with the nuclear deal
with the United States,
while Iran was being
sanctioned after its clan-
destine nuclear activities
were discovered in 2003,
Chabahar fell off the
main agenda. In fact, Iran
resented India, a non-sig-
natory to the Nuclear
Non-Proliferation Treaty,
being mollycoddled,
while Iran was singled
out for harsh treatment
for its clandestine
nuclear programme. It
ignored the distinction
between a signatory, that
is Iran, breaching the
treaty’s terms, compared
to a conscientious objec-
tor like India, which
rejected it as a discrimi-
natory convention.
Eventually in 2015, a
bilateral agreement was
signed to develop the
port. During Prime
Minister Narendra
Modi’s Iran visit in 2016,

a trilateral agreement
was also signed between
Afghanistan, Iran and
India to establish an
International Transport
and Transit Corridor.
Chabahar was seen as
providing a safe route to
Afghanistan and the
Central Asian nations,
bypassing the existing
link via Pakistan’s ports.

In 2018, the Indian com-
pany India Ports Global
Limited set up a sub-
sidiary to run Shahid
Beheshti Port, one of the
two terminals at
Chabahar. The present
agreement is part of the
Iranian scheme for its
four-phase development,
lifting its annual cargo-
handling capacity from
the existing 2.5 million
tonnes to 82 million
tonnes. At present,
Bandar Abbas, Iran’s
main port on the Gulf,
handles 85 per cent of
Iran’s maritime trade.
This has caused serious
congestion and time
delays.

In principle, this sounds
logical and achievable.
But nothing involving
Iran is ever that simple or
straightforward. Iran is
ranged against Israel and
the United States, and is
seen as stoking the Gaza
hostilities. Iran, for the
first time ever, directly
launched a massive mis-
sile and drone attack on
Israel in retaliation for
the Israeli bombing of
Iranian diplomatic
premises in Damascus.
Israel also symbolically
responded by a calibrated
attack on Iranian anti-
missile sites near its
nuclear facilities. With
Israel’s Rafah operation
now underway, despite
repeated American objec-
tions, the US obviously
was unlikely to be
pleased by any India-
Iranian hand-holding.

Vedant Patel, the
deputy spokesman of the
US state department,
warned that India “needs
to be aware of potential
risk of sanctions”. The US
has already imposed
sanctions on 600 Iranian
entities or individuals. So
far, India has been able to

obtain a US exemption
regarding Indian activi-
ties in Chabahar, arguing
that the port was critical
to keep humanitarian
assistance flowing to
Afghanistan, especially
when it came under
Taliban control, after the
US withdrawal in August
2021. Now, however, the
port is being advertised
as also a transit corridor
running via the Caspian
Sea to St. Petersburg.
This underscores the
Iran-Russia bonhomie
and cooperation, both
nations seen to be joining
the Chinese attempt to
reconfigure the global
order.

The North-South
Corridor via the Caspian
is not a new idea. It was
seriously in play when
this writer was the
Indian ambassador to
Iran (2003-05). However, it
faced a number of hur-
dles. One was the
extremely high Iranian
charges for transship-
ment of containers from
the Gulf to the Caspian
Sea. That covered unload-
ing at Bandar Abbas port,
transportation overland
and reloading on ships at
the Caspian. Next came
the money demanded by
the Russian mafia on the
arrival of the cargo at
Russia’s Caspian ports.
Finally, because of an
imbalance of trade, the
containers got stuck in
Russia as there were not
enough products to send
back to Asia from the
Russian end.

The China factor is also
significant in any deal
with Iran. The India-Iran
deal is being justified as a
strategic counter to Chi-
na’s Belt and Road Ini-
tiative (BRI). China has
invested heavily in the
China Pakistan Econo-
mic Corridor (CPEC), ter-
minating at Gwadar,
which is barely 200 km
from Chabahar. China is
thus keen to keep a foot in
the door at Chabahar, to
remain informed about

its development and pos-
sible challenge to Chinese
interests in Pakistan.
China had earlier signed
a 25-year cooperation
agreement with Iran
worth $400 billion. It is
unclear what if any of
that China proposes to
invest in Chabahar. In
any case, China’s first
priority would be to safe-
guard its investment in
Gwadar as the entrepôt
for Central Asia. Chaba-
har having an identical
purpose, in addition to
feeding the North-South
Corridor leading to
Russia, creates for China
conflicts of interest.

Interest in the North-
South Corridor has now
revived due to the region-
al impact of the Gaza con-
flict. The US-envisioned
India-Middle East-Eu-
rope Economic Corridor
(IMEC), planned to run
from India to Europe via
the United Arab Emirat-
es, Saudi Arabia and Is-
rael, is now defunct in the
immediate future due to
the Gaza hostilities. The
Suez Canal transit route
has the Houthi threat dis-
rupting it. Thus, an alter-
native route via the
Caspian and Russia
seems plausible. But this
ignores the Ukraine war
and the Western sanc-
tions against Russia. How
can St Petersburg be a
practicable European end
of the corridor with the
hostilities in Ukraine 
persisting?

Iran shall always be a
difficult partner for fash-
ioning a new security and
trade paradigm in West
Asia. It values strategic
independence like India.
As a Shia power it vies
with Saudi Arabia for the
leadership of the Islamic
world, with major influ-
ence over the Shia cres-
cent of nations running
from Iran to the
Mediterranean. It is also
seen as a prominent
member of the Russia-
China-led group of
nations defying US hege-
mony.

Until the two wars in
Gaza and Ukraine come
to an end, India’s Cha-
bahar plans will see
incremental growth ra-
ther than strategic leaps.
Balancing interests in a
conflict-laden world shall
remain a challenge for
Indian diplomacy.

The writer is a former 
secretary in the external

affairs ministry. He
tweets at @ambkcsingh.

DEVELOPING CHABAHAR PORT

The development of
Chabahar port in Iran,
which could open access
to the Persian Gulf, Central
Asia, and Europe, was one
of the significant agree-
ments signed during the
visit of then-Iranian
President Syed Mohammad
Khatami to India in 2003.
However, as animosity
deepened between the US
and Iran and India grew
closer to the former since
then, the development of
the port slowed down.
Under these circumstances,
the announcement of a 10-
year contract between the
government's India Ports
Global Limited and the
Ports and Maritime
Organization for the opera-
tion of the terminal at
Chabahar has assumed
much significance. While
concern about the US
sanctions on Iran affecting
India's strategic bet with
Chabhar cannot be over-
looked, the fact remains
that India has now posi-
tioned itself as a greater
force to be reckoned with
in the global arena and a
confident emerging power
who could negotiate a
complex global strategic
environment with alacrity. 

M. Jeyaram
Sholavandan

Interest in the
North-South
Corridor has now
revived due to the
regional impact of
the Gaza conflict.
But this ignores
the Ukraine war
and the Western
sanctions against
Russia. 

Chabahar deal: Unreal
hopes amid twin wars

The Citizenship (Amendment) Act has just been operationalised with
the granting of citizenship to 300 persons many of whom have faced
religious persecution in their country of domicile and so sought out

India as a haven.
To say such naturalised citizens of India are elated may be an under-

statement, but the implementation of the law — it has been on the statute
for close to five years — during the elections to the Lok Sabha is bound to
make it continuously contentious in a country of religious diversity.

The CAA grants citizenship to Hindus, Jains, Christians, Sikhs,
Buddhists, and Parsis who arrived in India from Bangladesh, Pakistan,
and Afghanistan on or before December 31, 2014, but not to, say, Sri
Lankan Tamils even if they belong to any of those religions and certainly
not to Rohingyas. It does not snatch citizenship from Indian residents of
any religion, and it has nothing to do with the proposed National Register
of Citizens, according to the ruling party’s major leaders now. But the fear
is the two may be used in conjunction at some point of time in the future
and put in peril the many illegal Muslim refugees who may be in the coun-
try.

Considering the Union government has the right any way to grant citi-
zenship to those who seek it even if they are illegal refugees, the need for
a CAA was always more political than practical. It is so fraught with reli-
gious discrimination that India’s 18 crore Muslims must feel alienated.

The legal challenges to the CAA lies in hundreds of fresh petitions
besides the 200 or so lying before the Supreme Court since December 2019.
A basic and significant challenge is that the CAA discriminates against
Muslims based on religion and so violates the right to equality under
Article 14 and, perhaps, Article 25 as well.

The opinions on the CAA, in itself a benevolent legislation that takes into
account religious discrimination against non-Muslims in some neigh-
bouring countries, are so divided on partisan lines that it is difficult to see
it in isolation save as politically driven by one party with an agenda. The
introduction of religion as a criterion for citizenship makes this a depar-
ture from the country’s secular values. Does India need more layers of
divisiveness?

How necessary is CAA?

BAN LTTE PERMANENTLY
The ban on LTTE being extended for a
further 5 years by Home Ministry is
commendable. There is no doubt that
the LTTE which has lost its fangs how-
ever continues to be a threat to India's
sovereignty, territorial integrity and
safety of its citizens. The LTTE and its
supporters, especially Sri Lankan
Tamils settled in countries like
Canada, US, Germany and UK support-
ing it by funding them and trying to
regroup the outfit and give a new and
dangerous life is condemnable. The
MHA should ban the LTTE permanent-
ly and take severe action against those
supporting and funding them. The bru-
tal assassination of our former Prime
Minister Rajiv Gandhi by the
unscrupulous LTTE cadres cannot be
easily forgotten. Supporters of the out-
fit need to wake up and stop their blind
support to a banned terrorist
Organisation. 

M.C.Vijay Shankar
Chennai

Storm in Malmö:
Controversy was

much more at
Eurovision 2024

LETTERS

S
eldom before has the annual festival of
schmaltz and schlock known as the
Eurovision Song Contest been subject to so
much controversy as it was in the run-up to

this year’s edition in Sweden last weekend. Not sur-
prisingly, it revolved around the glo-bal issue du
jour: Israel’s genocide in Gaza.

Russia was excluded after its invasion of Ukraine
— the latter won the 2022 contest. It needs to be no-
ted, though, that the complex voting rules, which
have evolved since Eurovision’s inception in 1956,
allow room for manipulation, which is invariably
guided by political concerns. As far back as 1968,
Spain’s fascist Franco regime reportedly lobbied for
vote rigging to score a victory that relegated Cliff Ri-
chard’s popular ‘Congratulations’ to second place.

The Iberian Peninsula was Europe’s last fascist
stronghold, but Portugal has a somewhat different
relationship with Eurovision: its 1974 entry, E
Depois Do Aeus by Paulo de Carvalho, was deployed
to serve as a signal for a coup by younger officers
that presaged Portuguese democracy and the liber-
ation of Lisbon’s colonies — from Angola,
Mozambique and Guinea-Bissau to East Timor.

Fifty years after Sweden’s Abba became the first
Eurovision victor to transform its win (Waterloo)

into global acclaim, few other acts have scored the
same level of global success, including the four
Israeli performers since 1973, when members of the
European Broadcasting Union were admitted,
regardless of their geographical standing.

Controversy, however, has often reared its head.
In 2019, Ukraine withdrew from Eurovision after its
shortlisted acts refused to commit to not touring
Russia. Ten years earlier, Georgia’s entry, I Don’t
Wanna Put In, was rejected on the grounds that it
could be construed as a derogatory reference to
Russia’s ruler.

Much of that fades into relative insignificance
after Israel’s initial entry this year, October Rain,
was deemed problematic because of its references to
last year’s Hamas-led outrage (but none to the ensu-
ing atrocities in Gaza). Israel was miffed, but it mod-
ified the lyrics and came up with Hurricane — not
to be confused with Bob Dylan’s anti-racist song of
the same name.

The Israeli performer, Eden Golan, was surround-
ed by Shin Bet-sponsored armed guards throughout
her stay in Malmö, and not allowed to mingle with
fellow artists, who might have enlightened her with
their views on Israel’s military excesses. Ironically,
Golan was until recently a pop star in Russia who

performed for its troops in Crimea.
None of that seemed to matter once her family

moved back to Israel and she shifted her allegiance
to the equally deplorable Benjamin Netanyahu.
According to the Washington Post, she faced “loud
boos throughout her performance [on Saturday]
and finished fifth” — despite considerable efforts by
countries such as the UK to manipulate yet another
win for Israel.

The popular mood in Sweden was reflected in
huge pro-Palestinian mobilisations and impromptu
concerts in Malmö that dwarfed the tiny Zionist
gatherings in the run-up to the extravaganza.

Among the performers, antagonists of Israeli fas-
cism stretched from the unfairly disqualified Dutch
singer Joost Klein to Ireland’s Bambie Thug, whose
dress rehearsal included facial make-up that spelt
out “ceasefire” and “freedom for Palestine”, which
they were obliged to remove before the rehearsal.

The latter’s home nation, meanwhile, staged
Shine on Palestine: An Alternative Eurovision in
Galway on the eve of the finals in Malmö.

I confess I have never taken Eurovision seriously
as a musical proposition, and on the few occasions I
have been obliged to witness parts of it — the first
time was in 1981, when I was a baby-sitting a niece

who was thrilled by Bucks Fizz gaining the top slot
on the basis of an execrable tune — I held back my
opinion. Years later, I watched segments to placate
my own kids, but my impression was always the
same: with occasional exceptions, it was a load of
codswallop — expertly choreographed bilge. That
impression only deepened when all too many of the
acts began performing mostly in English rather
than in their native tongues. Back in 1982, France
described it a “monument to drivel” and refused to
send an entrant that year.

This year’s French contestant, Slimane, declared:
“We need to be united by music, yes, but with love
for peace.” Many of the contestants appeared to
share his view, even if they didn’t withdraw from
Eurovision. Music has for millennia provided a
soundtrack to distress, disillusion, revolt and revo-
lution. Eurovision was never intended to be a part
of that — and, by and large, that reactionary
impulse has been sustained. But in recent days one
is reminded yet again that the real world can’t be
excluded, with the drivel-fest’s “united by music”
signposts in Malmö being graffitied over to spell
“united by genocide”.

— By arrangement with Dawn

Subhani

Mahir Ali
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T
he Supreme Court of India’s order invali-
dating the arrest and remand of New-
sClick founder Prabir Purkayastha is

much more than a technical outcome based on
the failure of the Delhi police to furnish the
grounds for his arrest in writing. It is also an in-
dictment of the clandestine manner in which the
police sought to obtain his custody. As if invoking
the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act against
the web portal was not malign enough — the case
seems �ctional in its entirety, and establishes no
overt act that can even be described as unlawful,
much less a terrorist act — the police seemed to
have resorted to what the Court called a “blatant
attempt to circumvent the due process of law”.
The Court did not go into the merits of the case at
this stage, but said enough to warrant an adverse
inference about the absence of bona �des. Mr.
Purkayastha was produced before a remand
judge before dawn and his police custody ob-
tained at 6 a.m., even though the police had the
entire day to comply with the statutory require-
ment of producing him before a court within 24
hours. The police kept his lawyer in the dark
about the early morning proceedings, and in-
stead had a ‘remand advocate’ readily present
during the proceedings. The idea was “to con�ne
the accused to police custody without informing
him the grounds on which he has been arrested;
deprive the accused of the opportunity to avail
the services of the legal practitioner of his choice
so as to oppose the prayer for police custody re-
mand, seek bail and also to mislead the court”.

The judgment is also notable for extending, to
the UAPA, the principle laid down in Pankaj Ban-
sal (2023) that those arrested under the Preven-
tion of Money Laundering Act should be given
the grounds of their arrest in writing. In fact, in-
terpreting the relevant constitutional provisions,
the Court says this may be required as a matter of
course and without any exception for the arrest
of any person under the UAPA or any other of-
fences. The police recently �led a charge sheet in
this case, which makes the outlandish claim that
Mr. Purkayastha was funded by the Chinese go-
vernment and that he and American millionaire
Neville Roy Singham were involved in an alleged
conspiracy to replace Indian democracy with a
party-state system as in China. It speaks of their
support to fomenting riots and protests in India
and even funding terrorists. Given the grave,
even if far-fetched, nature of the allegations
against him, regular bail would have been di�-
cult to come by. Therefore, it is salutary that the
Court has treated the level of adherence to proce-
dure — the need to furnish the grounds of arrest
in this case — as sacrosanct.

Malign motive 
Court order quashing arrest lays bare

police design to circumvent due process 

I
ndia’s merchandise exports, which shrank
over 3% in 2023-24 — a year marred by mul-
tiple geopolitical and logistical disruptions

to global trade — are o� to a positive start this
year, but only just. This April recorded outbound
shipments worth $34.99 billion, re�ecting a
meagre uptick of 1.07% or $370 million from a
year ago. As many as 17 of India’s top 30 export
items reported year-on-year contractions, com-
pared with 13 in the previous month. Signi�cant-
ly, these declines are over a weak base — in April
2023, goods exports had tanked 12.7% and 20 of
the top 30 items had reported a fall in export va-
lues. The minor growth last month was largely
driven by just four items, pharma, chemicals,
electronics and, most importantly, petroleum
products, which recovered from a 35% contrac-
tion in March, aided by the rise in global oil pric-
es. On the �ip side, the surge in oil and gold pric-
es through April lifted the country’s goods import
bill by 10.25% to over $54 billion. As a result, last
month’s trade de�cit was the highest in four
months at $19.1 billion, and nearly 22.5% over
March’s gap. If the OPEC+ club, which meets in
early June, decides to extend output cuts, oil pric-
es could well hit $100 a barrel. Moreover, a per-
sistent global savings rush to gold as a safe haven,
could keep pushing India’s favourite yellow me-
tal’s prices higher. Apart from the deleterious ef-
fects of such a scenario on the domestic front
(through higher fuel prices, for one), the trade
balance and the rupee would be under pressure.

Global trade volumes, after tanking 1.2% in
2023, are expected to rise 2.6% this year, as per
the World Trade Organization. The government
is hopeful that India’s key markets in the western
world clock lower in�ation and improved growth
rates, spurring a demand bounce. However, In-
dia needs to sharpen its approach to capitalise on
such a bounce and ensure that any gains that may
accrue will create wealth across the domestic
economy. This requires addressing the challeng-
es facing labour-intensive sectors such as gar-
ments and footwear, where the country has been
losing out to rivals, including Bangladesh and
Vietnam, in recent years. The downward trend
for these sectors, as well as gems and jewellery,
continued in April. Tackling concerns about pro-
duct quality (in spices or drugs, for example) or
allegations about labour or environmental con-
cerns (aimed at booming shrimp exports) with
greater vigour, is also critical. Moreover, agricul-
tural exports, curbed in the battle against in�a-
tion, must be reinvigorated soon, given the
healthy monsoon prospects. The next govern-
ment must roll up its sleeves quickly to rev up the
export growth engine and ensure trade balances
do not turn unwieldy.

Trade imbalance 
A sharp spike in the import bill blights

April’s mild uptick in exports 

I
n the last three years, the COVID-19 vaccine
has generated a lot of public interest as a
possible risk factor for blood clot
formation, resulting in sudden cardiac

arrest. However, a proven, bigger, and
preventable risk factor for heart attack and brain
stroke, i.e., hypertension, rarely gets due public
attention. Let us dive deep into high blood
pressure and its public health relevance.

In 2023, the World Health Organization (WHO)
released a report, the �rst ever on hypertension,
titled “Global report on hypertension: the race
against a silent killer”. Hypertension was
considered a silent killer as people often are not
aware about high blood pressure till they develop
complications. High blood pressure is the
singlemost important risk factor for early deaths,
leading to an estimated 10.8 million preventable
deaths every year, globally. High blood pressure
causes more deaths than other leading risk
factors, such as tobacco use and high blood sugar.
The number of adults with hypertension nearly
doubled in the last three decades (since 1990) to
reach 1.3 billion. Globally, an estimated 46% of
adults with hypertension are unaware that they
have the condition, and less than half (42%) with
hypertension are diagnosed and treated. Only
one in �ve adults (21%) with hypertension has it
under control.

The Indian Council of Medical Research-INdia
DIABetes (ICMR-INDIAB) study has estimated that
in India, 311 million people (or one in every three
adults) have hypertension. In the country, adults
with hypertension are threefold of the estimated
101 million people living with diabetes.

Cut the salt
Excess dietary salt intake (�ve grams or more per
day), one of the key risk factors to hypertension,
contributed to two million cardiovascular disease
deaths in 2019. Research studies have shown that
by reducing salt, cardiovascular disease risks can
be reduced by 30% and mortality by 20%. Indian
adults consume on average eight to 11 grams of
salt per day, which is approximately twice that of
the WHO recommended daily salt intake. High
salt intake is responsible for an estimated
1,75,000 deaths in India.

Hypertension is not an issue for any one
socio-economic group. A Delhi-based
non-governmental organisation, Foundation for
People-centric Health Systems, conducted 50
health camps in �ve localities of Delhi and
Gurugram, from October 2023 to March 2024,
and screened and treated around 12,000 people.
Most of the people were women, migrant
workers, and rickshaw and taxi drivers, nearly all
from low income groups. A large number of them
were found to have diabetes and hypertension, a
majority of cases detected for the �rst time in
these camps, indicating the gaps in terms of
awareness, detection and treatment.

In India, the government has set a target of
putting 75 million people with hypertension

and/or diabetes on standard care by 2025. The
India Hypertension Control Initiative (IHCI), a
collaborative project of the ICMR, Ministry of
Health and Family Welfare/Directorate General of
Health Services, WHO India and other partners,
was initiated in November 2017 in 25 districts in
�ve States of India. 

Simple and scalable
The IHCI follows �ve simple and scalable
strategies, implemented through primary health
care. The IHCI rolled out simpli�ed drug and
dose-speci�c treatment protocols for
primary-care settings. It also focused on
strengthening the drug supply chain by including
protocol-based drugs in the State essential drug
list; the forecasting of drugs based on morbidity,
and ensuring adequate budget allocation in
annual plans to purchase hypertension
medication. The IHCI has also followed
team-based and decentralised care. In addition,
components to make health services
patient-centric by measures such as the
dispensing of 30 days of medicine in every
patient visit are part of the initiative. It has also
used information systems for programme
monitoring.

Nearly six years of IHCI implementation has
resulted in two major programmatic learnings.
First, the development of simple treatment
protocols with fewer drugs, ensuring reliable
drug supply, linking patients to facilities closer to
home for follow-up and engaging teams increases
access and utilisation of health services from
government facilities, by bringing people to
health services. Second, simpli�ed programme
monitoring makes programme performance
assessment both quanti�able and actionable. The
IHCI won the ‘2022 UN Interagency Task Force,
and WHO Special Programme on Primary Health
Care Award’. The IHCI was expanded to 140-plus
districts of India, in 2023.

Seventy-six million cardiovascular deaths and
450 million disability adjusted life years (DALYs)
would be avoided, if countries, with proven
interventions, mobilise to achieve the goal of 50%
population hypertension control by 2050. An
estimated 4.6 million deaths can be prevented in
India by 2040 if half the hypertensive population
has its blood pressure under control. This will
help countries achieving the targets under their
National Health Policy along with global targets
and commitments such as universal health
coverage.

What should be done? First, raise awareness
about the risk of and long-term adverse impact of
untreated hypertension. High blood pressure can
a�ect the entire vascular system (multiple organs
including the heart, kidneys, brain and eyes).

Second, scale up evidence-based public health
interventions such as the IHCI. Strategies and
lessons from such experiences should be used to
design and implement interventions to prevent
and control other lifestyle diseases such as

diabetes mellitus and chronic kidney diseases.
Third, the interventions in health programmes

are often targeted on modi�able risk factors.
However, there are non-modi�able risk factors
such as family history, an age of over 65 years and
pre-existing comorbidities such as diabetes
and/or kidney disease, all of which make a
person at higher risk of hypertension. India
already has a high burden of each of these
non-modi�able risk factors: high burden of
hypertension (a family risk factor for future
generation); high burden of comorbidities and a
rapidly rising elderly population. Therefore,
hypertension control initiatives in India need to
focus on the healthy adults as well, who may have
known non-modi�able risk factors.

Fourth, intensify e�orts to reduce dietary salt
consumption using strategies such as ‘SHAKE the
salt habit’ under the WHO’s HEARTS strategy.
Under SHAKE, there are �ve approaches: of
Surveillance to measure and monitor salt use;
Harness industry to promote and reformulate
foods and meals that contain less salt; A adopt to
standard labelling and marketing; Knowledge,
educate and communicate to empower
individuals to eat less salt; Environment —
support settings that promote healthy eating.

Fifth, lifestyle diseases demand multi-sectoral
actions. In 2017, India developed and approved a
multi-sectoral plan for the prevention and the
control of non-communicable diseases. These
plans must be revisited and more concrete
actions done by key sectors. We need to leapfrog
to this as soon as possible.

Sixth, having informed citizens is the key to
control hypertension at the population level.
Raise awareness about salt in food. There is
invisible salt in the form of pickles, breads,
namkeen and papad. Food packages need to have
better labelling of items/packets in terms of low,
medium and high salt content. People also need
to be sensitised to read food package labels and
make informed decisions.

Seventh, stronger enforcement of food
regulation in India has the potential to prevent
many diseases and reduce the burden on health
services. There needs to be higher taxation on
high salt (and also high sugar, high fat) food and
other packaged products.

Regular BP checks
Take Control. Regular checking of one’s blood
pressure should become an integral part of
lifestyle. Access to BP apparatus needs to be
increased in public places such as malls, shops
and pharmacies, where people can have their BP
measured either free or at nominal and
a�ordable charges. Every o�ce and workplace
needs to have a functional BP apparatus and
employees should be encouraged to check their
BP regularly. Every single visit to health-care
providers should be used to measure one’s BP.
Physicians should advise/sensitise people to
measure and monitor their BP.

Health advice to take with no pinch of salt 

Dr. Chandrakant
Lahariya

a medical doctor, was
formerly with the
World Health
Organization. He is a
consultant physician
at the Centre for
Health and Wellness,
a primary health-care
initiative based out
of New Delhi

Indians need to
have greater
awareness
about the
long-term
impact of
untreated
hypertension
and the danger
of excess
dietary 
salt intake

Dr. Balram
Bhargava

a medical doctor and
cardiologist, is the
former Director
General of the Indian
Council of Medical
Research, New Delhi,
and, currently,
President of the
National Academy
of Sciences, India

T
he nature of information dissemination is
changing rapidly and India is not immune
to these sweeping changes. Traditional

analyses of information consumption, which
focus on the medium, often overlook the
profound shifts in human psychology, driven by
the rise of social media. This shift has led to
instant grati�cation becoming the norm,
impacting political narratives, with the potential
to alter election outcomes. In India, growing
social media use in the vernacular languages,
combined with a largely unregulated digital space
and a highly competitive, polarised political
environment, necessitates vigilance to manage
disruptive misinformation.

‘Going viral’ as objective
Recent studies such as “Accelerating Dynamics of
Collective Attention” which was published in
Nature, highlight a dramatic decline in human
attention spans — from 2.5 minutes two decades
ago to just 45 seconds today. This decline is
mirrored in the popularity of concise social
media content, i.e., short videos of less than a
minute and ‘articles’ that span less than 200
characters. Short and snappy content is easier to
produce. The focus is on the potential of the
content to go viral rather than the content itself.
Such content, which is much easier to produce
and designed for ‘viral spread’ rather than depth,
enables previously obscure �gures to become
in�uential by catering to short attention spans.
Social media algorithms exacerbate this by
promoting viral content, which often drowns out
more substantial, factual narratives. Thus, it is
entirely possible that factually unsound content
travels around the world several times faster
before rebuttals can even be thought of.

This new reality is not lost on political parties.
The potential for this new paradigm to

signi�cantly reduce the asymmetry in social
media power among political out�ts is immense.
In India, it is assumed that the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) has a much higher and more e�ective
social media presence than the Congress. In fact,
many analysts on both sides of the political
spectrum attribute the BJP’s political dominance
since 2014 to a signi�cant �rst mover advantage.
While the Congress relied on rallies and
long-winding speeches, the BJP switched to new
age media, dominating Facebook, Twitter (now
X) and WhatsApp. It is only since the 2019 general
election that the Congress has invested
signi�cantly in social media. Analysis of follower
counts and engagement statistics across
platforms prove that the BJP still has the edge. But
there is signi�cant churn underway.

An inversion of roles
Viral political content is a strong indicator of how
quickly political narratives can be set and
propagated. As an example, a recent video by
vlogger Dhruv Rathee, titled “Is India Becoming a
Dictatorship”, went viral, becoming a topic of
discussion on several forums. This is signi�cantly
larger than any video posted by the political
Opposition. An analysis of the video reveals that
the information presented is not new — these are
commonly traded political accusations often
treated as par for the course in political debates.
But the content was designed to go viral —
di�erent parts of the 30-minute video can be
easily edited into simple one-minute sections and
tailored to appeal to shortening attention spans.

Such context free splicing of content did
happen — arguments were shortened, facts were
pushed aside and context was ignored. Hundreds
of ‘shorts’ spawned from the main video resulting
in a narrative �restorm that BJP sympathisers
struggled to keep up with. This article is an

illustration of how algorithms and low attention
spans allow speci�c types of content to
organically propagate at an astounding rate.

The political Opposition was quick to latch on
and the video remained in popular consciousness
for well over two weeks. For the �rst time in
many months the BJP seemed to be on the back
foot. What is unique about this case is that the
narrative was set by an apparently independent
content creator and then ampli�ed by political
parties. This is a marked inversion from earlier
when politicians delivered the talking points and
other agents took on the role of ampli�cation.
This ‘inversion’ of roles is becoming more
apparent in the social media strategies of the
Opposition – a marked reliance on supposedly
independent social media in�uencers to generate
‘viral’ content followed by an ampli�cation
powered by political leaders.

Analysis is more di�cult now
This ‘inversion’ of roles is bound to have a
signi�cant impact. The checks and balances in
the media, which have already eroded
signi�cantly, will continue on their path to
irrelevance. Democratisation of content creation
and algorithms that seek to capitalise on
shrinking attention spans has resulted in a truly
level playing �eld, where large pockets for social
media spends matter less than having content
that is tailored to gratify instantly. This makes
analysis of the political headwinds more di�cult.
Merely analysing election time utterances is no
longer su�cient. Conventional messaging is now
under-girded by social media where narratives
are generated on a whim, in�uencing millions in
their wake. The party that can bring a semblance
of control over this tumult will reap the bene�ts
and it is not clear who is winning this battle for
attention.

Politics served with concise social media content 

Ashwin Ravi 

is a practising data
scientist who tracks
social and
demographic trends

The popularity
of concise social
media content
has the
potential to
impact political
outcomes

Court on arrest 

The Supreme Court of India
invalidating the arrest of
Prabir Purkayastha, a
journalist and an online
portal founder, on account
of the total disregard by the
Delhi police for the
established procedure to be
followed in such arrest,
should be a lesson for the
investigating agencies
concerned (Page 1, May 16).
The Court’s ruling is

reached unprecedented
levels, leading to retaliatory
animal killings. Population
increase and the demand
for natural resources have
led to the fragmentation of
natural habitats. Mitigation
of human-wildlife conflict is
thus becoming one of the
major concerns for wildlife
managers and the scientific
community.

R. Sivakumar,
Chennai

Man-animal conflict

India’s high rate of
urbanisation has caused the
hasty expansion of human
settlements into areas that
were once exclusively
wildlife habitats (‘State of
Play’, Opinion page, May
16). With vaguely defined
boundaries for fauna,
human-occupied areas have
increasingly become zones
for wandering wild animals.
Conflict with wildlife has

issues, investigative
journalism su�ers, denying
citizens access to critical
information. 
The top court’s intervention
highlights the need for
robust safeguards against
arbitrary arrests. Our
judiciary must continue to
play a vigilant role in
upholding constitutional
rights.
Kurian Mathew,
Kochi

police, there will be many
more instances of this kind
in future.
S.K. Choudhury,
Bengaluru

The UAPA was designed to
combat terrorism but its
misuse threatens free
speech and dissent, eroding
the very foundations of
democracy. When
journalists fear reprisals for
reporting on sensitive

significant as it has
emphasised that proper
procedure and due process
are “guardrails” against
arbitrary actions, even in
stringent terror cases. Will
the police authorities
concerned be brought to
justice for keeping a citizen
behind bars for over seven
months following his illegal
arrest? Unless exemplary
punishment is awarded for
such illegal acts by the

L E T T E R S T O T H E E D I T O R 
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D
uring his election campaign,
Congress leader Rahul Gandhi has
often used the slogan ‘Jitni abadi,
utna haq’ (the rights of a group are

proportionate to the group’s share in the total
population). The Prime Minister has lashed out
at him for the slogan and others have argued
that it is against the spirit of the Constitution.
Should reservation in jobs only be in proportion
to the population? Sukhadeo Thorat and
Sudheendra Kulkarni discuss the question in a
conversation moderated by Abhinay
Lakshman. Edited excerpts:

This slogan is not new. It has a unique place
in the history of India’s social justice politics.
What is the salient di�erence in how it was
used in Kanshi Ram’s time and how it is
being used now? What does it really mean?
Whose population and what right is the
slogan talking about?

Sukhdeo Thorat: One of the justi�cations for a
caste census is that Indian society is highly
diversi�ed and exclusionary. Very few countries
have a group-speci�c policy like we have. We
combine policies that are focused on individuals
and at the same time we focus on groups as a
whole. Over the last 20 years, you will see that
there has been an increase in demand for
group-speci�c policies: for certain SCs
(Scheduled Castes), STs (Scheduled Tribes),
Other Backward Classes (OBCs), those above
OBCs such as the Patels and Marathas, and now
low-income groups, and women. That is simply
because of the character of our society where
certain groups face discrimination from having
an equal access to opportunity and equal rights.

Increasingly, the issue is that the government
is surrendering to some groups due to pressure
and providing group-speci�c policies without
su�cient information. That is why we �nd
arguments for caste-wise data, sub-caste-wise
data — so that we can study it and the
government can take a position based on that.
When I was chairman of ICSSR (Indian Council
of Social Science and Research), I was asked to
justify reservation at the Centre for the Jat
community. We were not given caste census
data for the Jats. But we were given �ve reports
of �ve States and those reports were very poor.
This is an example to say that if we want to have
group-speci�c policies, we should have
group-speci�c information about human
development indicators, poverty, income,
malnutrition, education, and ownership of
means of production. That, I think, is the
justi�cation of the Congress.

Sudheendra Kulkarni: This slogan did not
start with Kanshi Ram. In some ways, it has its
origins in the debates and even policies of the
colonial government. It is the British who
introduced proportionate representation to
certain sections of society. It was also supported

by B.R. Ambedkar in States and Minorities: he
made a strong case for representation
proportionate to the population. In fact, he
wanted erstwhile depressed classes to also be
categorised as minorities. And depending on the
proportion of population, he demanded
representation. That was strongly opposed by
the Congress and was not adopted in the
Constitution. Instead, a principle of a�rmative
action was introduced for certain sections of
society, for certain needs, that is, education and
employment, which would ensure their justice
and development. This was done unanimously.
But in this principle, there is no concept of jitni
abadi utna haq. This concept is patently
unconstitutional. It goes against the letter and
spirit of the Constitution. India is a Republic
which recognises equality among citizens. Caste
is not recognised as a unit in the Constitution. If
it is recognised, it is only to the extent of certain
policies for a�rmative action.

Jitni abadi utna haq is also unimplementable.
Let me give an example. We are already
encountering enormous di�culties in ensuring
reservation even for groups such as SCs. You
know there is a strong demand for
sub-categorisation among Dalits, tribal groups,
and OBCs. This is because there is a strong
feeling among bene�ciary categories that some
sub-category is taking a much larger share of the
bene�ts and depriving others. For instance, the
Madigas in Telangana are demanding
sub-categorisation because they believe that the
Malas, who are fewer in number, are getting
more bene�ts. The Rohini Commission’s initial
�ndings also show that there is a tremendous
imbalance even among the bene�ciary groups.
A�rmative action has some justi�cation within
certain frameworks. But jitni abadi utna haq is a
divisive and unconstitutional concept. If anyone
tried to implement it, it can create social chaos.

Are you saying we must �nd larger groups to
ensure accurate representation, or should
we move away from representation in
totality?

SK: The fundamental moral underpinning of the
Constitution is nyay ( justice). We are far from
approaching the ideal. The question is how we
move towards it. There is a tendency to focus
only on the government or the formal sector of
the economy. These provide employment only
to a small section. So, we need to think of
economic and social justice and equality in
totally di�erent terms. This means we need to
think of wealth and livelihood creation at the
bottom of the socioeconomic pyramid.

ST: Dr. Ambedkar’s position was that if the
reservation share of the SCs, STs (Scheduled
Tribes) has to be de�ned, it should be in
proportion to the social, economic, and
educational standing of the group. He was not
strictly in support of the population as an
indicator for representation. He dealt with
reservation in the legislature and said that it
should be in proportion to the socioeconomic
standing of the group. He said that the majority
seats in the legislature should be reduced to a
certain extent and redistributed among the
social and religious minorities. And the
redistribution of seats, which will also apply to
jobs, should be in proportion to the economic
and social standing. Nevertheless, population
comes in. Because in the absence of the other
indicators, at that time, population was
considered to be a tentative indicator of a fair
representation of a group. But that doesn’t mean
that it should be the ultimate indicator.

The second point is the reservation issue by
social group. There is a distinction between
pro-poor policies, irrespective of caste, religion,
ethnicity, gender, and policies for those who are
discriminated against. A�rmative action policies
are necessary in addition to general policies,
which are applicable to all, only for those groups
which have su�ered from discrimination. So, as
far as reservation is concerned, in India you will
have to have a policy that is for economic and
educational empowerment for all, irrespective
of caste and religion, and an additional policy
for the group that is discriminated against.
Ambedkar did not ask for reservation only in the
public sector. He also asked for it in the private
sector because discrimination is more rampant
in the private sector than the public sector.

But the question here is, how do we
determine what quali�es as a fair share?

ST: Ambedkar was clear that the fair share
should be based on the socioeconomic and

education standing of the group, which can be
supplemented by the population. Take, for
example, Parsis or Christians. They are
minorities, but they are advanced in terms of
education. Their share is much, much higher
than their population share. Brahmins
constitute only 3.5% or 5%, but their share is
several times higher than the low castes.

What should be the aim of a caste census in
India?

SK: A caste census is welcome because it will
reveal how many people belong to which caste
or sub caste and their relative backwardness or
progression. It will then show government and
society what actions are needed for us to move
towards greater equality. The question is, what
are you going to do then with the data of the
caste census? The caste census will also, among
other things, reveal how certain castes who
were earlier deprived and discriminated against
have moved on. This will be important new
information that will come out. Let us not be
under the illusion or misconception that all the
SCs are as discriminated against as they were 70
years ago. There is a certain section of SCs
which has moved on, a section of OBCs that has
moved on. Many of them are crorepatis. Should
their children get reservation? The concept of a
creamy layer should also now be applied to the
SCs. So, these are the larger issues that will be
revealed by the caste census. Similarly, there are
other so-called non-OBCs or upper castes who
are poor. So, we need to therefore take a holistic
view and not go in the direction that divides our
society, that is, jitni abadi, utna haq.

ST: The purpose of a caste census is quite clear.
It is not a census only to gain demographic data
and family data. The �rst is that you go down
from broader caste categories like SCs to sub
castes. So, have a population estimate of these
sub castes or even religious groups for that
matter and social groups within the religion. But
that certainly is not the purpose. The purpose is
to know about the economic, educational, and
social standing of these groups. What is their
access to ownership of means of production like
land, business, employment? What are their
educational levels? Do they face discrimination?
What is the nature of such discrimination? So a
caste census will generate all this information
and bring transparency. There will be shocks.
The people who are opposed to a caste census
are worried simply because they think that the
5% Brahmins will have a 60% share. But my
point is government policy is based on evidence
and data and it is a fair policy. But at the
moment policies are not based on data. Policies
are based on political pressures.

Should reservation in jobs only be in proportion to the population? 

Prime Minister Narendra Modi with Madiga Reservation Porata Samithi leader

Manda Krishna Madiga during a public rally in Hyderabad. THE HINDU 
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C
ampaigns by parties or companies
are not about facts and truths, but
about turning public opinion.

Election campaigns often bring out the
worst in our political leaders and create a
particularly challenging situation for
journalists who consider facts sacred.
What leaders say during elections are lar-
gely kernels of truth that are pu�ed up so
that they can claim superhuman quali-
ties, or engage in scaremongering, or
slander their opponents. When these
statements are abstractions, such as so-
meone is communal or good or bad for
the country, there is nothing a journalist
can do or perhaps needs to do, other
than merely reporting it.

In the pre-digital era, falsehoods and
misinformation had a short, localised life.
Now, technology enables falsehoods to
travel across continents, and remain eter-
nally alive. What can journalism do in
this scenario? How can journalists report
a speech that contains falsehoods? Is it
okay to merely reproduce what has been
said? Is it okay to ignore the leader who is
making the false statement? Can a lead-
er’s speech be fact-checked real time?

When statements are distortions, not
white lies, what can reporters do? If a
leader who is about to assume power
spouts lies, is it responsible journalism to
black out those statements? Is it su�cient
to counter-pose one statement to the oth-
er — for instance, leader X said the ‘sun
rises in the east’ and leader Y said the
‘sun rises in the west?’

When a statement which must be re-
ported is factually wrong, the reporting
must explain it, ideally by quoting sourc-
es. For instance, what the Bharatiya Jana-
ta Party says about the Congress manifes-
to can be easily veri�ed. But when it says

India would have been a superpower if
Sardar Patel and not Jawaharlal Nehru
had become the �rst Prime Minister,
there is nothing a journalist can do apart
from reporting that statement.

But more than lies, misinformation
and misinterpretation are greater threats
as fact-checking may not help in such cas-
es; providing context and explaining the
background of the piece of information is
more valuable. A case in point is the re-
cent cacophony over Muslim population
growth. A mischievous and selective pre-
sentation of facts can sometimes be more
dangerous for democracy than pure lies
because the claim of factual accuracy is
also made along with it.

This also leads us to the point of num-
bers never lying. Diametrically opposite
arguments about the economy prolifer-
ate, all of them using numbers, tables,
and graphs. Taking surveys and data as
unquestionable containers of truth or
facts is not entirely free of problems, as
Rukmini S. explains in her book Whole
Numbers and Half Truths. For instance,
surveys that attempt to quantify qualita-
tive attributes such as communalism or
pluralism may not necessarily capture
the reality. Will any communal bigot ad-
mit to being one, to a surveyor? Numbers
and data can help a journalist arrive at a
fuller picture, but not the full picture. All
this makes the reporting of election cam-
paigns both challenging and fascinating.

To bring the best factual and unbiased
picture to the audience, a journalist will
have to use data, context, and back-
ground information in a skillful manner.
Counter propaganda masquerading as
journalism is as dangerous to journalism
as propaganda which, by de�nition, is
not bound by facts.

varghese.g@thehindu.co.in

The challenge of 
reporting propaganda 

A mischievous and selective presentation of facts can sometimes be
more dangerous for democracy than pure lies 

Varghese K. George
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A display of patriotic pageantry

PICTURE OF THE WEEK

X

Russian President Vladimir Putin and the heads of foreign states lay flowers at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier after the Victory Day military parade in central Moscow on May

9. Russia is celebrating the 79th anniversary of the Soviet Union’s victory over Nazi Germany in World War II. AFP

Madras: In a major e�ort to protect the temple
complex on the shore of Mahabalipuram from
the ravages of waves, a groyne wall is to be
built, pushing back the waterfront by a further
125 feet away from the existing protection
walls, constructed over three decades ago.

Estimated to cost over Rs. 26 lakhs, the

proposed wall will not strike a full semi-circle,
but leave a gap on the southern side. The
construction work, to be entrusted to the
Madras Port Trust engineers, is expected to be
completed in 18 months.

The temple complex, consisting of two
temples dedicated to Lord Siva — one facing
east and the other west — with a rock-cut
�gure of Lord Vishnu between them, is one of
the outstanding monuments of
Mahabalipuram. The twin shore temples, built
by Rajasimha (700-725 A.D.) are among the
earliest structural temples of the Pallava
period in the stone medium. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO MAY 17, 1974

New wall proposed to protect
shore temple 

F R O M T H E A R C H I V E S

A meeting was held last evening in the
Dadabhoy Munzil (Ripon Buildings) by those
interested in broadcasting by wireless with a
view to form a radio club for Madras. There was
a large gathering of Europeans and Indians
present and Mr. Y. Tirumalai Pillai, the President
of the Municipal Corporation, was voted to the
chair. 

Mr. A.O. Coningsby, a representative of the
Marconi Company, addressed the meeting on
the working and progress of the radio clubs in
England and some of those recently organised in
Bombay and Calcutta.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MAY 17, 1924

A radio club for Madras 
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Number of people
hospitalised after food
poisoning

90
In a suspected food

poisoning case, close to 100

people were admitted to

different hospitals after consuming

eatables during a temple feast in

Maharashtra’s Nanded district. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

Number of properties
attached by the NIA
since 2019

403
Properties, including

multiple bank accounts

and cash worth crores,

have been attached by the National

Investigation Agency (NIA) across the

country since 2019. PTI

Air passenger tra�c in
India in FY24, as per
rating agency Icra

376.4
million. India’s

air passenger

traffic is

projected to touch record levels in the

range of 407-418 million in the current

financial year (FY25). PTI

The share of Covaxin
takers with adverse
events: BHU

30
in percentage. Nearly

one-third of 926 individuals

who received Bharat

Biotech’s Covaxin reported ‘adverse events

of special interest,’ according to a one year

follow-up study by BHU. PTI

Loan approved by
ADB to improve power
supply in Sikkim

148
in $ million. The Asian

Development Bank has

approved a loan to help

enhance the reliability, quality and

resilience of electricity supply in Sikkim. PTI

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

D
rug development is an
expensive and
time-consuming process.
However, the advent of

Arti�cial Intelligence (AI) has opened up a
world of possibilities with respect to
fast-tracking drug development.

How does the process start?
The process of developing a drug starts
with identifying and validating a target. A
target is a biological molecule (usually a
gene or a protein) to which a drug directly
binds in order to work. The
overwhelming majority of targets are
proteins. Only those proteins with ideal
sites where drugs can go and dock to do
their business are druggable proteins. 

Target proteins are identi�ed in the
discovery phase, wherein a target protein
sequence is fed into a computer which
looks for the best-�tting drug out of
millions in the library of small molecules
for which the structures are stored in the
computer. The process assumes that the
structures of the target protein and drug
are known. If not, the computer uses
models to understand the sites where a
drug can bind. This discovery process
avoids time-consuming laboratory
experiments that require expensive
chemicals and reagents and have a high
failure rate. Once the suitable protein
target and its drug are identi�ed, the
research moves to the pre-clinical phase,
where the potential drug candidates are
tested outside a biological system, using
cells and animals for the drug’s safety and
toxicity. After this, as part of the clinical
phase, the drug is tested on a small
number of human patients before being
used on more patients for e�cacy and
safety. Finally, the drug undergoes
regulatory approval and marketing and
post-market survey phases. Due to a high
failure rate, the discovery phase limits the
number of drugs that pass and carry on to

the pre-clinical and clinical phases.

How can AI help this process?
AI has the potential to revolutionise target
discovery and understand drug-target
interaction by drastically cutting down
time, increasing the accuracy of
prediction of interaction between a drug
and its target, and saving money. The
development of two AI-based prediction
tools, AlphaFold and RoseTTAFold,
developed by researchers at DeepMind, a
Google company, and the University of
Washington, U.S., respectively, has
provided a major scienti�c breakthrough
in the last four years in the area of
computational drug development. Both
tools are based on deep neural networks.
The tools’ neural networks use massive
amounts of input data to produce the
desired output — the three-dimensional
structures of proteins. Published recently,
the new avatars of AlphaFold and

RoseTTAFold, called AlphaFold 3
(developed jointly by Isomorphic Labs, a
DeepMind spino�) and RoseTTAFold
All-Atom, respectively, take the capability
of these tools to an entirely new level. The
signi�cant di�erence between the
upgraded versions and their previous
forms is their capability to predict not just
static structures of proteins and
protein-protein interactions but also their
ability to predict structures and
interactions for any combination of
protein, DNA, and RNA, including
modi�cations, small molecules and ions.
Additionally, the new versions use
generative di�usion-based architectures
(one kind of AI model) to predict
structural complexes. In a test with 400
interactions between targets and their
small molecule drugs, AlphaFold 3
accurately predicted their interactions
76% of the time versus 40% by
RoseTTAFold All-Atom.

What are the drawbacks?
With all the promise and potential in drug
development, AI tools have limitations.
For example, the tools can, at best,
provide up to 80% accuracy in predicting
interactions (the accuracy comes down
drastically for protein-RNA interaction
predictions). Second, the tools can only
aid a single phase of drug development,
target discovery and drug-target
interaction. It will still have to go through
the pre-clinical and clinical development
phases, and there is no guarantee that the
AI-derived molecules will result in success
in those phases. Third, one of the
challenges with di�usion-based
architecture is model hallucinations,
where insu�cient training data causes the
tool to produce incorrect or non-existent
predictions. Finally, unlike the previous
versions of AlphaFold, DeepMind has not
released the code for AlphaFold 3,
restricting its independent veri�cation,
broad utilisation and use for protein-small
molecule interaction studies. 

What about India? 
Developing new AI tools for drug
development requires large-scale
computing infrastructure, especially ones
with fast Graphics Processing Units
(GPUs) to run multiple tasks with longer
sequences. GPU chips are expensive, and
with newer and faster ones being
produced by hardware makers every year,
they have a quick expiration date. India
needs such large-scale computing
infrastructure. That, along with a lack of
skilled AI scientists, unlike in the U.S. and
China, is the second reason why
researchers in India could not establish a
�rst-mover advantage in developing AI
tools for drug development despite the
country having a rich history in protein
X-ray crystallography, modelling and
other �elds of structural biology.
However, with a growing number of
pharmaceutical organisations, India can
lead the way in applying AI tools in target
discovery, identi�cation, and drug testing. 

Binay Panda is Professor at JNU, New
Delhi and posts at @ganitlabs.

The use of AI in drug development
What are target proteins and how are they identi�ed? How do AI-based tools AlphaFold 3 and RoseTTAFold All-Atom help in predicting the correct target protein

and its interactions with drugs? Where does India stand in the �eld of computational drug development?
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The story so far: 

T
he Election Commission of
India (ECI) in its report on
enforcement of Model Code of
Conduct (MCC) has stated that

it expects star campaigners to lead by
example and not vitiate the fabric of
society. This has raised a debate about
ECI powers to rein in MCC violations. 

What are registered parties?
Section 29A of the Representation of the
People Act, 1951 (RP Act) lays down the
requirements for registration of a political
party with the ECI. Any political party
that seeks registration should submit a
copy of its memorandum/constitution.
Such document should declare that the
party shall bear true faith and allegiance
to the Constitution of India. It should also
bear allegiance to the principles of
socialism, secularism and democracy, and
uphold the sovereignty, unity and
integrity of India. Registered political

parties enjoy the following legal bene�ts –
(a) tax exemption for donations received
under Section 13A of the Income Tax Act,
1961, (b) common symbol for contesting
general elections to the Lok Sabha/State
Assemblies, and (c) twenty ‘star
campaigners’ during election campaign.
As per the ECI, there are 2,790 active
registered political parties in India.

What are recognised parties?
A registered party is referred to as a
Registered Unrecognised Political Party
(RUPP). Political parties are recognised as
a ‘national’ or ‘State’ party under the
provisions of The Election Symbols
(Reservation and Allotment) Order, 1968
(Symbols Order) by the ECI. The criteria
for recognition at the ‘national’ or ‘State’
level consists of winning requisite number
of seats and/or obtaining required
percentage of votes in a general election
to Lok Sabha or State Assembly. At
present, there are six ‘national’ parties,
and sixty-one ‘State’ parties that have
been recognised. These recognised

parties enjoy additional concessions of
having a reserved symbol during elections
and forty ‘star campaigners’.

What are the issues?
It has been noticed that less than a third
of RUPPs contest elections. The RP Act
does not confer explicit powers on the
ECI to de-register any political party if it
fails to contest elections, conduct
inner-party elections or lodge requisite
returns. The Supreme Court in Indian
National Congress versus Institute of Social
Welfare & Ors (2002) had held that the ECI
does not have power to de-register any
political party under the RP Act. It may
de-register only under exceptional
circumstances like registration being
obtained by fraud or the political party
ceasing to have allegiance to the
Constitution or if it is declared unlawful
by the Government. The RUPPs that don’t
contest elections raise concerns over the
possible misuse of income tax exemption
and donations collected being used for
money laundering.

The MCC prohibits using caste and
communal feelings to secure votes, and
bribing or intimidation of voters.
Recognised political parties are guilty of
violating the MCC on various occasions.
However, it has been observed that the
ECI on such occasions at best bars leaders
from campaigning for a short period of
two to three days. 

What needs to be done?
The ECI in its memorandum for electoral
reforms (2016) has suggested amendment
to the law that would empower the ECI to
deregister a party. The Law Commission
in its 255th report (2015) on ‘Electoral
reforms’ has also recommended
amendments for de-registration of a
political party if it fails to contest elections
for 10 consecutive years. These
recommendations should be
implemented. Under Paragraph 16A of
the Symbols order, the ECI has the power
to suspend or withdraw recognition of a
recognised political party for its failure to
observe MCC or follow lawful directions
of the Commission. It has probably been
used only once for three weeks in 2015
when the recognition of National People’s
Party was suspended for failure to follow
the directions of the ECI. Strict action
under this provision would have a
salutary e�ect in ensuring adherence to
the MCC. 

Rangarajan R is a former IAS o�cer and
author of ‘Polity Simpli�ed’. He trains
civil-service aspirants at ‘O�cers IAS
Academy’. Views expressed are personal.

Can parties be de-recognised
or de-registered?
Does the Election Commission have the power to de-recognise a political party for violation of the MCC?

Rangarajan. R
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K
erala has a sex ratio of 1,084
as per the last recorded
Census of 2011, indicating a
population of 1,084 females to

every 1,000 males. However, looking at
some of the more popular �lms in
Malayalam today, one cannot be blamed
for thinking there is a serious dearth in
the female population in the State.

Even as Malayalam cinema is arguably
going through one of its best phases ever
as far as box o�ce performance is
concerned, some of the recent hits have
faced criticism for either their complete
absence of women or the lack of
substantial characters for the few women
who get some screen space.

A worrying trend
Take the case of Aavesham, Jithu
Madhavan’s roaring hit carried mostly by
Fahadh Faasil’s uninhibited act, that has
raked in over ₹150 crore at the box o�ce.
Parts of the �lm are set in a college
campus, but not even a single girl from
the campus gets a prominent presence or
even a line of dialogue. The only women
characters are stereotypes; that of the
mother of one of the youngsters, who is
present mostly as a voice asking “Are you
happy?” to anyone who talks to her on
the phone, and that of a sex worker. In
the case of Malayalee From India, another
recent release, Anaswara Rajan, one of
the more promising young actors in the
industry, occupies prominent space in the
posters, but all that she gets in the �lm is
a cameo role stretching barely 10 minutes.
That too, a role without any consequence
to the �lm’s narrative. The only other

woman to get even a noticeable role is
Manju Pillai, as the protagonist’s mother.

Kalyani Priyadarshan and Neeta Pillai
get similarly inconsequential roles in
Vineeth Sreenivasan’s Varshangalkku
Shesham. Infact, they barely get a few
more scenes than what is shown of them
in the �lm’s trailer. The role of Bhavana in
the recent Tovino Thomas-starrer Nadikar
is no better. Manjummel Boys, the highest
grosser in the history of Malayalam
cinema, as well as Aadujeevitham have
also faced criticism for not providing roles
with any scope for performance for
women, but these can be excused as �lms
based on real stories.

Even though short, Manjummel Boys
did paint a moving portrait of a woman
su�ering with her son who had got back
home after surviving an ordeal, the true
horror of which gets revealed to her only
later. The only exception among the
recent crop of box o�ce or OTT successes
are Premalu, in which Mamitha Baiju gets
to play a con�dent and successful
woman, who is at the centre of the
narrative, Aattam, one of the best �lms of
the year in which Zarin Shihab gets a role
of a lifetime and Neru, in which Anaswara
has a role equivalent to Mohanlal’s.

A sudden invisibilisation
This recent trend of women being
invisibilised from Malayalam cinema is
seen as a kind of reversal after a decade of
several �lms having strong women
characters. This happened with the shift
from predominantly star-driven �lms of
the early 2000s to more screenplay and
character-driven dramas in the 2010s,
with �lms ranging from Ozhimuri and 22
Female Kottayam to The Great Indian

Kitchen, Thondimuthalum Driksakshiyum
and Take O�. 

Even in �lms where women were not
the protagonists, they did have
memorable roles, like in Maheshinte
Prathikaram or Kammatipadam. While
women characters in Malayalam cinema
till 2010, with a few exceptions like the
�lms of K. G. George, were seen through
the eyes of patriarchy, and were expected
to be submissive and chaste, the �lms that
came in the 2010s broke these unwritten,
but widely followed, norms. Seen in this
context, the arrival of such a large
number of mainstream �lms, one after
the other, with not even a single woman
character who would leave an
impression, is bound to raise eyebrows.
Although, it is clear that there is no evil
machine working in the background to
ensure such a scenario, the fact that so
many �lmmakers would think that
women characters are dispensable points
to a problem.

However, a celebratory atmosphere,
when everyone is talking about the
unprecedented box o�ce success of �lm
after �lm, is not really conducive for this
debate, as evident in the reactions to a
few social media posts from women
raising this point. The majority of the
comments under these posts were
dismissive of such arguments questioning
the absence of women characters, while
some were downright abusive. Some
actors like Nikhila Vimal have argued that
it is better to have a few �lms with
well-written women characters than
women being included in �lms for the
sake of representation. The demand
certainly is not for virtuous women
characters, but roles with positive,

negative or grey shades that would atleast
leave some kind of an impression.

The role of institutions
It might be a coincidence that this
invisibilisation of women from cinema is
happening at the same time that the
Women in Cinema Collective (WCC) is
away from the spotlight. The WCC,
formed in 2017 in the aftermath of an
actor’s complaint of sexual assault
allegedly masterminded by actor Dileep,
was in its initial days highly vocal about
changing the status quo in the industry
and taking on the powers that be, but has
been relatively silent of late. The report by
the Justice Hema Committee, formed after
the actor assault to look at ways to
improve women’s safety and security in
Malayalam cinema, salary packages and
service conditions, and to create a
conducive working environment, has also
been gathering dust, four years after it
was submitted to the State government.

However, the Kerala State Film
Development Corporation (KSFDC),
under the government, has over the past
four years been funding a project to
promote women �lmmakers. Most of the
�lms under the project including B 32
Muthal 44 Vare, Nisshidho, Nila and
Divorce have garnered appreciation at �lm
festivals. Despite such attempts,
representation for women in mainstream
cinema often depends on the whims and
fancies of men, who form a majority of
the writers and �lmmakers in Malayalam
cinema. We are in the middle of a season
of scant representation, a state of a�airs
not very encouraging for the many
women waiting to break into the industry,
in front of and behind the camera.

Invisible and forgettable: the missing
women of Malayalam cinema
This recent trend of women being invisibilised in Malayalam cinema is seen as a kind of reversal after a decade of several �lms having strong women

characters. This happened with the shift from star-driven �lms of the early 2000s to more character-driven dramas in the 2010s

A still from Aattam.

S. R. Praveen

X

QUESTION 1

Who are all the singles
winners who have won both
in amateur and open eras? 
X

QUESTION 2

What is the name of the cup
presented to the men’s and
women’s singles winners? 
X

QUESTION 3

Name the only brother-sister
duo in the open era to have
won the mixed doubles
crown but with di�erent
partners.
X

QUESTION 4

Name the twin brothers who
have won the men’s doubles

title. 
X

QUESTION 5

How many doubles titles
have the Indian pair of
Leander Paes and Mahesh
Bhupathi won together? 
X

QUESTION 6

Two players have won four
men’s doubles titles each
which is the most in the
open era. In fact, they have
won two titles playing
together too. Who are
they? 
X

QUESTION 7

Who is the only player to
have won all three types of
titles in the open era, that
is in singles, doubles and
mixed doubles? 

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s

daily quiz: 1. This aviator attempted the world’s
first transatlantic flight by flying from Long Island,
New York, to Plymouth, England. Ans: Albert

Read

2. Gago Coutinho and Sacadura Cabral flew on
three Fairey III planes from this location to Rio de
Janeiro. Ans: Lisbon

3. In April 1913, this newspaper o�ered GBP
10,000 to the first aviator to undertake a
transatlantic flight. Ans: Daily Mail

4. These two aviators took o� from Newfoundland
on June 14, 1919, and landed in Galway, Ireland,
roughly 15 hours later. Ans: John Alcock, Arthur

Brown

5. The American aviator who became famous for
undertaking the first solo transatlantic flight in
May 1927, flying from New York to Paris. Ans:

Charles Lindbergh

Visual: Name this airship. Ans: Graf Zeppelin

Early Birds: Prashant Nain| Rajmohan. V| M.
Suresh Kumar| Sadhan Kumar Panda|
Mohd.Amaan

THE DAILY QUIZ

The 94th edition of the French Open starts on May 20. Here is a quiz
to test your knowledge on its history 

X

Visual question:

Identify the players. What is common about their achievement? AFP

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Soorya Prakash. N

“Compose, compile (S. Bhavani,
Calcutta).”

‘To compose’ means ‘to create or
construct’. 

You must compose a poem on Kalidasa. 
He composed a beautiful sonnet on

Nature. 
‘To compile’ is ‘to collect (material)

into a list, volume, etc’. 
He compiled an anthology of short

stories. 
It is not an easy thing to compile a

dictionary. 
When you compose, you do something

original. When you compile, you put
together what is already available.”

“Lengthy (S. Aluwalia, Nagpur)”
‘Lengthy’ does not mean just ‘long’. It

means ‘too long, tedious’. 
It was a lengthy speech. 
It was a lengthy explanation. 
It is a lengthy process.”
“Nicety (K. K. Rajender, Kozhikode)”
“ ‘Nicety’ means ‘subtlety, accuracy,

�ne details’. 
I don’t understand the niceties of his

arguments.”
“Passed, past (Rama Bai, Tirupati)”
‘Passed’ is the past tense and past

participate of ‘pass’. 
He passed the information to her. 
He passed the examination creditably. 
‘Past’ can be used as an adjective. 
During the past one week, there has

been at least one murder a day in the city. 
It is also used as a preposition. 
He went past my house yesterday. 
She drove past the school. 
‘Past’ is used as a noun also. When it is

used as a noun, it is generally preceded by
‘the’. 

He is still living in the past. 
Here it means ‘past time’. 
He is a man with a past. 
‘A man with a past’ means ‘a man

whose past life or career is discreditable.’
It is also used as an adverb. 

He has just gone past. 
Use ‘passed’ when it is a verb. In other

cases, use ‘past’.”
“Ghost-writer (S. A. Afzulpurkar,

Bombay)”
A ghost-writer is one who writes a

book, articles or speeches for another.
The ghost-writer remains in the
background and the person for whom he
writes gets all the credit. A ghost ‘is an
unseen person, a disembodied spirit’. The
ghost-writer is one whose name is not
‘seen’ by the public. ‘Ghost-write’ or
‘ghost’ are used as verb. 

He ghost-writes (or ghosts) for the
minister. 

His autobiography was ghost-written by
her.”

“Nullipara (K. A. Albert, Nagerkoil)”
“ ‘Nullipara’ means ‘a woman who has

never borne a child.’ The ‘u’ is
pronounced like the ‘u’ in ‘much’ and the
two ‘a’ s are pronounced like the ‘a’ in
‘India.’ The stress is on the second
syllable.”

Published in The Hindu on December
24, 1991.

Know your
English
K. Subrahmaniam
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I
have often been asked how I rate
the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA).
Being part of the team that
designed SSA, it is always
di�cult to be fully objective.

The most convincing indictment of
our failure in primary education in the
first four decades as an independent
nation is the 42nd Round National
Sample Survey (NSS) findings of
1986-87. It had estimated that 69.23 per
cent six plus females in rural India had
never been enrolled in a primary school.
Kothari Commission’s ‘The destiny of
India being shaped in its classrooms’
remained merely an intent without
resources.

Rumblings followed the 42nd Round
NSS indictment, leading ultimately to
the 1993 Unnikrishnan judgment
declaring education up to the age of 14
to be a fundamental right of India’s
children. Myron Weiner indicted Indian
policymakers for not being serious
about elementary education for all.
Satyapal Anand’s follow-up case brought
the judicial pronouncement to
centre-stage with Chief Secretaries
having to swear a�davits on the eight
areas of energisation of Universal
Elementary Education (UEE).

COMMITTEES GALORE

When the judicial heat grew stronger,
the Muhiram Saikia National
Committee of Education Ministers
(1997) was set up to assess the financial
resources needed to secure UEE. The
assessment of out-of-school children
was 80 million and ₹40,000 crore was the
additional resource need, assessed as a
ballpark figure over five years.

The Tapas Majumdar Committee
(1999) thereafter made the normative
assessment for UEE as an additional
₹1,36,823 crore over 10 years! With
Finance Ministry’s reservations on
resources, another committee of nine
Education Ministers under Murli
Manohar Joshi was set up to re-work the
additional financial need to bring it in
the ‘pragmatic realm of the possible’.

An additional ₹60,000 crore over a
10-year period was the result, which is
what became the basis for Sarva Shiksha
Abhiyan. The Constitution was
amended in 2002 to make elementary
education a fundamental right of
children aged 6-14. Subsequently, the
Right to Education (RTE) Act 2009 was
passed, albeit without a very specific
financial memorandum.

The influential Public Report on Basic
Education (PROBE) report 1999,
carried out its field work in 1996 in
States like Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya
Pradesh and Rajasthan, said there were
not enough schools, teachers and
classrooms for children. The state of

schools was abysmal, the infrastructure
inadequate and the learning outcomes
deplorable. The PROBE report
celebrated Himachal Pradesh for
actually doing a ‘schooling revolution’
where all children were in schools.

It was in these tumultuous times that
SSA brought hope for UEE at the turn of
the century. There was a confidence that
a scheme for UEE comprehensively
providing for bridging all gaps, will settle
the supply-side constraints.

In 2006, the same researchers carried
out a PROBE Revisit Survey after a
decade of e�orts for UEE. The Revisit
Study recorded major improvement in
school participation, decline in social
disparities, and improvement in
schooling infrastructure, school
incentives, but learning outcomes
remained a challenge.

In 2014-15, the 71st Round NSS
survey found the net attendance rates of
boys and girls to be identical, both in
rural and urban areas. Surely, the girls
had voted with their feet for quality
public education. It was the State that
had failed to provide learning outcomes
for all.

The Annual State of Education Report
(ASER) 2023 on adolescents brings out

how the gender gap in enrolment has
nearly disappeared even at secondary
school level across the country.
However, the learning outcome
challenges persist even in their
adolescence. The National Achievement
Studies of NCERT and the World Bank
studies have also found unsatisfactory
learning outcomes as the biggest
challenge, in spite of improvement in
schooling provision. Covid made the
learning challenges worse.

What has not worked? Where has the
failure been? Clearly, teacher
recruitment and development,
dysfunctional school organisation,
governance and financing deficits,
unsatisfactory
parent-community-school partnerships
for school e�ectiveness, need top-most
attention. 

QUALITY OF LEARNING

It is not enough to bridge the supply
side; we need to address the quality of
learning outcomes. Should schools be
seen merely as polling booths and
teachers as a field cadre with large
non-academic responsibilities? It is time
quality of learning and its measurement
became central to schools.

Technology o�ers an opportunity to
work with a diligent and dedicated
teacher (not necessarily outstanding)
who opens the world of knowledge and
skills to children through an equitable
access to e-learning supplementation of
books and peer group learning.

Decentralised management of schools
with funds, functions and functionaries
under the charge of local governments
and women’s collectives is likely to

improve learning outcomes. This will
also address inter-sectoral challenges,
provision of gadgets for learning, and
wider social determinants of school
e�ectiveness. Reserve Bank of India’s
recent study on panchayats (2023)
brings out the positive consequences of
decentralisation in socio-economic
achievements of States.

SSA provided for a 6 per cent
management cost to bring in the finest
professional skills of programme
managers, pedagogy experts, finance
managers, planners, etc., to strengthen
the educational administration at the
field level. We need to subject teachers
to competency tests. We cannot let
certificate holders masquerade as
teachers. We have to be ruthless in
developing a performance-based system
for schools and teachers.

Teacher development needs vibrant
institutions at all levels. Uninspiring
State, district, block and cluster level
institutions completely beats the
objective of learning outcomes.
Unfortunately, we focused more on all
children in school and much less on all
learning. Measurement does matter.
Incentives alone can secure
participation; learning outcomes require
more than simply the supply side.

The challenge of UEE is to transform
the classroom process. Measuring
outcomes in a non-threatening way is
the way forward. It is community
owned, accountable public systems that
will deliver universal quality elementary
education.

The writer is a retired civil servant. Views expressed are
personal

Why are children 
not learning?

The number of schools
has increased
exponentially and the
gender gap in enrolments
has been eliminated.
Improving learning outcomes
is the next challenge.

LEARNING BLUES. Besides Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan,
a focus on learning outcomes is very important

AMARJEET SINHA
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I
ndia VIX, which captures the expectation of
market participants regarding future volatility,
has been receiving undue attention of late. The

index has an inverse relation with the stock prices
with an increase in the VIX denoting expectation of a
market fall and a decline in VIX implying a future
rally. With the Lok Sabha election and its results
being the overarching theme these days, analysts
have begun using the India VIX to predict the
outcome of the ongoing polls.

The intense volatility in the market in
recent weeks, with the India VIX moving
close to 20 this week, the highest level in
the last 22 months, is seen by many as an
indication of a market crash soon, triggered
by a possible adverse result at the hustings
for the BJP. Such inferences are, however,
stretched. The India VIX, modelled on the
CBOE VIX, uses the prices that traders
quote for Nifty50 option contracts to
calculate the extent of annualised
percentage change possible in the next 30
days. As the traders’ perception of risks in
the market increases, they quote higher
prices, thus making the index spike. The
CBOE VIX is called the market’s fear gauge
because of its tendency to spike sharply
higher as market mood swings towards
panic. 

There are two reasons why the India VIX
need not be taken too seriously. One, it is
only a sentiment gauge and is not an
indicator of any outcome. Two, the
expectations of traders do not always come
true. A SEBI study showed that 89 per cent
of individual traders lose money on their
trading calls. The share of the more
sophisticated institutional investors who
can take better informed decisions has
been coming down in the equity derivatives
section since the pandemic, with the share
of retail investors currently around 35 per
cent. Further, the movement of the India
VIX since its launch shows that the index is
not at an alarming level yet. The current
level of 20 is far lower than the peak of over
80 touched in March 2020 and in November
2008. The index has typically traded
between 10 and 20 over the past decade,
and it continues to be within this range. 

Spikes of similar magnitude were
observed in the India VIX in 2014 and 2019
too, prior to the Lok Sabha election results.
But the Nifty50 managed to notch strong
gains in the subsequent months in both
instances. The uncertainty around the
election results appears to be leading to
nervousness among traders this time, too.
The sharp swings in stock market indices in
recent weeks are also drawing a lot of
attention. But such gyrations are par for the
course as the stock market has been on a
strong upward move since June 2022,
making the Nifty50 gain 42 per cent in this
period. With the relative valuations of
Indian stocks appearing good, it is not
surprising that domestic and foreign
investors are taking some profit o� the
table.

Needless jitters 
Don’t read too much into India VIX movement 
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Election strategy
With the fifth phase of Lok Sabha
elections is round the corner, there
are concerns about the direction of
election campaigns, cooked-up
narratives and controversies, toxic
debates and, of course, the hostile
summer. Several reports and
analyses have been published about
the low voter turnout. 
The internally displaced persons
(IDPs), due to jobs and business, are
absent from their constituencies in
large numbers.
Too many phases and a prolonged
election period are causing fatigue
and voter apathy. In a digitised
society, a new election strategy with
a shorter election period, fewer
phases and voting facility from
remote locations for IDPs should be

considered by the Election
Commission.
Vinod Johri
Delhi

Surge in F&O trading
The fact that stock market
participation in India has been
gathering steam, with the number of
demat accounts jumping from 3.59
crore in 2018-19 to 7.38 crore by
October 2021, is nothing but a clear
testament to the growing equity
culture. 
However, the sharp surge in trading
in futures and options (F&O) by
retail investors has evoked concerns
about its possible deleterious impact
on investor sentiments and
household finances. 
The fact that more than 80 per cent

of traders incur losses while trading
in the F&O segment calls for more
concerted protection measures for
investors. 
M Jeyaram
Sholavandan, TN

IPL on a di�erent track
‘IPL’s identity crisis’ (May 16) has
really hit the nail on the head. The
Indian Premier League, which values
commerce above the spirit of the
gentleman’s game, will lose traction
in the course of time as it is money —
a dangerous master — that rules the
roost in the competition. Players go
for the kill to bag the coveted trophy.
This is not, however, wrong. But what
is worrying is that the sheen of
sportsmanship is rubbed o�
sometimes in the bargain. 

When that happens, the game
becomes the biggest loser.
S Ramakrishnasayee
Chennai

Health insurance 
The editorial ‘Una�ordable cover’
(May 16) rightly highlights the plight
of individual health insurance buyers:
they “may be footing the bill for
losses in other segments,” per data
analysis of Incurred Claims Ratio.
With hardly any good option for
reducing premiums, the elderly
especially silently pay up.
The lesser than business like
approach in sourcing
group/company health business
adds to the woes of individual
insurance buyers by jacking up
premiums for them. 

This is a sort of cross-subsidy: the
poor forced to feed the better-o�.
The bargaining power and prowess
of large companies/groups and
brokers vitiate the situation. It is a
fact that at critical stages like
underwriting and claims settlement,
big corporates get favoured
treatment or use their clout to get it. 
Hope a better way of incentivising
the elderly with discounts in renewal
premium based on claim-free years
or the like is formulated. The
government can think of doing away
with the tax on health insurance
premiums altogether (at least for
those above 45 years, where
premiums start shooting up), so that
more can avail of a�ordable cover.
Jose Abraham
Vaikom, Kerala

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

F
inally American media outlets had
something big to report: that
President Joe Biden and former

President Donald Trump actually
concurred on something! The two have
agreed to debate much ahead of the
traditional election time frame. The first
will be hosted by CNN on June 27
followed by ABC on September 10. And
for someone who is seen as an
institutionalist, President Biden was the
first to propose the idea but minus the
involvement of the Commission on
Presidential Debates (CPD) which has
been running the show since 1988. 

The Biden initiative, pushed through
reporters of two media outlets covering
the Trump campaign, saw CNN agreeing
to hold a debate on June 27 which
prompted the President to post on X:
“Over to you, Donald. As you said:
anywhere, anytime, any place”.
According to the new format, the two
debates will take place in a studio with a
moderator and no live audiences. One
grouse of the Biden team has been that
the CPD was either “unable or
unwilling” to enforce rules during the
2020 debates that included the inability

or helplessness of the moderators to cut
o� rambling discourses or rein in the
boisterous crowd, especially in town hall
settings. Reluctantly the Trump
campaign had to agree to the new ground
rules but the former President did say in
his Truth Social post that he would
rather see “more than two debates and,
for excitement purposes, a very large
venue”. 

REASON FOR CHANGE

In its letter to the Commission the Biden
campaign had apparently made the point
that debates in late Fall take place when
early voting is already in progress, and
that the existing model was geared more
towards “huge spectacles” instead of
“good debates”. Not all have forgotten
Biden’s angry retort to constant
interruptions from President Trump in
Cleveland on September 29, 2020: “Will
you shut up, man.”

What has raised eyebrows is that the
present format leaves out college
campuses the CPD had been having in
mind — in Utah, Virginia and Texas —
and in the impact this could have on
President Biden keeping the young
college-going kids on his side. Granted
that the rumblings in educational
institutions from California to New York

and beyond on the goings-on in the Gaza
may have dented this support group, one
of Biden’s strong base of support comes
from college goers. 

The campaigns may insist otherwise,
but both Biden and Trump have good
reasons to have o�ered and accepted
early debates. Both realise that this is
going to be one of those tight races with
prospects of a re-run of 2020 written all
over it. Nationally, Biden and Trump are
dead-even in polls, but the 45th
President has a slim lead over the
incumbent in most of the six
battleground states with perhaps the
exception of Wisconsin. And much as
Trump loudly claims that he is being

kept away from the campaign trail by
“politically fixed” court trials in
Manhattan, he would rather debate
President Biden on domestic issues. 

Biden and Trump would seem to have
a common objective as well: keeping
Robert Kennedy Jr o� the track. The last
word on who Kennedy Jr will hurt more
is yet to be said, but it is a known fact that
since 1980 third party candidates have
had an impact on Presidential races. And
what is a better way of keeping Kennedy
Jr away from the debate format when he
is yet to have his name on the ballot in all
states? Kennedy Jr is obviously crying
foul.

It is a long way to go to June 27. The
first showdown in the CNN studios at
Atlanta might not even take place. But
the million dollar question has been
posed to former President Trump during
the last Presidential election and during
the course of this election season: will
you accept the result? The response in
2020 was quite chilling: “This is not
going to end well. This is going to be a
fraud like you’ve never seen”. Any guess
on what the formal stance will be in
2024?

The writer is a senior journalist who has reported from
Washington DC on North America and United Nations.

Biden and Trump game for early debates

Sridhar Krishnaswami

FACE-OFF. Biden and Trump are
dead-even in polls

Both realise it is going to be a tight race like in 2020, and both want to keep Robert Kennedy Jr o� the track
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L
ast week, X, formerly
Twitter, was abuzz with
polarised opinions as an

Indian technology company CEO,
irked by diversity and inclusion
policies of a global tech major,
decided to hit the American
company where it hurts. He took
to X and announced to the world
that his company would stop
hosting its cloud servers on the
tech giant’s infrastructure and
instead build their own cloud
computing systems. 

The Indian company in question
dabbles in various businesses, and
the entrepreneur has a history of
leaning on nationalism to market
his products. While the company’s
products and services have often
let down customers, who have
taken to all social channels to get
their queries answered, the CEO
continues to urge people to ‘be
Indian and buy Indian’. He’s not
the only one. Increasingly, Indian
businesses are taking a leaf out of
China’s playbook and trying to
appeal to consumers’ nationalism
and patriotism to market their
products. While there is no doubt

that more localisation can lift the
economy in terms of job creation
and value accretion, one wishes
companies and CXOs spent as
much time strengthening
products rather than painting
global competitors in bad light. 

It is an insult to the Indian
customer’s intelligence if they
believe that dramatic
pronouncements about
competition or Swadeshi can
actually translate to sales. Why
must I, as a consumer, not seek out
best value for my money, but only
pick a product for its roots? Would
the business owner compromise
on input quality for his business
just because they are made in
India? 

Focus on making the product
stand on its own legs, market it for
its strengths, and then see
adoption soar. And let’s not forget,
big tech majors, despite all their
commercial and cultural flaws,
have helped script India’s start-up
story as venture investors,
infrastructure and service
providers. Finally, CEOs must
leave the political mudslinging to
politicians, and put their heads
down to build world-class
products. 

Using nationalism to market products

Sindhu Hariharan

FROM THE VIEWSROOM.
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B
oardroom culture, shaped
by various variables, plays a
pivotal role in determining

the ethical compass and overall
e�ectiveness of a company's
governance structure. However,
achieving such a culture requires
an understanding of the dynamics
at play, including biases and
divides within boards.

Indeed, boards are dynamic
structures shaped by the
individuals who comprise them
and the environments in which
they operate. 

One of the primary variables
influencing boardroom culture is
the composition of the board
itself. Diversity, both in terms of
demographics and expertise, is
often assumed to be start of
e�ective governance. Boards
comprising individuals from
diverse backgrounds bring a range
of perspectives to the table,
fostering robust discussions and
informed decision-making
processes. 

However, achieving true
diversity remains a challenge in
many boardrooms, with issues
such as gender imbalance, lack of
representation from minority
groups, and more so ageism
persisting.

Furthermore, cognitive biases
can significantly impact
boardroom dynamics and
decision-making processes. 

Similarly, groupthink, a
phenomenon characterised by the
desire for consensus at the
expense of critical evaluation, can
stifle dissenting voices and
impede e�ective decision-making
within boards.

Moreover, the existence of
divides within boards, whether
stemming from ideological
di�erences, conflicting priorities,
or interpersonal tensions, can
further complicate matters. Left
unchecked, such divides can
undermine board cohesion and
diminish the e�ectiveness of
governance mechanisms.

Skills bias within boards is a
pressing issue that often results
from a narrow focus on traditional
qualifications and industry
expertise. This bias can lead to the
underrepresentation of
individuals with diverse skill sets,
such as those with backgrounds in
technology, innovation, or social
impact.

Ageism remains a pervasive
issue within boardrooms, where
older individuals may be favoured
over younger candidates. This bias
not only overlooks the potential
contributions of younger
generations but also perpetuates

an environment of exclusion and
stagnation. Embracing age
diversity within boards, by actively
seeking out perspectives from
individuals of all age groups and
fostering intergenerational
collaboration, can enrich
boardroom discussions and
promote innovation.

Addressing these challenges
requires a multifaceted approach
that prioritises transparency,
accountability, and proactive
measures to mitigate biases and
bridge divides within boards.
Firstly, fostering an open and
inclusive boardroom culture,
where all voices are valued and
respected, is paramount.
Encouraging constructive debate
and dissent, while ensuring that
decisions are grounded in rigorous
analysis and ethical
considerations, can help mitigate
the impact of biases and promote
sound decision-making.

Additionally, implementing
measures to enhance board
diversity and inclusion can help
broaden perspectives and mitigate
the influence of cognitive biases.
This may involve adopting formal
diversity initiatives, such as
targeted recruitment strategies
and board diversity quotas, as well
as fostering a culture of
mentorship and sponsorship to
support underrepresented
individuals in ascending to board
positions.

Furthermore, promoting a
culture of transparency and
accountability, where board
members are held accountable for
their actions and decisions, can
help mitigate the risks associated
with conflicts of interest and
unethical behaviour. 

Within the corridors of
governance, diversity is the
compass guiding ethical
navigation, integrity the
foundation for anchoring
decisions, and accountability the
beacon illuminating the path to
trust.

The writer is a Policy Researcher & Corporate
Advisor

Boardroom blues 

Srinath Sridharan

GOVERNANCE. Diverse
Boardrooms are vital /ISTOCKPHOTO

Fostering diversity is key to robust governance

I
s there something wrong with
trends in Indian saving? For a
country that is among one of the
fastest growing big economies in
the world, can the trend in

savings rate (i.e., the ratio of savings to
GDP at current market prices) be
non-increasing? 

Lately, there have been opinions and
counter-opinions on the underlying
numbers. While we do not believe in the
dictum of Ronald H. Coase, the Nobel
Laureate economist, who reportedly
said, “If you torture the data long
enough, it will confess to anything”, we
start with an eyeballing of the relevant
data.

RECENT TRENDS

The o�cial National Accounts Statistics
(NAS) data show that India's Gross
Domestic Saving as a percentage of GDP
at current market prices came down
from around 34 per cent in 2011-12 to
little above 30 per cent in 2022-23. 

A similar downward trend is also
noticeable in the household sector
(Figures 1a & 1b). The household saving
rate decreased from 23.6 per cent of
GDP in 2011-12 to 18.42 per cent of
GDP in 2022-23. If instead of GDP, the
saving rates are expressed as a
percentage of Gross National
Disposable Income (GNDI), the trend
looks very similar. The two series are
highly correlated; hence, we use GDP to
calculate saving rates.

Because India is one of the leading
high-growth economies in the world, do
such downward trends in savings ratios
pose a riddle? How does a declining
trend in the savings ratio coexist with an
increasing trend in the growth rate? Or,
since the key to understanding the
relationship between growth rate and
savings ratio is the productivity of
capital, does it mean the economy is
becoming more and more e�cient over
the years so that it can grow higher with
a lower savings rate? 

Or, have we, as a nation, finally
become believers of the philosophy of
the ancient sage Charvaka, who
reportedly said, ‘Rinam kritva ghritam
pibet’, literally meaning, “Drink ghee
even by borrowing money”? Such
questions tend to haunt the common
man and policy makers alike.

Since the household sector
constitutes the lion’s share of household
savings (figure 2), it may be worthwhile
to look into further details of household
saving. Some of the inferences that can
be drawn from the NAS data are as
follows. It should be noted that here we
are discussing saving rates (components
of household savings expressed as a
percentage of GDP):

(a) The net household financial
savings (i.e., change in financial assets
minus financial liabilities) declined to
5.26 per cent of GDP in 2022-23 from
7.26 per cent in 2021-22. This has
happened partly because the financial
liabilities of the household sector
increased dramatically from 3.81 per
cent to 5.78 per cent in 2023-23. RBI
Monetary Policy Report of April 2024
suggests that this increase is “for
financing fixed assets/investment”.

(b) This increase in financial liabilities
of the household sector has happened in
a regime of high inflation and high
interest rates.

(c) The decline in net financial
savings of the household sector is,
however, associated with an increase in
saving in physical assets plus gold.
However, the increase in savings in
physical assets has not been significant
enough to o�set the decline in net
financial savings. To illustrate, saving in
physical assets went up from 10.76 per
cent of GDP in 2020-21 to 12.93 per cent
of GDP in 2022-23. Saving in gold and
silver went up from 0.2 per cent in
2020-21 to 0.24 per cent in 2022-23. But
net financial saving of the household
sector (as a percent of GDP) declined
from 11.73 per cent in 2020-21 to 5.26
per cent in 2022-23 (Figure 3).

(d) Households are holding a lower
percentage of their savings in
currencies, while the share of bank
deposits has gone up significantly in

2022-23. (e) Household savings in the
form of shares and debentures,
including mutual funds, account for less
than 1 per cent of GDP. There does not
seem to be any upward trend in this
pattern.

(f) The data also shows that 2020-21
is a stand-out year for financial saving.
Gross and net financial savings
increased to 15.45 per cent and 11.73 per

cent, respectively. These numbers are
around four percentage points higher
than in previous years. Conversely,
savings in physical assets declined to a
low of 10.76 per cent of GDP. Possibly,
this has something to do with the
pandemic and associated behavioural
changes among economic agents.

PLURALITY OF OPINION

This topsy-turvy pattern of saving rates
in India has generated a debate among
economists and policymakers. While on
one hand, there are views that this sharp
decline in saving rate is a matter of grave
concern, some others have pointed out
that there has been a substitution
between financial saving and physical
saving, and the aggregate change in
household saving rate is relatively
benign. 

Some other authors have used the
aggregate number to suggest that
household savings have increased. Here
it is important to remember the
distinction between the gross numbers
and the rates. Especially because the
data on savings are reported on a
nominal basis by the NAS. And there are
multiple conceptual/statistical notions
of saving used — like stocks of wealth
vis-à-vis flows of saving, absolute
amount of saving vis-à-vis ratio of
savings with respect to GDP at current
market price/gross disposable income.

HOW MUCH SAVINGS DO WE NEED?

There are multiple views of the necessity
of savings in an economy. Particularly, it
varies between the short- and long-run
perspectives. In the short run, typically,
savings is often seen as a leakage from
the aggregate e�ective demand. 

Thus, an increase in saving in a
demand-constraint economy in the
short run could lead to a paradoxical
result of lower GDP. On the other hand,
in the long run, saving provides surplus
funds for investment, which can push up
the growth rate. 

Especially in a capital-scare labour
surplus country like India, a higher rate
of savings will be imperative for
sustained long-term growth.

WAY AHEAD

Legitimately, India aspires to become a
large and fast-growing economy. To
achieve this, the country's savings rate
needs to be further higher. Going ahead,
this will be a major concern for
policymakers. 

Given the data, we are not entirely
sure about the trend and trajectory of
the Indian saving rate. Though there is
an overall negative trend, it appears that
the pandemic has influenced the
behaviour of economic agents in India.
This has also been seen in other
countries where households have
rebalanced their saving portfolios or
have engaged in pent-up spending.

As macroeconomic data on savings
are available for only a short period after
the pandemic, we are yet not entirely
sure if the data on household savings
reflects a post-pandemic shift of
economic behaviour or it reflects a
genuine downward trend in the
household saving rates. Policymakers
should keep a close eye on this, as a high
domestic saving rate will be an essential
ingredient for high economic growth.

Pal is a Professor of Economics at IIM-Calcutta; and Ray is
Director of the National Institute of Bank Management
Pune. Views expressed are personal.

India’s saving rate
trend raises a 
few questions

Though there is an
overall negative trend in
savings rate, it appears
that the pandemic has
influenced the behaviour of
economic agents in India.

MIXED TREND. Household savings in physical assets have gone up. But
these have not o�set the dip in household financial savings
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Alliance endorses Sonia for PM 
It’s o�cial now. The allies of the Congress-led front on Sunday backed the
Congress Parliamentary Party’s decision of appointing Ms Sonia Gandhi as the
Prime Minister of the country. Addressing newspersons after a
two-and-a-half-hour meeting, the Congress leader, Dr Manmohan Singh, said that
Ms Gandhi’s name for Prime Ministership was proposed by the DMK chief, Mr M.
Karunanidhi, and was seconded by the RJD President, Mr Laloo Prasad Yadav, the
NCP chief, Mr Sharad Pawar, along with the other leaders present at the meeting.

SEBI on high alert; warns of stern steps
In the backdrop of the Sensex nosedive on Friday, SEBI has asked stock exchanges
to remain ‘‘extraordinarily watchful’’ of any unusual movements in the market. It
has threatened to take stern action against any individual or entity found
indulging in market misconduct and breaching rules.

BSNL set to launch broadband services 
Bharat Sanchar Nigam Ltd is in the process of developing the second phase of the
National Information Backbone and expects to roll out its broadband services to
both corporate and home segments in the third quarter this year. 
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TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS 

01. Steed (5) 

04. Ursine o�spring (4-3) 

08. Control (5) 

09. Search new ground (7) 

10. Day preceding festival (3) 

11. Said how it was (9) 

12. Hop-drying kiln (4) 

13. German housewife (4) 

18. Testers (9) 

20. Help (3) 

21. Had actual being (7) 

22. Of oriental continent (5) 

23. Marked with geometrical

forms (7) 

24. Sloughs (5) 

DOWN 

01. Took what one

wanted (6,7) 

02. Criticisms (7) 

03. Gained money

through labour (6) 

04. Electronic 

signals (6) 

05. Seem (6) 

06. Top of head (5) 

07. Dessert dishes (5,8) 

14. Turn into cash (7) 

15. Season (6) 

16. Made for (6) 

17. Compositions (6) 

19. Mimicking (5)

ACROSS 

01. Drying frame right in the centre of the non-u home (5) 

04. Ursa Minor? (4-3) 

08. What may give one some purchase? The pound – always I (5) 

09. Go and look for former spouse: study around London first (7) 

10. One of the first gardeners eternally curtailed (3) 

11. Examined how am replaced by awkward friend and made clear (9) 

12. In which to dry malt, as in first part of Bible (4) 

13. In Berlin, it's the wife who's responsible for a fur turn-out (4) 

18. They test a collier involved in sex-change (9) 

20. Rewarded monetarily but, having lost head, 

required assistance (3) 

21. Were there ten I'd tees for? (7) 

22. Easterner and Southerner in all neutral leaders (5) 

23. Imagined it was expected to be in numbers (7) 

24. Casts o� the engine-works (5) 

DOWN 

01. Was not served, so took what one wanted (6,7) 

02. Newspaper pieces concerned with prospects (7) 

03. With justification got scholarly, 

having abandoned start (6) 

04. Radio signals, having begun badly, 

disrupted sleep (6) 

05. Seem to have a fruit quietly consumed (6) 

06. Do some dental work o� the top of one's head? (5) 

07. Sweets produced by those who use their loaf, 

no doubt (5,8) 

14. Come to see what's genuine is energy (7) 

15. When it's cold between, the West will initiate it (6) 

16. Struck the ball when one was at the top (6) 

17. Tries such things as Lamb wrote (6) 

19. A sound from a timer is being imitative (5)

EASY

ACROSS 1. Picturesque 8. Leech 9. Precede 10. Veteran 11. Lover 12. Resign 14. Edible 18. Delta 19. Situate 21. Rossini 23. Omaha 24. Darning-wool 

DOWN 1. Palaver 2. Creates 3. Usher 4. Expend 5. Quelled 6. Ewe 7. Cheer 13. Glazier 15. Bravado 16. Eyeball 17. Assisi 18. Dirge 20. Thong 22. Sad

BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2441

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2440

NOT SO EASY
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L
ife Insurance Corporation (LIC) of India on Wednesday informed stock 

exchanges the Securities and Exchange Board of India (Sebi) had given 

it a three-year extension to comply with the mandatory 10 per cent 

public-shareholding norm. It can now attain the mandatory 10 per cent 

public float by May 16, 2027. Firms with a market capitalisation above ~1 trillion 

are expected to attain 25 per cent public shareholding in five years. However, in 

the case of LIC, it has already been extended to 10 years. While the LIC stock 

reacted positively to the extension announcement, it should have been avoided. 

Such regulatory forbearance affects the credibility of institutions in the market 

One of the big weaknesses of the Indian policy establishment in the post-

reform period has been its inability to sustain even good initiatives. The disin-

vestment programme is one such example. The basic idea was stake sale or out-

right privatisation of public-sector enterprises (PSEs) would improve the 

performance of such entities and also help the government raise resources. The 

public-shareholding norms of Sebi were intended to increase the public float of 

listed companies to enable market liquidity and better price discovery. However, 

in the case of LIC both the principles of disinvestment and public shareholding 

have been diluted. LIC was listed two years ago in May 2022 with a public float 

of just 3.5 per cent. The government was expected to sell its stake subsequently 

to achieve the stated listing norms. However, it has not happened thus far. 

One reason for the government’s reluctance could be the performance of 

the LIC stock. After being issued at ~949, the share price slipped below ~540 in 

March 2023. Thus, a follow-on public offer would have fetched a much lower 

price. In fact, the stock price could have corrected further in anticipation of an 

increased supply of shares in the market. But this may also mean that the initial 

issue got more favourable pricing. Since the stock price recovered after the 

shock, the government could have sold its stake to comply with the public-

shareholding norms. Given the LIC’s full market capitalisation of over ~6 trillion, 

the government would have raised a significant amount to push its capital 

expenditure programme and reduce the fiscal deficit. But this was not done.  

However, irrespective of the price correction and possible political com-

pulsion, events like these set avoidable precedents. It is worth noting that LIC is 

not an isolated case. The market data shows that there are more than 20 listed 

entities, including public-sector banks, where the government shareholding is 

above 75 per cent. In fact, it is 90 per cent or more in 12 companies. From a 

purely economic standpoint, it is puzzling that when the government is running 

a high fiscal deficit and aims to boost capital expenditure, it is not enthusiastically 

pursuing disinvestment. Since stock markets have also been supportive in recent 

times, selling stakes in PSEs to just comply with public shareholding norms 

would have given the government a significant amount of resources. More 

importantly, it would have avoided the need to make exceptions for PSEs.

Rapid AI transition
ChatGPT’s new version raises old questions

N
early 18 months after OpenAI launched its artificial intelligence 

(AI) chatbot, ChatGPT, the Microsoft-backed company has launched 

its latest large language model (LLM) called GPT- 4 Omni or GPT- 

4o. In doing so, OpenAI reaffirms its dominant position globally 

in the AI space. However, other tech giants like Meta and Google are not far 

behind. Google, for example, has started powering its search engine with AI 

Overviews. The main point of departure between GPT- 4o and previous versions 

of ChatGPT lies in its ease of interaction. ChatGPT was primarily a text-based 

LLM interface where users could type text-based questions and wait for text-

based responses. Besides, ChatGPT - 4 was only available to paid subscribers. 

GPT- 4o, in contrast, is free, easier to use, and is able to mimic human interaction 

in real time. It is also a multimodal AI model — integrating audio, speech, 

vision, and text with minimal time lag, enabling verbal communications with 

a chatbot that convincingly speaks like a human. 

Further, it is capable of translating text, identifying emotion and tone in users’ 

speech, solving mathematical equations and much more, making it uncannily 

human-like. The latest technological development augurs well for both OpenAI 

and its investors like Microsoft. Currently valued at more than $80 billion, OpenAI’s 

valuation has tripled in less than 10 months. Even though AI-led disruption is 

already evident in labour markets across the world, it remains to be seen whether 

generative AI models and LLM interface adoption will have a net positive effect 

on labour market outcomes in the medium term. AI-induced automation not 

only promises higher productivity and standard of living, it evokes fear of job dis-

location, increasing unemployment, and deepening poverty. The impact of AI is 

also likely to differ significantly across countries. Developing countries like India, 

relying on labour-intensive employment, are expected to face less AI-led disruption. 

At the same time, they may find it difficult to catch up with early AI-driven pro-

ductivity gains, given their infrastructure deficit and lack of a skilled workforce. 

The 2024 Work Trend Index Annual Report, recently released by Microsoft and 

LinkedIn, reveals a striking increase in AI utilisation in the workplace globally, 

with its use nearly doubling in the past six months. Around 75 per cent of respon-

dents reported that AI performed most of the mundane tasks, thereby saving 

time, boosting creativity, and allowing them to focus on more important work. 

At the same time, concerns regarding the skills gap in terms of AI literacy, 

the possibility of occupational layoffs, inadequate resources for the reskilling 

and upskilling of workers, the spread of misinformation, algorithmic bias, and 

cybersecurity risks remain critical from a policy standpoint. The rapid pace of 

AI evolution can result in disruption at many levels. While firms and individuals 

are adopting AI at a rapid pace, the productivity boost could be at the cost of 

human employment, at least in the initial stage. It’s not clear at this stage how 

the policy establishment in India and around the world will deal with such 

potential challenges. But that’s not the only challenge. The creation and dis-

semination of information and opinions are evolving in ways that were not 

known until recently and will have far-reaching consequences. Therefore, 

given the backdrop, while India must actively pursue productivity gains, it’s 

vital for the policy establishment to remain vigilant.
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I
n an exchange filing recently, BSE  stated that the 
Securities and Exchange Board of India (Sebi) has 
asked it to pay the regulatory fee on the annual 

turnover, considering the “notional value” in the case 
of options contracts. The communication from Sebi 
further advised BSE to pay this amount retrospec-
tively, i.e., from the financial year (FY) 2006-07, with 
15 per cent interest per annum. The amount is expect-
ed to be close to ~70 crore. Financial and fiscal experts 
find this odd and wrong. 

How does a regulator get resourced? One of the 
reasons why we have regulators is 
the desire to distance them from the 
fray of politics and the elected gov-
ernment. This domain autonomy, in 
turn, requires financial autonomy. 
Arm’s length regulators should not 
be dependent on the government for 
their spending, as this could under-
mine their independence. The reg-
ulator may feel pressured to align its 
decisions with the interests of the 
people controlling its purse strings. 
Even if the regulator maintains for-
mal independence in its decision-
making processes, financial depen-
dence can create a perception of bias 
in the eyes of stakeholders. One of 
the reasons to have an independent regulator is to 
persuade private investors that there is a predictable 
rule-of-law environment. Hence, it is essential to 
establish mechanisms that achieve adequate and 
secure funding for regulators. This has been done 
through the power to charge fees. 

The single big idea of public policy is that every 
power of a state organisation must be surrounded by 
an elaborate system of checks and balances. In India, 

regulators have had the power to impose fees without 
commensurate checks and balances. As a consequence, 
we have seen episodes of self-aggrandising behaviour. 
There is a propensity to levy high fees, support expan-
sive expenditure programmes, and amass pools of 
assets. The inexplicable events around the charges 
placed upon BSE are part of this larger pattern. 

As an example, in the last five financial years, Sebi 
has reported a large and growing surplus of income 
over expenditure (including capital expenditure). Of 
its total income of ~1,404 crore in 2022-23, around 86 

per cent was generated through the 
fees/subscriptions it charges from enti-
ties. It generated an income not only 
sufficient to perform and fulfil its reg-
ulatory duties but also large enough 
to be in surplus of more than ~500 crore 
in this FY. In fact, it ended the FY with 
a closing balance of ~4,508 crore. The 
surplus has been approximately ~484 
crore in FY22, ~158 crore in FY21, ~225 
crore in FY20, and ~471 crore in FY19. 
Sebi’s income and profits are now larg-
er than those of many financial firms. 

How can we do things better? What 
is the design to ensure autonomy with-
out empire building by regulators? 
1. Indian courts have repeatedly ruled 

on the distinction between taxes and fees levied by 
public authorities. A tax is a compulsory extraction of 
money by a public authority for public purposes 
enforceable by law, whereas fees are payment for ser-
vices rendered. In fees, there is an element of quid pro 
quo between the individual payer and the public 
authority, which is absent in a tax. Bodies like Sebi are 
authorised to only levy fees which have relation to the 
service rendered. This implies that ad valorem charges 

are inappropriate: The fees charged by Sebi to any 
one organisation (such as BSE) should be connected 
to the cost incurred at Sebi in regulating BSE. 

This is not a new issue. Many years ago, Sebi pro-
posed increasing the ad valorem fee for renewal of 
the annual registration of some regulated entities. 
Questions were raised in the Sebi Board on this and 
the nexus between the fee and the service rendered 
by Sebi. Sebi was forced to reduce the fee, and since 
then, Sebi has moved away from an ad valorem fee 
to a fixed fee for most such registrations and renewals. 
2. A government organisation that charges high fees 
and amasses a large corpus is probably also a gov-
ernment organisation that spends too much. Greater 
care needs to be taken in establishing the spending 
envelope of these organisations. A Sebi that has a 
lower resource envelope will be more selective in 
choosing important regulation making and super-
vision projects. 
3. The place where all these issues come together is 
the board of the organisation. Modern thinking on 
regulation has emphasised the importance of the 
role and composition of the board. The board of every 
organisation is about protecting the interests of the 
ultimate stakeholders against the self-interest of the 
full time staff of the organisation. The board must 
apply constitutional principles and block ad-valorem 
fees. The board must push asset pools out of the 
organisation up to the Ministry of Finance. The board 
must run a budget process each year, where cost con-
trol is implemented, and where the managers are 
held accountable to deliver improvements in the 
working of the organisation in return for increases 
in the budget. 
4. It is unwise for Indian public finance to have mul-
tiple treasuries all over the Indian government land-
scape.  Hence,the parliament amended the Sebi Act 
through the Finance Act, 2019, for transfer of the sur-
plus. Oddly, after this amendment was passed by 
Parliament and approved by the President, it has not 
been notified. Sebi has remitted about ~1,000 crore 
to the Consolidated Fund of India, but the Sebi Act 
amendment has been put into cold storage. 
5. The energy and human talent available to engage 
in these questions is limited. It is difficult to solve 
these problems separately for the Reserve Bank of 
India (RBI), Sebi, or others. Ensuring financial pro-
priety and extracting pools of cash that have built 
up at the Insurance Regulatory and Development 
Authority, RBI, Sebi, and other such regulators has 
consumed many years of effort by India’s scarce pub-
lic policy resources. It is better to use the approach 
of the Financial Sector Legislative Reforms 
Commission, where the idea is to have a single par-
liamentary law that sets forth the correct framework 
to shape the workings of all financial agencies. 

The writer is an honorary senior fellow at the Isaac Centre for 

Public Policy, and a former civil servant

I
n an era when rapid technological advancement 
fuels economic growth, the landscape of stan-
dards-making and governance has undergone a 

significant transformation. Each new technological 
innovation necessitates standardisation for 
widespread global adoption. However, the pace of 
adoption, particularly in innovative digital tech-
nologies, often outstrips the traditional standard 
development processes, leading to emergence of de 
facto standards, such as the Windows operating sys-
tem or the Intel CPU architecture.  

The rapid technological evolution has reshaped the 
landscape of global standardisation bodies. Traditional 
entities like the International Organization for 
Standardization (ISO), International Electrotechnical 
Commission (IEC), and the International 
Telecommunication Union (ITU), which were heavily 
influenced by national governments, 
have been supplanted by industry-led 
organisations tailored for specific sec-
tors. For example, internet-related stan-
dards are now primarily shaped by the 
industry-led Internet Engineering Task 
Force (IETF), the World Wide Web 
Consortium (W3C), and non-profit 
ICANN, among others. Similarly, the 
3rd Generation Partnership Project 
(3GPP) has become the key arbiter of 
telecommunications standards. This 
shift towards specialised bodies allows 
for more agile responses to the unique 
demands of the rapidly evolving indus-
tries. Companies at the forefront of 
technology development dominate these standard-
making bodies, standardising patented innovations 
into standard essential patents (SEPs), generating sub-
stantial wealth. For example, the 3G technology alone 
resulted in over 23,000 SEPs, yielding hundreds of bil-
lions of dollars in revenue. 

Standards have become critical in international 
trade after import tariffs were reduced following the 
Uruguay Round of World Trade Organization (WTO) 
negotiations. Some governments employ standards, 
or technical regulations, to control imports, man-
dating local testing and certification, or using other 
ways of raising costs, thus hindering market access. 
Despite WTO’s Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT) 
Agreement aiming to mitigate such barriers, weak 
enforcement limits its efficacy. Consequently, stan-
dards now hold not only technical relevance but also 
geopolitical and strategic value, prompting nations 
to vie for influence in global standard-making bodies.  

India’s track record in standards management has 
been mixed. The Bureau of Indian Standards (BIS) Act, 
1986, was expected to create a world-class standards 
governance in the country by providing a centralised 
statutory framework for formulating and enforcing 
standards across all sectors. However, shortcomings 
emerged in both standard formulation and standard 
enforcement. India struggled to create an ecosystem 
where domestic innovations could lead to the devel-
opment of national, let alone global, standards. Though 
BIS formulated over 20,000 Indian standards, these 
were largely adaptations of global standards.   

It failed to formulate standards for technological 
innovations like laminate poly-packs pioneered by Tata 
Tea, software products like Tally or Finacle, or tradi-
tional Indian practices like water-harvesting and below-
sea-level farming. These highlight a missed opportunity 

to incentivise Indian innovation 
through standardisation. BIS also 
struggled to get Indian standards 
adopted within industry and govern-
ments. Despite their availability, many 
government tenders still referenced 
global standards, as Indian standards 
weren’t obligatory. Under the BIS Act, 
mandating an Indian standard 
required obtaining a licence, bur-
dened with regulatory control and 
inspector-raj issues, leading to resis-
tance from industry. Consequently, 
by 2013, only a few Indian standards 
were mandated, while global stan-
dards remained popular in the Indian 

market, disadvantaging Indian manufacturers, while 
foreign companies easily accessed the Indian market.  

In 2013, India witnessed a ground-breaking break-
through. Faced with the surge of sub-standard and 
unsafe Chinese electronic goods, the Ministry of 
Electronics and Information Technology (MeitY) 
issued a compulsory registration order, mandating 
safety standards for laptops, desktops, mobile phones, 
microwave ovens, and other electronic goods. This 
marked the first occasion when a technical regulation 
under the BIS Act got widespread adoption in India 
since it introduced a self-registration scheme that 
replaced the burdensome licence-based system. 
Manufacturers underwent testing and certification 
by accredited labs, after which BIS granted them reg-
istration for sales in India. Remarkably, within 
months, the scheme garnered over 90 per cent adop-
tion. The introduction of the scheme itself was incred-
ible to most because the extant BIS Act only provided 

for licence-based technical regulation, yet MeitY 
devised a self-registration scheme under the same 
Act, invoking the residual powers of the government. 
Beyond enhancing product safety, the scheme spurred 
investment in testing infrastructure and attracted 
world-class testing to meet industry demands.     

The scheme represented a turning point in India’s 
standards of governance. Capitalising on its success, 
the BIS amended the Act in 2016 to mainstream self-
registration and self-certification, fostering greater 
adoption of Indian standards across industries. 
Consequently, the number of products complying with 
mandatory standards surged from a handful to over 
500 by 2023, with expectations of adding 1,500 to 2,000 
more in the near future. Moving ahead, benchmarking 
India’s schemes with global compliance costs should 
be done as a measure to facilitate even greater adoption 
of Indian standards. BIS should aim for simplified 
standard adoption, supported by effective monitoring 
and stringent penalties for non-compliance. This rep-
resents a departure from the conventional approach, 
which emphasised rigorous, complex, and costly adop-
tion with lenient monitoring. 

BIS needs to extend reforms to standards formula-
tion. India’s innovation landscape has transformed 
dramatically in the past decade, with over 2,00,000 
registered startups and a four-fold increase in patent 
applications between 2013-14 and 2022-23. India should 
embrace a culture of developing indigenous standards, 
harnessing the power of 1.4 billion users and a multi-
trillion-dollar-market to elevate Indian standards to 
the global stage. To achieve this, firstly, we need indus-
try-led agile and responsive standard formulation bod-
ies, empowered through amendments to the BIS Act, 
with BIS transitioning into a regulator overseeing these 
industry-led entities. Secondly, the government should 
incentivise Indian participation in global standard-
making bodies by subsidising startups and industry 
professionals. Thirdly, the Ministry of External Affairs 
could support Indian experts in securing a seat on the 
high-table of the global standard-making bodies, espe-
cially in sectors like software and fintech, among oth-
ers, in which Indian industry and startups have 
demonstrated great prowess. 

In 2014, Prime Minister Narendra Modi gave the 
clarion call of “zero defect zero effect” . Could India 
not reference its “Make-in-India” initiative with this 
new standard and socialise it to make it a global 
standard? All that is needed is a change in mindset.  

The writer is distinguished visiting professor, IIT Kanpur, 

and a former defence secretary 

Measuring up to the standard

Exceptions for PSEs should be avoided

Rules of the game

I
srael has been plundering 
Palestinian land for aeons. Since 
October 7, 2023, in which Hamas—a 

Palestinian Sunni Islamist group, which 
is also considered a terrorist group — 
attacked Israeli communities along 
Israel’s southern fence with Gaza, killing 
at least 1,139 people and taking 252 
hostages, Israel’s counter reaction has 
been disproportionate. As of May 14, 
2024, more than 35,000 people have been 
killed, the United Nations (UN) says half a 
million Gazans have been forced to flee 
and 80 per cent of healthcare centres in 
Gaza have been destroyed.   

Yet when student organisations in 

the US and Europe are organising 
protests and raising slogans to “Free 
Palestine”, they are labelled “anti-
Semitic”, particularly by allies of the 
Israeli state. This ugly aspect is reflected 
in two confusing literary occurrences. 
First, a giant literary figure’s loosely 
argued, unconvincing two-sideism. Yes, 
I’m referring to Zadie Smith’s  New 
Yorker essay “War in Gaza, Shibboleths 
on Campus” (May 5). Second, the 
Pulitzer Prize for International 
Reporting was awarded to the staff of 
The New York Times for their “wide-
ranging and revelatory coverage of 
Hamas’ lethal attack in southern Israel 
on October 7, Israel’s intelligence 
failures and the Israeli military’s 
sweeping, deadly response in Gaza.” 

Since Mr Smith and NYT refuse to call 
a genocide a genocide, it’s best to turn to 
the interesting choice on the part of the 
Pulitzer Prize committee to award in the 
General Non-Fiction category Jerusalem-
based Jewish journalist Nathan Thrall, 
author of A Day in the Life of Abed Salama: 

A Palestine Story. In the US edition, 
published by Metropolitan Books, the 
subtitle was different though: Anatomy of 
a Jerusalem Tragedy, making one wonder 
if the mention of Palestine in the subtitle 
would have invited resistance. 

Mr Thrall writes that this book was 
born out of an article he wrote for The 
New York Review of Books with the same 
title. It was a report on Dahiyat a-Salaam-
based Abed Salama’s search for his five-
year-old son who was on a picnic-bound 
bus that met with an accident. Had Israel 
not created obscure entry-exit rules for 
Palestinians in the region and had their 
rescue teams been deployed in a timely 
manner, the children who died in the bus 
that caught fire could have been saved. 

Mr Thrall’s reporting reads like 
fiction, for it has all the elements of an 
intergenerational saga set against the 
backdrop of the Palestinian people’s 
struggle to claim their land. The book 
effectively draws a parallel between 
Salama’s life and the shifting political 
gears in political history. 

In the Prologue, for instance, the 
author notes that when Salama heard of 
the accident and that children’s burned 
bodies were being identified, he, 
shockingly, first thought of his ex-wife: 
“Am I being punished for what I did to 
Asmahan?” Salama had married 
Asmahan in 1993 after a fallout with the 
love of his life, Ghazl.  That was the year 
“Israel and the PLO 
signed the Oslo 
Accords, which 
brought an end to the 
intifada and led to the 
formation of the 
Palestinian Authority, 
the  sulta, with its 
limited self-governing 
powers in the most 
heavily populated 
pockets of Gaza and 
the West Bank.”  

Compromise rarely leads to an 
assured future, however. Salama couldn’t 
find happiness in his marital life and the 
couple eventually separated. Later, 
Salama married Haifa. It was their son, 
Milad Salama, who died in the accident. 

How is all this linked to Israeli 
control, you may ask? There’s a colour-

coded Israeli ID system that divides 
Palestinians. It came in response to the 
Second Intifada and the creation of a 
separation barrier — a wall, the 
construction of which was the largest 
infrastructure project in Israel’s history. 
Its architect, Dany Tirza’s story is 
featured in the book. The wall isolates 
East Jerusalem from the West, making it 

impossible for 
Palestinians to 
access certain parts 
of the geography 
without a permit.  

These 
connections with 
how Israeli 
occupation impacts  
everyday lives helps 
Mr Thrall’s reportage 
go beyond the 
personal story. Huda 

Dahbour, the UN Relief and Works 
Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near 
East (UNRWA) doctor, who is introduced 
to the reader in the second part, 
exemplifies this. Ms Dahbour worked for 
UNRWA’s “Jerusalem headquarters in 
Sheikh Jarrah until Israel made it 
impossible for her to enter the city. Now 

she treats patients in a mobile clinic in the 
West Bank.” Her team helped rescue a 
dozen children in the accident.  

Engrossing and thought-provoking, 
this book was a result of Mr Thrall’s 
engagement with the story for over three 
years. But one doesn’t need that much 
time to realise what’s happening in 
Palestine. As Israeli historian Ilan Pappé 
notes in “The Futility and Immorality of 
Partition in Palestine” in On Palestine  
(Penguin, 2015), co-authored with Noam 
Chomsky, “Zionism has done, and 
continues to do, whatever it can to divide 
the Palestinian people and guide all of 
them to a dead end.” 

Will stakeholders in this long-running 
tragedy rely on Mr Smith’s unscrupulous 
use of language that transfers power to the 
oppressor? Or will they acknowledge 
Palestinian’s resilience and mobilisation 
in the face of unrelenting tragedy — of 
which Mr Thrall’s book is but a sneak 
peek? The answer will certainly 
determine the trajectory of human rights 
in the decades to come. 

The reviewer is a Delhi-based writer and 

freelance journalist. On Instagram/X: 

@writerly_life
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O
ver the past few months, as election
fever gripped the nation, there have
been two significant movements to
highlight land issues. One has been

that of the massive and well-organised protest
followed by a relay hunger strike, led by 
Sonam Wangchuk, for Ladakh to have eco-sen-
sitive land policies and for its Sixth Schedule 
status to be restored. The other has been the 
less visible but persistent and peaceful protest,
including a threat to boycott the elections, by 
farmers of 13 villages around Devanahalli near
the Bengaluru International Airport, for the 
government to rescind the notification to 
acquire 1,777 acres of land to set up a new SEZ.
In these and many other contexts, land, its allo-
cation, rights of communities, and rights of 
farmers have become central issues.
Yet, in the manifestos of the major 
political parties — or campaigns — 
there is little mention of these issues
or an attempt to address policies 
related to land.

The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)’s
manifesto makes no mention of the 
Land Acquisition Rehabilitation and
Resettlement (LARR) Act but states 
that the party will facilitate real estate
growth by assuring speed and ease of comple-
tion under the Real Estate Regulation Act 
(RERA) if it comes to power. The Congress 
manifesto flags concern over the rise of the 
“billionaire raj”, but reduces land issues to 
merely establishing “an authority to monitor 
the distribution to the poor of government 
land and surplus land under the land ceiling 
Acts” and indicates that it will retain the rights
of gram panchayats to have veto power in 
deciding land issues under the LARR Act.

The manifesto of the Communist Party of
India-Marxist, or CPI(M) claims to ensure the
reversal or the dilution of land ceiling laws, 
implement land reform, provide joint titles to
women, retain the original definition of “public
purpose” in the LARR Act, and to establish 
land tribunals to expedite resolutions to land 
related legal issues. But, the CPI(M)’s recent 
record on land rights and issues is far from 
heartening as its actions in Singur and Nandi-
gram in West Bengal and its backing for the 
Adani-built Vizhinjam port near Thiruvanan-
thapuram, Kerala, reveal.

Issues of access to land, rights of communi-
ties, region-specific policies, use of land, etc, 
have marked the political economy of central
India, especially in the adivasi belts of Chhattis-
garh and Jharkhand, and in Kashmir, Ladakh,

and much of the North East, including Mani-
pur. Since 2014, there has been a dilution of the
LARR Act and the subsequent unleashing of a
violent extractive economy in much of India. 
Similarly, facilitating dilution and abrogating
land ceiling laws, especially in the context of 
agricultural land has enabled the growth of a
speculative economy in land which as a source
of accumulation and a form of real estate has
become the bedrock of unplanned and iniqui-
tous urban growth. Since the past decade, 
there has been the twining of this speculative
economy in land with political positions so 
much so that regional politicians draw not 
only on their caste positions but deploy politi-
cal power to acquire and accumulate large 
tracts of land and then foray into interlinked 

businesses of real estate, construc-
tion, hospitality and education insti-
tutions, including universities, to
emerge as formidable regional
satraps. This combining of political
prowess and business interests also
enables politicians to retain political
power over several years and elec-
tions and to pass on their business
and political interests to their fami-
lies. 

Since land has become the key source of
assets and capital accumulation, issues related
to regulating its use, access and distribution 
are not key to the orientation of most political
parties and elected representatives. The politi-
cal-economic dispensation across the board is
now one in which citizens’ rights to land, liveli-
hood and life worlds get compromised for pur-
poses of investment, profits, and employment
generation. All political parties seek to avoid 
responding to or engaging with the key 
demands of the movements in Ladakh or in 
Karnataka’s Devanahalli regions. How should
political parties stand by their promises of ena-
bling the rights of citizens over pressures 
exerted by corporate groups? How can the 
administration of land ensure ecological sus-
tainability while also facilitating economic 
growth and social justice? None of these ques-
tions are sought to be answered in the election
manifestos or campaigns. 

Instead, the platitudes in these manifestos
are mere statements that ring hollow. They sig-
nal neither concern nor commitment to any 
agenda that can address the dire need to make
land and its use sustainable, just and viable.

AR Vasavi is a social anthropologist based in

 Karnataka. The views expressed are personal

Missing in manifestos, 
campaigns: Land rights

AR 
Vasavi

fund and various aid packages. Afghanistan
suffered long delays and pilferage of goods
during transit. India was allowed transit spo-
radically. If Pakistan did not allow transit
rights in the past, it is unlikely to do it now
when it has a deeply fractured polity and a
sinking economy. There will be no appetite for
making a major political gesture to India by
allowing transit rights. India needs Chabahar
regardless of changes in regimes in the neigh-
bourhood.

India’s engagement with the Central Asian
republics has increased. Trade with Central
Asia also requires a transit route. While Cha-
bahar is important for India, it also broadens
the options of Afghanistan and the Central
Asian republics. At present, Afghanistan trade
depends on Karachi or Bandar Abbas port.

The former option does not exist
with strained relations between the
Taliban and Islamabad. The situation
has worsened especially after Paki-
stani strikes on targets within
Afghanistan. Bandar Abbas, Iran’s
main port, is congested. 

The Chabahar port will need a
railway link to connect it to Zahedan
and Sarakhs in the north. Sarakhs in
the northeast corner of Iran is

located at the tri-junction of Turkmenistan,
Afghanistan, and Iran. It is connected by rail
to Turkmenistan, which has connectivity with
other Central Asian republics. Once a railway
line is built to Sarakhs, Chabahar will be con-
nected to Central Asia. 

Chabahar port could also be a hub for
trans-shipment to Africa. At present, Indian
exports are trans-shipped via Jebel Ali. But
this will require improving the port infra-
structure. An immediate requirement would
be establishing a direct shipping line between
Indian ports and Chabahar. Without a regular
shipping service, it is difficult to attract traffic
to the port. Chabahar is often compared with
Gwadar. There is a fundamental difference
between the two. Gwadar has been developed
by China as a naval base. The Indian project in
Chabahar is a civilian project. The port will be
open for business with third countries also.
There are already Chinese companies present
in the Chabahar Free Trade Zone. Pakistan
and China do not look kindly at India’s Chaba-
har presence.

A new factor in the equation is tensions in
West Asia, though the Indian project scope in
Chabahar is limited to connectivity with
Afghanistan. After the recent exchanges
between Iran and Israel, US sanctions against
Iran have deepened. There was a sharp warn-
ing by the US State Department following
President Ebrahim Raisi’s visit to Pakistan in
April. The US spokesman said that anybody
doing business with Iran will be sanctioned
after the decision by Tehran and Islamabad to
increase bilateral trade to $10 billion and
resume work on the Iran-Pakistan gas pipe-
line. The State Department spokesperson reit-
erated the same line on Monday when asked
about the Chabahar agreement. He added
there was no exemption from sanctions for
Chabahar. External affairs minister S Jais-
hankar described it as a bilateral matter
between India and Iran. 

DP Srivastava, a former ambassador to Iran, served

on the board of India Ports Global Ltd. for five

years. The views expressed are personal

plain of the other big M, mehngai
(inflation). But they cushion their
anger by admitting that five kilos of
free food grains per month is a huge
relief. It is almost as if free rashan
(ration) is offsetting growing disillu-
sionment with their economic condi-
tion. In Maharashtra, for example,
where agrarian distress is acute, free
ration is seen as a saviour in rural
households. In Uttar Pradesh, an
improved law and order situation is
the chief reason for Yogi Adityanath’s
popularity among women voters. In
Bengal, Sandeshkhali has pushed the
Mamta government onto the backfoot
but the Lakshmi Bhandar scheme of
financial independence for women
might soften the blow. In Andhra Pra-
desh, Jagan Mohan Reddy’s cash
transfer programmes for women are
his best hope to combat anti-incum-
bency against his government.

On a pan-India level though, Modi
still is ahead on gender ratings. While
the Prajwal Revanna and Brij
Bhushan Sharan Singh episodes have
exposed the hollowness of Nari Shakti
and Beti Padhao, Beti Bachao slogan-
eering, they have not dented Brand
Modi yet. The “alpha male” image of a
self-styled macho leader who embod-
ies the idea of a strong government is
appealing to many women voters. By

contrast, Rahul Gandhi’s compara-
tively softer image and more compas-
sionate “mohabbat-ki-dukan” vocabu-
lary need to be shored up by visible
action on the ground. The Congress’s
Mahalakshmi scheme that promises
₹1 lakh every year to a woman from a
poor family is a potential game
changer if backed by effective com-
munication and delivery. In most pla-
ces we travelled to, everyone had
heard of Modi ki Guarantee, but very
few were aware of the Congress’s
promises to women voters. 

Which is why when votes are
finally counted on June 4 and televi-
sion studios furiously debate caste
and community equations, remember
the elections will actually be won and
lost by the biggest vote bank of them
all — the Indian mahila voter.

Post-script: In a village near Ayo-
dhya, we met a group of devout
women. They were delighted with the
inauguration of the Ram Mandir but
when asked what issue they would
vote on, they replied pointedly, “Ram
se pet to nahi bharta. Pehle rashan,
phir Ram.” (Ram does not fill stom-
achs. First ration, then Ram) 

Rajdeep Sardesai is a senior

journalist and author.

The views expressed are personal

The ascent of the “she” voter is not just a post-2014 phenomenon ANI

T
he borders of undivided India touched
Afghanistan and Central Asia. This
contiguity was lost with Partition.
While it is difficult to redraw the map,

Chabahar port could provide access to our
hinterland. On Monday, the minister for ship-
ping, inland waterways Sarbananda Sonowal
was in Chabahar to witness the signing of a
10-year long-term contract, which renewed
India’s commitment to developing the port in
Iran. It may be recalled that the first 10-year
contract was signed during Prime Minister
(PM) Narendra Modi’s visit to Iran in 2016. 

Chabahar port has a chequered history.
During the Shah’s time, Iran had offered this
port to the Americans. The Shah also planned
to build a submarine base in Chabahar. The
port is outside the Hormuz Strait and could
provide a safe alternative in case of a
conflagration in the Gulf. This is a
major advantage from Iran’s per-
spective. From India’s point of view,
Chabahar is an attractive proposi-
tion as it is closer to home than Ban-
dar Abbas. 

Chabahar has two ports — Shahid
Kalantari and Shahid Beheshti. The
Indian project scope involves the
development of the latter. During
my first visit to Chabahar, I was struck to see
how developed the city was. The Iranian gov-
ernment had lavished expenditure on infra-
structure in and around Chabahar. The port
town is linked by road to Zahedan and
Mashad in the north as well as Bandar Abbas
in the west. It lacks rail connectivity, though
reportedly the Iranian side has made progress
in doing the groundwork.

Chabahar port was offered to the Indian
side during Iranian President Muahmmed
Khatami’s visit to India in 2002. The project,
however, remained on the back burner for
almost a decade. I had the privilege of starting
negotiations with Tehran in 2012 as then
Indian ambassador to Iran. This culminated
in an MoU signed during the visit of then min-
ister for shipping, Nitin Gadkari, in May 2015.
This was followed by the contract signed in
the presence of PM Modi the next year. As
that agreement could not be operationalised
for various reasons, the project was so far
being run on the basis of an annually renewed
interim contract. This will now be replaced by
a new 10-year agreement.

The geopolitical situation in the region has
changed from what it was in 2015. The United
States (US) has exited Afghanistan. Kabul has
a Taliban regime. Islamabad has had four gov-
ernments since 2021 — Imran Khan, Shahbaz
Sharif, interim government and now, Shah-
baz Sharif again. Does this change the rele-
vance of Chabahar for India? Regardless of
change in governments, geography remains
an immutable factor. Pakistan extracted a
rent for allowing transit to Afghanistan
through Karachi port. In the case of America,
this was in the form of a coalition support

{ OUR TAKE }

The consensus 
in US on China

T
he high turnout in Jammu and Kashmir’s 
Srinagar constituency is significant and carries a
message for the Centre. The 36% turnout in J&K’s

capital for the Lok Sabha elections is the highest since 
1996, when 41% polling was reported: In the 2019 
general elections, polling was as low as 14.4%. With 
similar turnout expected in Anantnag-Rajouri and 
Baramulla constituencies, scheduled to vote in the 
coming phases, expectations are that the turnout in the 
six constituencies of J&K will cross 50%. Significantly, 
no outfit had called for a poll boycott and no untoward 
incident was reported from Srinagar on polling day.

The message in the peaceful polling and high turnout
point to a groundswell for representative democracy. 
J&K has been under central rule since the abrogation of 
Article 370 in August 2019. Normal political activities 
were suspended following a large number of arrests of 
leaders and cadres of various parties. 

However, elections to the District Development 
Councils in 2020 saw a revival of politics at the 
grassroots. The recent statement from Jamaat-e-Islami, 
an influential voice in electoral politics until the 1990s 
insurgency, that it would contest polls if the ban on the 
outfit was lifted — the pro-Pakistan group was 
proscribed in August 2019 — points to a churn even in 
the separatist quarter.

The Centre must build on this sentiment for political
agency and pursue restoration of statehood for the 
region and subsequently hold elections to the 
legislative assembly. A return to politics at the 
grassroots is likely to be a raucous affair, but that noise 
is born out of a democratic impulse to engage in public 
affairs, which is welcome. It is also essential to address 
bread-and-butter issues and will augment the gains 
made in sectors such as tourism.

What high turnout in 
Srinagar polls means

I
n a starkly divided America, Democrats and 
Republicans agree and act together on one subject
— the need to compete with China. Their political
argument is not about the desirability of this 

competition but projecting one’s own party as 
stronger and more effective against China. And few 
issues illustrate it more clearly than trade.

As President, Donald Trump made the trade deficit
with China a way of aggregating the discontent of the 
American working class that had lost out due to the 
shift in manufacturing to China. He then initiated 
what was billed as a trade war with China by imposing 
stiff tariffs, even as the intricate and deep economic 
interdependencies between the two countries have 
remained. This week, President Joe Biden doubled 
down on that approach, imposing and increasing 
tariffs on the import of steel and aluminium, electric 
vehicles and batteries, solar cells and semiconductors, 
medical devices and more from China. The move is 
both an electoral signal to American businesses and 
workers that the Biden administration is committed to 
its interests and a strategic and commercial signal that 
the US will do what it can to prevent China from 
controlling the critical green sectors of the future. 
Trump, meanwhile, has promised that if re-elected, he 
will impose a 10% tariff across the board, with a higher 
tariff on Chinese imports and a four-year plan to 
eliminate them altogether in essential goods.

Both leaders differ on the nature, scale and pace of 
the tariffs and see the other as weak or reckless. The 
Democrats and the Republicans differ on the endgame 
of the broader US-China competition or even the 
definition of victory. But the competitiveness over who 
is more of a hawk on China on trade reveals a 
fundamental political consensus around the idea that 
the US must urgently reduce its dependence on China 
across sectors; it must bring back industry to America 
through higher tariffs; and it must have its own 
industrial policy in critical tech and green sectors.

The US and China talk, as they should. Indeed, just as
Biden was announcing his tariffs, top tech policy 
officials from both sides were meeting in Geneva to 
discuss Artificial Intelligence safety. And the two 
countries will have moments of enhanced 
engagement and efforts to prevent an outright conflict. 
But they are competing vigorously in domains as 
varied as defence and strategy and economy and trade 
and cyber and space. This mix of continued 
adversarial US-China ties, with a degree of 
engagement, suits India just fine as Delhi leverages 
global fault lines to build its own capabilities.

I
n the battle for 2024, the M fac-
tor has taken centre stage. Modi,
Muslims, Mangalsutra (Hindu
marital marker), and even mut-
ton and machhli (fish) have
become part of the election lexi-

con. While the Opposition may blame
media, marketing and money (three
more Ms) for their predicament, the
truth is only one M may prove deci-
sive this time: Never before in Indian
electoral history has the mahila
(woman) vote mattered more. It is
this crucial “power of 49” vote bank
that gives Prime Minister (PM) Naren-
dra Modi and the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) a big advantage in a seem-
ingly “wave-less” election that is still
heavily weighted in favour of the
incumbent. 

Let’s do the maths first. It was in
2019 that the women voter turnout
exceeded that of men for the first
time, albeit by a small fraction: 67.18%
to 67.02%. This election, there is a
7.5% increase in registered women
voters, higher than the five per cent
for men. As many as 471 million

women are registered voters now and
in 12 states the gender ratio is in
favour of women compared to eight in
2019. An Axis My India poll survey in
2019 shows that 46% of women voted
for the BJP compared to 44% of men.
Significantly, a 2019 study by Lokniti-
CSDS showed that 59% of women are
now making their own voting deci-
sions, independent of male members
in the family, a sure sign of female
emancipation.

The ascent of the “she” voter is not
just a post-2014 phenomenon. Jayala-
lithaa, for example, was able to buck
anti-incumbency in Tamil Nadu by
consciously focusing on the woman
voter with an array of welfare meas-
ures targeted towards them. Nitish
Kumar in Bihar conquered Lalu
Prasad’s caste arithmetic by not just
wooing the Extremely Backward
Castes but also by creating a distinct
vote bank among women: Bihar in
2006 became the first state in the
country where women were given
50% reservations in local bodies and
panchayats. In West Bengal, if
Mamata Banerjee was able to keep the
BJP at bay in 2021, it was largely
because of her successful women-
centric schemes like Kanyashree. If
the BJP retained Madhya Pradesh and
won back Chhattisgarh last year, Ladli
Behna and Mahtari Vandana — both
aimed at ensuring direct cash benefits
to women — were a key factor. And if
the Congress won Karnataka last year,

its “guarantees” including Gruha
Lakshmi, which provides ₹2,000 per
month to women heads of family and
Shakti, which provides free travel to
women in state-run buses, had a
major role to play. 

Narendra Modi too has embraced
the woman voter but only scaled up
the outreach. Be it Ujwala Yojana, Jan
Dhan Yojana, Aawas Yojana or the
more recent Lakhpati Didi Yojana, the
schemes are designed to give women
a sense of social and economic
empowerment. Not all the projects
have been uniformly successful: the
Ujwala scheme, which aims to make
LPG gas cylinders available to rural
and poor households, has seen a poor
refill rate largely because of a spike in
LPG prices. But the intent is clear:
Women must see themselves as prime
labharthis or beneficiaries of the Modi
government’s welfare interventions.

Which raises the question: Who
really is the woman voter and what
motivates her to vote for a specific
party or leader? While broad generali-
sations in a diverse country are
fraught with risk, a definite pattern is
emerging where low-income women
voters in particular appear squarely
focused on twin challenges — liveli-
hood and security. An aspirational
urban woman is fighting for identity
and equality, her rural counterpart’s
needs are more basic. 

In our travels across the country,
we heard many poor women com-

M factor in the polls 
is the mahila voter
This general elections is 
likely to be won and lost 
by the biggest vote bank 
of them all, women, who 
constitute nearly half of 
the electorate
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P
Relations between Russia and 
China are not opportunistic and not 
directed against anyone. Together, 
we uphold the principles of justice 

and a democratic world order

Why Chabahar port is 
a big deal for India, Iran
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By raising the tariffs on Chinese products, the 
Biden regime builds on the Trump legacy

DP 
Srivastava

CHABAHAR PORT WAS 
OFFERED TO THE INDIAN 
SIDE DURING IRANIAN 
PRESIDENT MUAHMMED 
KHATAMI’S VISIT TO 
INDIA IN 2002. 
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lion, while it stands at $1 billion to India.  
Unable to match Beijing’s financial resour-
ces, New Delhi has chosen to woo IOR 
nations through its policy of Security and 
Growth for All (SAGAR), warning them not 
to fall prey to Chinese debt-trap policies. 

At a time when naval forays by China are 
rapidly increasing in the region, the day is 
not too far when a Chinese aircraft carrier 
will sail into the IOR, given that Beijing has 
been regularly deploying warships, subma-
rines and ‘spy’ vessels to the region for well 
over a decade. 

India too has increased deployments to 
countries in the region. It regularly sends 
warships to conduct joint patrols and sur-
veillance of the vast exclusive economic 
zones (EEZ) of countries like the Maldives 
and Seychelles. India’s commissioning of a 
naval base, INS Jatayu, in the Lakshadweep 
islands in March this year will also add to the 
country’s strategic heft in the IOR. 

With the joint inauguration of an 
upgraded jetty and airstrip on the Agaléga 
islands of Mauritius earlier this year, India 
now also has an outpost in the western 
Indian Ocean, a crucial addition to its China 
containment strategy. Even so, New Delhi 
cannot afford any let up in its battle for influ-
ence in the IOR.

dives National Defence Forces (MNDF). 
Muizzu rode to power as Maldivian presi-

dent by running an “India Out” campaign, 
citing the issue of sovereignty, which found 
traction in the country, especially among 
conservative voters. Muizzu has, however, 
not yet repealed a presidential decree issued 
during the tenure of his predecessor Ibu 
Solih banning that campaign. Perhaps 
because it is clear that he will need to deliver 
growth and development, for which India 
remains an important partner, regardless of 
all the tall promises China might make. 

New Delhi would have also conveyed to 
Malé its displeasure over its decision to not 
renew a hydrography agreement with India, 
while signing a defence pact with China that 
involves training the MNDF and supplying 
non-lethal defence equipment. For New 
Delhi, both are red lines, much like Chinese 
involvement in the Indian telecommunica-
tions sector and digital identity projects in 
India’s neighbourhood. 

In seeking to protect its own strategic 
interests in the vast IOR, New Delhi has to 
constantly walk on eggshells. For, political 
leaders in the region’s island states have 
learnt to play the two Asian giants against 
each other. In Sri Lanka, for instance, India 
was cold-shouldered, while China thrived 

I
t’s a measure of the strategic importance 
of the Indian Ocean Region (IOR) archi-
pelago of the Maldives that India recently 

chose to host its new foreign minister, 
Moosa Zameer, despite the hurly-burly of 
Lok Sabha elections. With the Maldives’ 
President Mohamed Muizzu-led govern-
ment already in China’s tight embrace, and 
the consequent turbulence in bilateral ties, 
India can ill-afford to cede further space to 
Beijing. External affairs minister S. Jais-
hankar clearly spelt out India’s strategic 
concerns to Zameer, telling him that being 
close neighbours, the development of bilat-
eral ties is based on “reciprocal sensitivity.” 

Such straight talk was required, as the 
pro-China Muizzu has already given New 
Delhi much grief, not just with his anti-India 
rhetoric, but also his administration’s deci-
sion to ask India to replace with civilians its 
77 military personnel posted there, in charge 
of two helicopters and a Dornier aircraft, 
even though these operated under the Mal-
divian flag and with directions from the Mal-

deficit in the economy. Several other 
indicators, such as rural real wages and 
earnings data from Periodic Labour 
Force Surveys, suggest either declining 
or stagnant incomes in the country.

Estimates from the ministry of 
agriculture have largely been robust, 
although recent years have seen market 
associations, traders and farmers ques-
tioning them. Unseasonal rains, heat 
waves and other climatic factors have 
affected production, even though offi-
cial data does not report any sharp 
decline. While production estimates 
and the fall in cereal availability may be 
a factor, it is not the only one. 

The problem includes knee-jerk and 
ad-hoc decisions taken by the govern-
ment on stock holding limits, apart 
from export and import rules covering 
quantitative restrictions on trade, the 
unintended effect of which has been 
artificial scarcity.

Despite the government’s intention 
of deregulating agricultural markets by 
bringing in three contentious farm laws, 
it has continued its policy of excessive 
regulation. While the trio of laws was 
withdrawn, the government’s reliance 
on arbitrary export curbs, price controls 
and domestic restrictions under the 
Essential Commodities Act (ECA) has 
raised uncertainty in farm markets, with 
price stability taking a resultant hit. 

Exports of wheat were banned in May 
2022, followed by a similar ban on bro-
ken rice in August, a regime expanded 
to include all non-basmati exports in 
July 2023. The ECA was invoked in 
June 2023 on wheat, limiting stocks 
held by traders, with further restrictions 
imposed in February 2024. The same 
month, the government asked traders 
to disclose their rice stocks every week. 
This was extended to pulses this April. 
Onions were subject to similar interven-
tion aimed at price control.

Most of these calls seem to have been 
taken without adequate scrutiny of why 
these commodity prices were unstable 
and without any ground assessment of 
crop availability, demand and supply. 
These were also used as a scare tactic to 
push prices down.

These measures, however, have not 
led to any significant price reduction. 
On the contrary, they have stoked fear 
among traders. The very signal of a 
panic reaction from the Centre appears 
to have fuelled speculative price 
inclines in many commodities.

Excessive use of controls and other 
hard tactics to tame inflation is also det-
rimental to the interests of farmers, who 
end up punished for rising prices. Their 
lost opportunity to earn more from the 
market has acted as a crop disincentive. 
India’s decline in pulse production is an 
example of a supply response to the 
financial rewards of suppliers being 
reduced by erratic government policy. 

Farmers were deprived of remunera-
tive earnings not just because of export 
curbs, but also bulk imports, resulting 
in lower price realizations for them. 
While inflation control is necessary to 
protect India’s most vulnerable people, 
it must not be at the cost of farmers and 
their incentives to raise output. We 
need a price policy that protects the 
interests of farmers and consumers 
both, without using unnecessary stric-
tures. Let’s adopt a comprehensive rule-
based framework to stabilize agricul-
tural prices. Let us replace ad-hoc tools 
with a rational approach.

L
atest data released by the govern-
ment confirms fears of India’s 
economy being in the grip of stub-

born inflation, driven primarily by food. 
While overall inflation has stayed above 
4% for more than two years, with the 
April 2024 reading at 4.83%, data also 
showed a widening gap between rural 
and urban inflation. Food inflation has 
been more than 8% since November, 
with cereal inflation witnessing a secu-
lar rise since January. For April, cereal 
inflation was at 8.63%. Within cereals, 
rice inflation was high at 12.5%, with 
April marking the 19th consecutive 
month of above-10% inflation. Even 
wheat has shown a rising trend since 
January, with the April reading at 6%. 
Inflation in pulses has been above 10% 
since June. But the sharpest increase 
has been for vegetables, with inflation at 
more than 25% for the last six months.

The stubbornness of food inflation 
is surprising, since international prices 
began easing long back. According to 
the Food and Agriculture Organisation, 
cereal prices globally fell by 18% in April 
on an year-on-year basis. Even domes-
tic supply seems to have increased, with 
claims by the ministry of agriculture of 
record production in almost every crop 
group. Given that India’s economic 
recovery has been muted, a demand 
push is an unlikely driving force. If any-
thing, core sector inflation (excluding 
food and fuel) at 3% confirms a demand 

Let’s replace a policy that distorts markets and worsens scarcities with a pre-set framework of rules
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India can’t risk slackening in the Indian Ocean Region
PARUL CHANDRA

A
 minor buzz arose this week over 
the major issue of whether AI 
chatbots had evolved a sense of 
humour. Maybe we’ll know once 
AI bots get to have the last laugh. 
For now, another vital question 

should strike us: Have corporations evolved 
one? The ribs they tickle are usually by the ad 
agencies they hire. A test case popped into view 
this month with the Netflix release of comedian 
Jerry Seinfeld’s Unfrosted, a spoof on Kellogg-
versus-Post rivalry over breakfast cereals and 
other satisfiers of taste-buds in America. In 
telling its tale—as told to a kid, cleverly—of the 
amazing success of Kellogg’s Pop-Tarts, this 
movie gleefully uses the company’s brands and 
mascots to make bellies wobble with laughter 
for a change. It tells us about this hot innovation 
of a flat pastry that pops out of a toaster with 
such wry distortion that one would have to be 
an AI bot to take it for real. Still, such creative 
liberty is rarely taken by filmmakers in India. 
Rajesh Krishnan’s comedy Crew, for example, 
tactfully uses Kohinoor Airlines as a stand-in 
for Kingfisher, though with winks and nudges 
thrown in (like a fictional owner called Vijay 
Walia). Spoofing a company has long been 
taboo in showbiz for an obvious reason: There 
may be legal hell to pay for brand theft, etc. But 
what’s going on in America? Have businesses 
begun to see the funny side of what they do?

Seinfeld’s latest film did not pioneer this new 
genre of brand parodies. Just last year, movie 
halls were left in splits by Greta Gerwig’s Barbie, 
which got laughs at this doll’s expense. This film 
had the approval of the brand’s owner Mattel, 
though, and might even have served as a subtle 
ad. According to Seinfeld, Unfrosted is “the 
opposite.” In his words from a recent interview: 

“Barbie is made by Mattel. Kellogg had no idea 
and would never allow us to do anything like 
this. And if we don’t get sued, it’ll be a miracle. 
We thought that’d be phenomenal publicity, if 
we do get sued. I mean, walking in court with 
lawyers to defend myself that I made fun of the 
Pop-Tart in a way that’s inappropriate… I’d love 
that trial.” Adding a dash of intrigue to the film’s 
context, Kellogg in the US split last October into 
Kellanova and W.K. Kellogg Company. The 
former put out a statement calling the movie 
“farce not fact,” adding for good measure that 
it’s “a fictional account of Pop-Tarts’ history and 
is meant for entertainment purposes.” Seinfeld 
would probably be disposed to agree. Asked 
about the research that went into the movie, he 
replied, “There was no desire to get anything 
right, we just wanted to make it.”

So, did Seinfeld get away with brand infringe-
ment? This is where the plot thickens. Pleased 
by the buzz, perhaps, Pop-Tarts’ owner Kella-
nova leapt to join the joke. It ran a spoofy two-
minute video of its own to wag a finger at Sein-
feld for brand theft as funnily as it could. It even 
launched limited-pack Tart-Pops, picking up 
the movie’s version of why it sold like hot cakes: 
The clunky name Trat-Pop was mistakenly read 
out backwards on TV as “Pop-Tart,” which 
proved far catchier than its archrival’s fuddy-
duddy Country Squares. So, as it turns out in the 
movie, all the mutual espionage over the recipe, 
mounted merrily on the scale of a space race, 
amounts to zilch in the face of an ultimate 
arbiter: Human error. It’s a fun watch. So, are 
“grrr-reat” brands developing a funny bone? 
Are they being advised by image managers to 
laugh along if the joke’s on them? Or is there 
something else to be read in the goofy grin of 
Seinfeld’s open dare? Don’t ask a chatbot.

Spoof on Kellogg: Brand 
theft or publicity stunt?
Jerry Seinfeld’s new comedy film makes brazen fun of a corporate rivalry even as he dares 

brand owners to sue. But the latter would rather join the joke. What’s going on? Don’t ask AI
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In the end, India chose to believe that the good times were coming—the
Bharatiya Janata Party’s (BJP’s) slogan—and cast its lot with, and vote
for, Narendra Modi, serving up a fairy-tale ending to one of the most

dramatic elections India has seen.
By the end of the day, as Modi addressed an audience of tens of thou-

sands of cheering admirers in Ahmedabad—reminiscent of Barack Obama’s
address at Grant Park in Chicago after being elected US president in 2008—
his party had won, or led in, 282 seats, and the alliance it heads, in 325. 

The Congress was reduced to 44 seats, and its alliance to 61.
The results were historic. Voters elected India’s first prime minister born

after the country gained Independence.
They voted in the first political party outside of the Congress with a simple

majority of its own.
They voted outside their comfort zone of social identity of religion and

caste, reducing the Congress to a mere bit player jostling for political space
with regional rivals such as the Trinamool Congress, Biju Janata Dal and the
All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam.

And they restored the primacy of national parties after a gap of 30 years—
which at the least will create the space for the executive to recalibrate its re-
lationship with a judiciary that has gotten used to doing all the heavy lifting,
an undesirable collateral damage of the politics of coalition.

The results have created the circumstances for forcing structural reform
of Indian politics, coincidentally at a time when the country has already re-
defined itself both socially and economically. Not only is India today a near
$2 trillion economy, it has an overwhelmingly young population (65% are
less than 35 years) that is driven more by aspirations rather than entitle-
ments.

At the same time, the central character of this election, Modi, offers a new
narrative. Being bereft of privilege, the calling card of most politicians in this
country (Patrick French, a historian, claimed that all members of Parlia-
ment below the age of 30 belonged to political families) and a complete out-
sider to the charmed power circle of Delhi, did not discourage the ambitions
(something he, unlike so many others, unabashedly wears on his sleeve) of
the three-time Gujarat chief minister. His is a story of the great Indian 
dream, and he said as much—crediting it to the power of Indian democra-
cy—in the Ahmedabad speech.

If there is cause for concern, it is that expectations have run ahead, as
much because of the promise Modi holds as the dismal performance of the
outgoing Congress-led United Progressive Alliance (UPA). Young people,
who seem to have cast their lot with Modi overwhelmingly across the coun-
try, want jobs; women, especially those working in towns and cities, seek a

safer environment; and industry is looking for a champion who can revive
the India story. Selling the dream is one thing; walking the talk, something
else altogether.

History is replete with examples of people who have promised much and
come up short—Rajiv Gandhi, who won a overwhelming mandate in 1984
for the Congress is a case in point.

So, what next?
The temptation to squander such a mandate on energy sapping pursuits,

like demonizing the outgoing Congress, will be overwhelming. It will need
super-human effort to control the pent-up frustration, especially among
cadres, and the deep resentment Modi has harboured against the Gandhi
family (following their personal attacks against him).

All indications are that Modi is unlikely to fritter away his hard-earned so-
cial capital in vendetta. He may not have said so explicitly, but the man is
looking at a minimum of two terms in office. It is in his and the BJP’s interest
to use this period to alter the status quo as much as possible.

Already, he has redefined his own party. This has been most visible in Ut-
tar Pradesh where he has freed the party from the control of the upper 
castes and nationally, where he has successfully overcome the internal chal-
lenge of more experienced rivals who have the inside track in New Delhi.

It is likely that he will work on his promise of creating a new compact in
Indian politics—one which is less adversarial (tough as this may be to be-
lieve, given the bitter election campaign). Setting the tone at a victory rally
in Vadodara, one of the two constituencies from which he won, Modi said,
“There is no enemy in politics. I want to assure everyone that we will want to
take them along.”

Modi seems to have already worked his magic on foreign investors—the
stock market’s behaviour on counting day suggested as much—and he now
has to work on improving domestic sentiment. He also has to rework the bi-
nary nature of political discourse in the country—especially since the de-
bate has been couched as trade-offs between development and environ-
ment or growth and equity.

During the campaign he hinted at a new paradigm wherein states would
be partners in governance. That could ensure the passage and implementa-
tion of critical legislation such as the single Goods and Services Tax.

If Modi’s record in Gujarat is any indication, he will try to launch a few
big-ticket projects. These could unleash a multiplier effect, just like
Yashwant Sinha’s boost to housing did in the late-1990s.

The outgoing UPA has bequeathed a fragile economy with glaring gaps in
its infrastructure. But this also means that there are low-hanging fruits that
any administration with a determined political leadership can easily har-
vest. Going by Modi’s governance style, these are likely to be addressed 
within finite deadlines through a series of public pronouncements.

It is evident that the Indian voter has delivered an epochal verdict. It is
now for Modi to seize the moment. History will judge him accordingly.

Victory message: Narendra Modi’s tweet above, posted on Friday after the defining trends of the elections became clear, became the most-shared Indian tweet ever.
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It’s amazing that 
the amount of news that 

happens in the world every 
day always just exactly fits 

the newspaper.
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The government’s approach to 
taming food inflation has been 

flawed. Ad-hoc export and other 
trade restrictions appear to 

have raised supplier anxiety and 
worsened agricultural shortages.

What India needs is a clearly 
defined framework of rules so 

that nobody gets nasty surprises, 
output incentives don’t get hurt 

and both consumers and farmers 
are served well by its design.

Q U I C K  R E A D

restructured loan with China’s Exim Bank 
for the airport, which has been a commercial 
failure. Both these projects will give India a 
vital foothold in the region where both Sri 
Lanka and the Maldives are on board China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). 

Unlike China, loans extended by India do 
not leave their beneficiaries in debt traps. 
The Maldives, for instance, is still reeling 
under the $1.3 billion loan it took from China 
during Abdulla Yameen’s presidential ten-
ure from 2013 to 2018. At present, nearly 
30% of Maldives’ external debt is owed to 

China, while it’s only 10% 
in the case of India. 

The inflated cost of 
Chinese-executed pro-
jects and the opacity that 
marks them, however, 
has not deterred IOR 
nations from availing 
them to build infrastruc-
ture. Sri Lanka, for 
instance, found itself 
unable to repay the com-
mercial loan it took to 
develop the Hambantota 
port. The island nation’s 
biggest bilateral debt is to 
China, placed at $7 bil-

during Mahinda Rajapaksa’s presidential 
tenure. They also know how to whip up anti-
India sentiment by playing the sovereignty 
and nationalism cards to win elections. 

While New Delhi-Malé relations are cur-
rently strained, the New Delhi-Colombo 
relationship is currently thriving. Having 
provided financial assistance to Sri Lanka as 
it battled an economic collapse after the 
covid pandemic, India has been quietly 
working to contain China by bolstering its 
strategic foothold in the island nation. 

Colombo recently gave its nod for India to 
develop the strategically-
located Kankesanthurai 
port in northern Sri 
Lanka. Barely 100km 
away from the deep sea 
port of Karaikal in Pud-
ucherry, it will provide 
vital connectivity 
between the two nations. 
In addition, an Indo-Rus-
sian joint venture 
recently won the con-
tract to operate the Mat-
tala airport built with 
Chinese loans in Ham-
bantota. Sri Lanka is still 
trying to negotiate a 

New Delhi’s hosting of the 
Maldivian foreign minister amid 
domestic elections and despite 
strained ties is evidence of the 

strategic importance of nations 
in the Indian Ocean Region

With China making diplomatic 
inroads and IOR countries 

playing India and China against 
each other, New Delhi has had 
to work on strengthening its 

influence in the region.

Q U I C K  R E A D

End erratic intervention: Adopt 
a rulebook to tame food prices
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T
he biopharmaceutical industry has 
been evolving rapidly. During the tur-
bulent period spanning 2019 to 2021, 
amid the upheaval caused by the covid 
pandemic, it emerged as a focal point of 
global discourse. Biopharmaceuticals 

are drugs and therapies synthesized from living 
organisms, which includes vaccines, biologics, 
biosimilars and evolving therapies like cell and 
gene therapies.

The global biopharmaceutical industry has 
grown significantly since 1982. Estimated at $528 
billion,  it is expected to a grow at a compounded 
annual growth rate in double-digits for years. India 
has replicated this growth, ranking among the top 
12 biotechnology destinations globally. In 2023, 
the Indian biopharma industry surpassed $92 bil-
lion, reflecting 15% growth from the previous year. 
This growth is driven by a rise in chronic diseases, 
higher income levels, demand for better treat-
ments and the advantages of biopharma over tradi-
tional medicine (such as fewer side effects and 
greater effectiveness in treating chronic illnesses).

However, as the industry continues to expand, 
we realize that in an era of continued innovation, it 
becomes even more important for the industry to 
adapt to a fast-evolving curve. In this context, 
while the industry has witnessed tremendous 
growth over the past decade, further research and 
innovation in the biopharmaceutical sector neces-
sitate collaborative efforts between the industry 
and academia.

Collaboration between industry and academia is a 
strategic imperative: The development and com-
mercialization of bio-therapeutic products not 
only require extensive research, but also clinical 
and non-clinical trials that adhere to regulatory 
norms, necessitating academia and industry col-
laboration. While academia possesses skills in the 
research domain, industry must play its expected 
role in the commercialization of research: i.e., 
manufacturing, testing, approval and marketing.

While the large international pharmaceutical 
and biotechnology sectors have historically been 
recognized as drivers of the discovery and develop-
ment of new drugs, academia has also made signifi-
cant contributions, laying foundations for the 
development of several drugs. Drugs such as Pacli-
taxel, Vorinostat, Prezista, Viread and Dexrazox-
ane have their discovery origins in academia. 
Despite this, academia’s role has often been per-
ceived as secondary—supporting drug discovery 
by providing an extended research base to the 
industry through peer-reviewed publications and 
strategic partnerships.

Academic drug discovery offers the promise of 
pioneering new approaches to drug development, 
leveraging academic innovation and thought pro-
cesses, to cater to evolving needs and demands. In 

Industry links with academia are 
critical to success in biopharma 
India can grab opportunities in the biopharmaceutical sector by combining academic and business skills to boost innovation
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H
er.” That was the single tweet that 
OpenAI chief executive officer Sam 
Altman posted as his lieutenants 

demonstrated a new ChatGPT with the 
same alluring vocal flourishes Scarlett 
Johansson used in the movie by that name 
about a man who falls in love with his AI 
bot. The most impressive thing about the 
new GPT-4o (the ‘o’ stands for omni) is that 
it can discuss what it ‘sees’ through your 
phone camera in real time, a skill that Goo-
gle faked in a demo for its AI model last 
December. More startling was that it didn’t 
just sound human but strangely seductive. 
“Hey there,” the new version of ChatGPT 
said in a coy woman’s voice to a young man 
in the company’s main video demonstra-
tion. “I see you’re rocking an OpenAI 
hoodie. Nice choice.”

In a live demo at OpenAI’s headquarters 
in San Francisco, the AI system surprised 
the audience when it said, “Wow, that’s 
quite the outfit you’ve got on,” to someone 
it was helping with an algebra problem. 
Bloomberg News, which was at the event, 
referred to its tone as “flirtatious.”

In another video demo, the AI, once 
again with a female voice, laughed coquet-
tishly as an OpenAI staffer pretended to 
ask it for advice on what to wear for an 
interview. “Oh, Rocky!” it said giggling 
after he put on a silly hat. “That’s quite a 
statement piece!”

If OpenAI’s mostly male engineers are 
trying to build the perfect girlfriend, they 
seem to be on the right track. If the com-
pany is trying to build a more accurate and 
reliable AI model, however, they still have 
a long way to go. GPT-4o is still only 
slightly ahead on key AI benchmarks and 
early tests show it continues to make mis-
takes on key tasks.

The company has instead focused on 
leaping ahead with user experience, making 
GPT-4o more of a consumer play than one 
for enterprise customers. Its new model can 
infer emotions and respond to audio as 
quickly as a human would in conversation. 
That could fulfil a long-time goal in tech of 
‘ambient computing,’ which eschews hav-
ing to stare into tiny screen and type with 
your thumbs for just talking and showing 
things to a computer.

There’s plenty of potential in that, from 
live tutoring to having a clever digital 
assistant analyse your computer screen as 
you work. But OpenAI’s efforts to make its 
AI so engaging are disconcerting.

What are the social and psychological 
consequences of regularly speaking to a 
flirty, fun and ultimately agreeable artifi-
cial voice on your phone, and then encoun-

tering a different dynamic with men and 
women in real life? What happens when 
emotionally vulnerable people develop an 
unhealthy attachment to GPT-4o?

OpenAI did not respond to these ques-
tions at the time of writing, or explain why 
it had given GPT-4o so much more person-
ality. If its objective was to make its product 
more engaging for consumers—as it has 
already tried to do with developers—that 
could open up a can of worms, threatening 
insidious effects on our collective mental 
health. Remember those priorities are 
what led Facebook to design algorithms 
that promoted the most outrageous posts 
on its site to keep people scrolling, helping 
sow greater political division.

Yet, you can see why Altman may be 
pushing to make his chatbot more sticky. 
User growth for ChatGPT has been stag-
nating, as competing bots like Anthropic’s 
Claude and Google’s Gemini race for mar-
ket share. It’s likely why he’s also making 
GPT-4, OpenAI’s most advanced model on 
the market, free for all.

OpenAI didn’t describe GPT-4o as a 
“personal assistant” but that seems to be 
what the company and its rivals are now 
chasing. Google [has announced a similar 
AI agent called Project Astra].

Elon Musk’s AI company x.AI is also 
working on an app that will act as a per-
sonal assistant, according to an April 2024 
funding pitch deck seen by Bloomberg 
Opinion. The $20-a-month app, which will 
also have a free tier, aims to show an 
AI-generated feed of suggested news arti-
cles and reminders to, for instance, buy 
flowers at a nearby store for a friend’s 
birthday, or to buy concert tickets for a 
favourite band that is on tour, according to 
one slide. The deck adds that by integrat-
ing with personal data from X, it can create 
a “supercharged social experience.” Musk 
tweeted on Tuesday that a “major upgrade 
to Grok” was on its way. Meta is also explor-
ing AI-assisted earphones with cameras and 
its Ray-Ban smart glasses already include an 
AI assistant.

As tech giants converge on digital assist-
ants, they may see personality as the new AI 
battleground. But racing to make chatbots 
more sexy could have bizarre side effects. 
Pointing to Her was perhaps a fitting meta-
phor for Sam Altman: The movie doesn’t 
end well for humans. ©BLOOMBERG

Making ChatGPT ‘sexy’ is not 
the best way to make it better

Customer engagement must not be at the cost of our mental health

OpenAI’s Sam Altman referred to the film 

Her, an AI romance AP

this context, it is crucial to emphasize that while 
pharmaceutical and biotechnology firms shall con-
tinue to be the major source of new drug develop-
ment, there is a compelling argument for academia 
to play a more direct role in translating fundamen-
tal science into therapeutics.

Collaborations between industry and academia 
offer numerous benefits. The covid pandemic 
demonstrated the success of such collaborations in 
swiftly developing life-saving vaccines and thera-
pies. India’s first home-grown gene therapy for 
cancer, developed by IIT Bombay, Tata Memorial 
Centre, and ImmunoACT, is another example. 
Programmes like the Pfizer-IIT Delhi Innovation 
and IP Programme and INDovation are good 
examples of the larger pharmaceutical industry’s 
efforts to boost the domestic innovation ecosys-
tem. These collaborations foster 
innovation, as shown by the 
incubation of 34 healthcare 
innovators and 19 intellectual 
property filings in diagnostics, 
drug delivery, medical devices, 
and healthcare training.

Additionally, industry-acade-
mia linkages also enable setting 
up a framework for nurturing 
talent with the skill-sets needed 
to meet the current demands of 
industry and prepare them for 
the biopharma sector’s innova-
tion-driven future. 

It has been heartening to note 
that several pharma and bio-
pharma companies have estab-
lished global capability centres in India, employing 
nearly half a million professionals. These centres 
engage talent in a diverse range of functions across 
the entire research and development (R&D) value 
chain, drug commercialization, manufacturing 
and supply-chain management, physician and 
patient engagement, business strategy and digital 
operations.

In recognizing the benefits of strong industry-

academia linkages, it is essential to highlight the 
establishment of the Biotechnology Industry 
Research Assistance Council (BIRAC) and National 
Biopharma Mission (NBM). Both these initiatives 
enhance India’s biopharmaceutical capabilities, 
aiming for global competitiveness and improved 
healthcare standards through innovative product 
development.

Academic institutions in focus: While celebrating 
our nation’s advancements in biotechnology, 
including the establishment of a department of 
biotechnology in 1986 and becoming the third-
largest hub for biotech in the Asia Pacific region, 
there’s a need to encourage further research, inno-
vate and expedite drug development in the bio-
pharma sector. 

Empowering academic institutions, particularly 
through the establishment of 
technology transfer offices 
(TTOs), can enhance technology 
transfer capabilities, ensuring 
the translation of research into 
practical solutions. This will 
accelerate the transformation of 
scientific discoveries into prod-
ucts that benefit society.

Funding for schemes like 
India’s Ucchatar Avishkar 
Yojana should be increased to 
foster innovation among stu-
dents and faculty in premier 
technological institutes. To 
address the shortage of qualified 
faculty and researchers, a pro-
gramme similar to China’s 

Thousand Talent Programme could be used to 
recruit overseas Indians from top global institutes 
with attractive incentives. Additionally, universi-
ties should implement specialized training on legal 
and regulatory frameworks for new biotech inter-
ventions. Integrating these into the curriculum 
will better prepare students for the complexities of 
the biotech landscape and help nurture a skilled 
workforce to drive innovation and research.

While academia possesses skills 
in the research domain, industry 
must play its expected role in the 

commercialization of findings 
through manufacturing, testing, 

approval and marketing.

An incentive scheme like 
China’s talent programme could 

be used to recruit overseas 
Indians from top global institutes  
while domestic institutions gear 

up for the future of biotech. 

Q U I C K  R E A D
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fear of being left behind. A machine friend 
(or companion) can offer legitimacy and vali-
dation. But wouldn’t a withdrawal from 
dealing with real people and having real 
experiences make us more emotionally frag-
ile? As Turkle notes, “If we live in a culture 
where significant numbers of people say 
they should never have to be made uncom-
fortable, and since discomfort, disappoint-
ment and challenges are part of most human 
relationships, that is a dilemma.”

Second, consider the argument that AI 
built on the collective intelligence of many 
experts is better than any single expert. Eric 
Schmidt, former chairperson of Google, has 
been quoted as saying that Generative AI 
will make “much of human conversations 
unnecessary.” But Turkle asks the most 
important question: “When we are in human 
conversation, we often care less about the 
information an utterance transfers than its 
tone and emotional intent. In a world that 
deals in averages, what happens to our sensi-
tivity to all this?”

What does all this mean to us? What does 
it mean to be human? Is being human now a 
relative term? Are we being shaped by past 
data or the law of averages? Will we get more 
standardized and homogenized?

More questions. Few answers. 

ated by Bell Labs and exhibited at the 1939 
World’s Fair in New York. In the 1950s, early 
AI pioneers began working on speech recog-
nition (as distinct from understanding). Dec-
ades and many breakthroughs later, we are 
in the throes of a man-machine interaction 
revolution. But what does it do to us?

Human interactions with ‘intelligent’ 
machines are not just about machines. They 
are also about us. When we interact with 
machines that respond like humans, what 
does it do to us, our perceptions, emotions 
and neural wirings? 

Much is unknown, except that it changes 
us. Just as human-to-human interactions 
trigger our neurons, make biochemical 
changes and alter our bodies, so do human 
interactions with machines. Even as we get 
into these interactions with the full aware-
ness that they are only machines, we may 
slowly reach a point where we are ‘in com-
munion’ with them.

The first chatbot came much before the 
internet went global. An MIT professor and 
computer scientist, Joseph Weizenbaum, 
built Eliza in 1966 as a conversational inter-
face between humans and machines. Eliza 
engaged with users like a psychotherapist 
and many people started attributing human-
like feelings to the programme, wanting to 

T
o erase the line between man and 
machine is to obscure the line between 
men and gods,” says the tagline in the 

teaser of the 2015 movie Ex-Machina. What 
technology does for us has long been evi-
dent. But, in the last decade or so, ever since 
social media became central to our lives, 
what technology does to us has become a 
matter of profound interest. Even more so 
now, as conversations on artificial intelli-
gence (AI) go mainstream.

Making machines that behave like or 
resemble human beings has been a pursuit 
for about two centuries. As early as the 
1800s, Austro-Hungarian inventor Wolf-
gang von Kempelen tried making a speaking 
machine using bellows and reeds to model 
the human voice box. This was later 
improved by Charles Wheatstone, which in 
turn influenced Alexander Graham Bell, 
who tried creating his own device. While 
Bell’s speaking machine didn’t materialize, 
it helped him invent the telephone. The first 
electronic talking machine, Voder, was cre-

Ponder what AI does for us versus what it’s doing to us
UNNY RADHAKRISHNAN

is chief executive officer at 

Digitas India. 

of human connections and is also an attempt 
to develop methodologies that study how 
artificial empathy changes our relational 
capacity. Turkle coins an interesting term, 
‘artificial intimacy.’ The study had partici-
pants from a wide range of backgrounds and 
demographic groups. As either new or regu-
lar users of AI-based conversational tools 
such as Replika, Pi, Woebot and ChatGPT, 
they were found to experience an emotional 
bond with the technologies they were 
engaging with. The result of this study raises 
some points that might have a far-reaching 

impact on society and 
perhaps even  on the evo-
lution of our species.

First, all or the majority 
of participants found it 
easier to deal with 
machines than humans, 
because it replaces 
“stressful human connec-
tions.” Real relationships 
have more friction and 
are relatively difficult to 
deal with. Talking to 
machines make people 
feel less vulnerable, as 
there is no friction, no 
second-guessing and no 

share intimate matters and spending time 
alone with the machine. AI bots are now 
being touted as a solution for loneliness, as 
digital companions. This assumes a chasm 
crossed from AI’s ability to ‘understand’ 
what we are saying to an ability to ‘care.’ 

Is there a Turing Test for empathy? That 
is the question.

A recent study by Sherry Turkle at MIT, 
‘Who Do We Become When We Talk to 
Machines?’ delves deep into the impact of 
human–machine conversations. Turkle, a 
sociologist and trained psychologist, is the 
author of acclaimed 
books like The Second 
Self: Computers and the 
Human Spirit and Alone 
Together: Why We Expect 
More from Technology 
and Less from Each Other. 
She has taught at MIT 
along with Joseph Weiz-
enbaum and also studied 
people’s interaction with 
Eliza, terming our emo-
tional engagement the 
‘Eliza Effect.’ Her new 
MIT study explores how 
our digital relationships 
affect our understanding 

Just as human-to-human 
interactions make our neurons 

fire and create biochemical 
changes that alter us, human 
interactions with ‘intelligent’ 

machines make an imprint on us. 

Chatting with chatbots can 
make people feel less vulnerable,  

as there is neither friction nor 
second-guessing, but might an 
emotional vacuum created by 

this leave us emotionally fragile? 

Q U I C K  R E A D

RAJIV KUMAR & 
HARSHVARDHAN SINGH
are, respectively, former vice chairman of Niti 

Aayog and chairman of Pahle India Foundation, 

and research associate at Pahle India 

Foundation. 
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F there is one striking difference 
between the 2019 and 2024 Lok 
Sabha elections, it’s the lack of  a 
wave—be it a Modi wave, NDA 
wave, INDIA wave or even a 
Mandir wave. With the absence 
of  a national narrative, local 

candidates and local issues are determin-
ing choices in Uttar Pradesh this time. 

So far, we have travelled to 14 Lok Sab-
ha constituencies that voted in the first 
four phases—from west UP’s Ghaziabad, 
Meerut, Bijnor, Nagina, Saharanpur, 
Kairana and Muzaffarnagar towards 
Etawah, Kheri, Dhaurahra, Kannauj, Ba-
dayun, Mainpuri and Hathras. On aver-
age, we covered two Vidhan Sabha areas 
in each parliamentary constituency. 

One of  the most prominent issues across 
castes was the agrarian crisis. Even those 
of  the Brahmin community who support-
ed the BJP consistently spoke about their 
struggles as farmers. One of  the specific 
issues all farmers faced was the menace of  
stray cattle that destroyed crops in fields.

Many farmers are clueless about how 
to deal with their male cattle, essentially 
an economic burden on farmers who are  
dealing with growing financial distress. 
The state government has unsuccessfully 
attempted to build cow sheds to address 
the issue. The losses are substantially 
higher than the quarterly cash transfer 
of  ̀ 500 a month from the central govern-
ment under the Kisan Samman Nidhi. 

Add to this the shrinkflation in urea—
sacks have become smaller while the 
price has remained constant. Meanwhile, 
the state-mandated price for sugarcane 
has grown by only about ̀ 45 a quintal in 
the last seven years, lower than under 
previous regimes. This has resulted in 
the drifting away of  several non-Yadav, 
non-Jat agrarian OBCs from the BJP in 
west UP. This includes castes like Lodhi 
Rajputs, Kurmis, Kushwahas and Sainis, 
who are mostly marginal farmers. 

Despite the Rashtriya Lok Dal’s entry 
into the NDA, in seats like Kairana, Muzaf-
farnagar, Aligarh and Agra, Jat voters 
haven’t shifted to the BJP-led bloc to the 
extent hoped for. The ripples from the his-
toric 13-month-long farmers’ movement of  
2020-21 continue to impact Jat voters, who 
remain suspicious of  the alliance. In many 
places, the lower turnout is a result of  core 
BJP supporters voting in fewer numbers. 

Another factor is the massive Rajput 
panchayats held in Meerut, Kairana and 
Muzaffarnagar against the BJP. This was 

in response to a couple of  speeches made 
allegedly against the community by BJP 
leaders. Many also accused the BJP of  
“keeping silent” when the caste name 
Gurjar was inscribed on the statue of  Mi-
hir Bhoj, who they claim was a Rajput. 

While there is some disillusionment 
with the ruling party, the opposition IN-
DIA bloc has not been able to win over 
these communities. As a result, voter en-
thusiasm has been minimal. 

What is also evident is a simmering an-
ger over inflation and unemployment. The 
anger was further fuelled when the UP 
Constable Recruitment and Promotion 
2024 examination, for which over 48 lakh 
aspirants vied, was postponed after paper 
leaks. Repeated incidents of  paper leaks 
under the Yogi government have increased 
despondency among young voters. The re-
cently unveiled Agniveer scheme has 
proven to be another wet blanket. 

There is another concern among Dalits 
and Scheduled Castes. This March 25, BJP 
MP Anant Kumar Hegde from Karnataka 
called for ‘rewriting’ the Indian Constitu-
tion, which would not be possible without 
winning 400 of  the 543 seats. At least three 
other BJP candidates have openly stated 

the same intention. The videos of  their 
statements have gone viral. So the BJP’s 
slogan of  ‘Abki baar, 400 paar’ is causing 
a growing insecurity about reservation. 
This includes non-Jatav SC communities, 
large sections of  which have been voting 
for the BJP in the past few years. 

Another factor that is proving to be a 
dampener is that BSP and SP couldn’t ally 
this time. In 2019, because of  the SP-BSP 
alliance, on many seats that didn’t have a 
BSP candidate there was a shift of  Dalit 
votes to the BJP. This time, there is a vis-
ible shift of  some of  these voters to the 
INDIA bloc, essentially looking to vote for 
the strongest candidate against the BJP. 

Even Muslims are looking to consoli-
date in favour of  the strongest candidate 
against the BJP. In Nagina, there is a 
strong consolidation of  both Muslims 
and Dalits in favour of  Chandrashekhar 
Azad from the Azad Samaj Party. This is 
because the Muslims here were looking 
for an alternative to the SP, owing to its 
silence on the community’s issues.  

As one moves away from west UP, it 
seems Akhilesh Yadav’s PDA slogan—P 
for pichhde or backward classes, D for Dal-
its, and A for alpsankhyak or minorities—
has rung a bell. Many voters are also call-
ing it ‘Pandit harao abhiyan’(Defeat the 
Brahmins campaign).

Women in rural areas are upset with the 
lack of  allocation under the PM Awaas Yo-
jana. Village after village, they were keen 
to show their abysmal living conditions. 
Many who got gas cylinders for the first 
time because of  the much-touted Ujjwala 
Yojana are back to using clay stoves as 
they can’t afford to refill their cylinders.

Yet, despite the growing discontent 
among various communities, it would be 
wrong to underestimate the BJP. Numer-
ically significant castes like Brahmins 
and Baniyas have consolidated behind 
the BJP across UP. The Rajput anger 
doesn’t seem to have much of  an impact 
in central and eastern UP. The BJP still 
has a strong cadre base across castes.

As one voter in Kairana said, “The vot-
ers are silent; that could mean anything.” 

(Views are personal)
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There are few ironclad rules of diplomacy, but 
to one there is no exception. When an official 
reports that talks were useful, it can safely be 
concluded that nothing was accomplished

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

— Ramnath Goenka

ILITARY diplomacy has been an 
integral part of  a country’s over-
all diplomacy for around 170 
years—since Britain sent a gen-
eral to its embassy in Paris in 
1856. He was later attached to the 
French army’s higher command 

during the Crimean War of  1853-56 and 
other military campaigns.

In recent times, a military or defence at-
taché, also called a defence advisor, has be-
come a permanent feature at embassies in 
most countries. The position is always held 
by a serving military officer supported by 
other officers, depending on bilateral rela-
tions and strategic requirements. India 
maintains separate Army, Navy and Air 
Force attachés in big countries with which 
it maintains defence ties. The officer and 
his deputies are given diplomatic status.

Primarily, military diplomacy uses mili-
tary assets and engagements to achieve 
strategic objectives in foreign policy. For a 
country like India, with a long military his-
tory and growing geopolitical interests, it 
is imperative to calibrate its military en-
gagements and develop leverages for pro-
moting national interest, in a rapidly evolv-
ing international multipolar global order.

The main functions of  a defence attaché 
is to gather information, report on develop-
ments in the defence sector, liaison with the 
defence forces of  the host country, handle 
defence-related exchanges, coordinate de-
fence procurement for India’s armed forces, 
and keep track of  advances in military tech-
nologies. India also provides training to 
military officers from many countries who 
attend courses at the Indian Military Acad-
emy, Dehradun, the National Defence Col-
lege, Delhi, and the Defence Services Staff  
College, Wellington. The defence attaché 
coordinates such training programmes. 

It is said they also are a part of  a coun-
try’s espionage network to gather intelli-
gence. These functions are part of  the in-
ternational legal framework of  diplomatic 
relations. During the Cold War, there were 
instances of  defence attachés being ex-
pelled by the US and the Soviet Union. 
There was an incident of  an American 
military attaché who was shot and killed in 
East Germany. He was photographing a 
military installation, which led to tit-for-tat 
expulsions of  military attachés. 

Assisting the ambassador with crucial 
inputs on developments in his domain of  
work and file reports to the Ministry of  De-
fence in Delhi are also integral parts of  the 
defence attaché’s role. The attaché also
plays a crucial role in coordinating Hu-
manitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief, 
whose primary actors overseas are the 
Navy and Air Force. The other overseas re-

sponsibility is deployment for the UN 
Peacekeeping Operations, for which de-
ployment is from the Indian Army. 

India will be sending new defence at-
tachés to Ethiopia, Ivory Coast, Mozam-
bique and Djibouti, the last a strategically 
located country in the Horn of  Africa that 
overlooks the crucial maritime route 
through the Gulf  of  Aden. Djibouti also 
hosts China’s first overseas military base. 
India’s defence attaché will be the second 
one after China. With limited resources to 
deploy, it would be necessary to trim some 
defence attaché’s offices in select missions 
and divert these posts to Africa. 

India’s engagement with African nations 
is growing. China made substantive invest-
ments under its BRI in Africa, enlarging its 
influence in the continent. India has cham-

pioned the cause of  the Global South and 
ensured the entry of  the African Union in 
the G20 at the Delhi Summit, bringing in 
this 55-member nation pan-African organi-
sation as a permanent member. India’s in-
vestment in Africa has reached $98 billion 
and trade turnover is around $100 billion. 

Apart from African nations, Armenia in 
Central Asia will get a new Indian defence 
attaché. Armenia has emerged as an im-
portant buyer of  military equipment from 
India. Yerevan has acquired the PINAKA 
multi barrel rocket launchers , anti-tank 
missiles, rockets and anti-drone systems 
from India. These acquisitions have oc-
curred because of  the Armenia-Azerbaijan 
conflict over the enclave of  Nagorno-Kara-
bakh. The Philippines has bought the Brah-
mos missiles from India under a $375-mil-

lion agreement and the defence attaché’s 
office in Manila will be strengthened. Po-
land is the only European country to have 
a new Indian defence attaché, bringing the 
total number of  such new attachés to 16. 
The export of  military hardware is an im-
portant part of  this initiative.

The global geopolitical situation has 
been rocked by the wars in Ukraine and 
Gaza. Oil and food prices have risen, 
putting pressure on all countries, particu-
larly those in the global south. Foreign re-
serves have fallen, forcing them to seek 
bailouts from the IMF. The fallout of  the 
Gaza war has impacted shipping in the Red 
Sea and the Gulf  of  Aden. Somali pirates 
have been poaching on shipping for quite 
some time. The Indian Navy’s deployment 
in the maritime zone has increased, with 
several interdictions of  ships captured by 
pirates who were disarmed and arrested.

Defence diplomacy is critical for India’s 
relations in West Asia. India conducts joint 
exercises with countries like the UAE, Bah-
rain, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Israel and Oman. 
From the traditional domain of  energy, In-
dia has steadily upped its military-security 
cooperation with countries in this region. 
India’s ties with West Asia have broken re-
strictions of the old paradigm and branched 
out into defence and security sectors like 
counterterrorism and cybersecurity.

These developments necessitate India’s 
defence attachés are placed where they can 
keep their eyes on developments that have 
a bearing on India’s maritime and national 
security, which is now looking also at Fran-
cophone African countries like Ivory Coast. 
France has been the traditional power in 
these countries because of  its role as the 
former colonial power. France and India 
have a robust military relationship.

India’s foreign policy trajectory has 
evolved since the end of  Cold War—from 
non-alignment to multi-alignment and 
strategic autonomy—in its quest to be a 
leading power. In an era wherein the global 
geopolitical and geoeconomic landscape is 
changing rapidly, India’s foreign policy has 
adapted with major and subtle changes un-
der PM Narendra Modi’s leadership. In-
dia’s decision to open new defence attaché 
offices, the majority of  them in African na-
tions, is a significant policy initiative. 

As India advances on its path of  econom-
ic development and cooperation with Afri-
can countries, military diplomacy will be 
an essential tool of  India’s foreign policy as 
a leading power to safeguard its national 
interest, balance competing powers, re-
solve conflicts peacefully and enhance In-
dia’s capabilities as a responsible stake-
holder in the emerging global order.

(Views are personal)
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SUMMER OF DISCONTENT 
IN THE HINDI HEARTLAND

SAFEGUARDING 
INDIAN INTERESTS
IN FOREIGN LANDS

PINAK RANJAN  
CHAKRAVARTY

Former Secretary in the MEA and former High Com-
missioner to Bangladesh; Visiting Fellow at the ORF 
and a founding Director of DeepStrat, a think tank

Many communities in UP are 
disgruntled with the BJP this time. 
Some Dalits and Muslims are voting 
tactically against the party, whereas 
some other communities are 
opting to sit it out. One shouldn’t 
underestimate the BJP’s strong 
cadre base among all communities

India’s renewed thrust on military diplomacy is significant. Given 
our growing geopolitical interests, it is imperative to calibrate 

engagements and develop leverages to promote national interest

SOURAV ROY

NAKUL SINGH  
SAWHNEY

Independent documentary filmmaker 
and founder of Chalchitra Abhiyaan

Preventive measures
Ref: Let’s be prepared to face extreme weather 
events (May 16). The editorial has aptly 
pointed out the need for periodical inspection 
of high rise buildings and hoardings that 
prove deadly during nature’s fury. Taking the 
recent death toll  in Mumbai as a lesson, ruling 
establishments in other cities should take 
preventive measures.
R Sridharan, Chennai

Healthy living
Ref: Can nurture trump nature on genetic  
risks (May 16). It is known to all  that  
genetic factors are as responsible for  
early deaths as the modern lifestyle. We 
should try to mitigate the high genetic risk 
factor of shorter life expectancy with  
healthy living habits.   
Jaydeb Das, email

Invalid arrest
Ref: NewsClick editor gets bail  at last  
(May 16). The observation of the Supreme 
Court, by quashing the arrest, achieved 
the final hope of Prabir Purkayastha. The 
enforcing authority knows very well that a 
detainee must be told the grounds for being 
jailed, failing which the arrest would be 
invalid. Yet, this happens often. The process 
of arrest may just be an assignment to 
authorities, but this is a heavy blow to the 
detainee until  he is proven innocent. 
Kaliappan Palaniswami, Salem

Proudly Indian 
Ref: Centre grants first set of citizenship to 14 
people (May 16). It is heartening that India has 
lived up to the promise it took in 2019. The 14 
individuals that have been granted citizenship 
can now proudly proclaim they are Indians.
K R Venkata Narasimhan, Madurai 

No support?
Ref: Will  give outside support to INDIA 
bloc, says Mamata (May 16). Indian political 
history over the years has made one strongly 
believe that the assurance of outside support 
to a government by any party is as good as  
no support. The INDIA bloc seems to be on a 
shaky wicket. 
S Ramakrishnasayee, Chennai

Growth neglected
Ref: Govts need to balance welfare with 
growth (May 16). With many welfare schemes, 
many taxpayers feel the budget is not  
used properly as growth seems to be 
neglected. It is true that every government 
should fulfill  basic amenities of food, housing, 
healthcare and quality education. But it 
shouldn’t be based on religion, caste and 
community for vote bank.
Jayaprakash Reddy, Nalgonda
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PRIORITISE STRATEGIC 
INTEREST AND HOLD 

GROUND ON CHABAHAR

I
NDIA’S pact with Iran and Afghanistan to facilitate transit 
of  passengers and goods through the Chabahar port in Iran 
has triggered a threat of  US sanctions against India. A US 
state department spokesperson said the countries doing 
business with Iran were opening themselves to the risk of  

sanctions. The warning came despite the fact that the Trump 
administration had exempted the Chabahar port’s operations 
from sanctions in 2018. India’s external affairs minister S Jais-
hankar rightly pointed out that the pact benefits not only the 
three contracting parties, but serves a much wider strategic 
purpose. He said India will communicate with and convince 
others on how the project benefits everyone. India, Iran and 
Afghanistan have been working on the Chabahar port since 
2003, when the three countries signed a memorandum.

India needs to stand its ground on the pact, as it offers sig-
nificant strategic advantages by providing a new trade route 
to western and central Asia and beyond via Iran and Afghani-
stan, bypassing Pakistan and countering China’s plan to de-
velop Pakistan’s Gwadar port as a major regional hub. The 
worsening relations between India and Pakistan have seen 
projects such as the Iran-Pakistan-India and Turkmenistan-
Afghanistan-Pakistan-India gas pipelines go into cold stor-
age. Pakistan has obstructed India’s trade with central Asia 
using its land routes. It is, therefore, imperative that India 
develops an alternative trade route to the energy-rich central 
Asia by going around, notwithstanding the US warning.

India has shown strategic independence in its foreign policy. 
It had disregarded US sanctions on Russia and imported huge 
amounts of  Russian oil, so much so that Russia surpassed 
Saudi Arabia, Iraq and Iran to become India’s largest crude 
supplier. India also continues to import arms and ammuni-
tion from Russia while the US sanctions are in place. It has 
been boldly pursuing its interests. It knows well that the US 
would not take any step that would push India into a corner 
and force it to work with greater intensity towards realising 
the BRICS goals of  developing a common currency and easing 
trade among the five partners of  the formation—Brazil, Rus-
sia, India, China and South Africa. India’s Chabahar decision 
is a calculated move to counter China and register its presence 
in western and central Asia. It should stick to it.

ANDHRA PARTIES SHOULD 
DOUSE FIRES THEY LIT

T
HE post-poll violence in Andhra Pradesh appears to 
have caught the police off-guard. Though security ar-
rangements were made keeping in view the highly 
inflammable political environment, the fact that vio-
lence erupted in several places not only on polling day 

but also continued the next day points at a clear failure. Thus 
far, at least 300 people have been detained and dozens ar-
rested in connection with the ugly incidents that unfolded in 
the Palnadu region, Tirupati, Tadipatri and other places.

The confrontation between activists of  the opposition TDP 
and the ruling YSRC was waiting to happen. We have earlier 
highlighted how leaders from both the sides have been using 
provocative language and warned it could lead to fights. Take 
the series of  incidents in Palnadu. It is well-known that the 
region has a history of  factional feuds. With warring leaders 
fighting for political power, the elections served as a flash-
point. It is obvious the factions were well-prepared, going by 
how they fought pitched battles with Molotov cocktails. The 
police unearthed knives, petrol bombs and country-made 
bombs in Macherla mandal, indicating that everything was 
pre-planned. The assault on the TDP candidate in Tirupati 
also does not look like a spur-of-the-moment act. Fortunately, 
no one has died. One wonders how mobs could gain control 
of  areas in the presence of  police personnel.

The ECI has rightly taken a serious view of  the incidents and 
summoned the state chief  secretary and the DGP to personally 
explain the situation. After hearing their versions, it suspended 
the SPs of  Palnadu and Anantapur, and transferred the district 
collector of  Palnadu and the SP of  Tirupati. Besides ordering 
departmental enquires, it directed that a special investigation 
team probe the violence and submit a report. On the state’s 
request, the commission further instructed the home ministry
to retain 25 Central Armed Police Force companies in the state 
for a fortnight after the counting of  votes.

It is a welcome intervention. Political parties, on their part, 
need to appeal to their followers to exercise restraint. It is 
tragic that they have not yet come forward to actively douse 
the fires, and instead seem busy pointing fingers at each 
other. Stringent action must be taken against the perpetra-
tors, not just the officials, and an example be made of  them.

Q U I C K  TA K E

IMPROVE HUMAN RIGHTS PANEL

THE UN-affiliated Global Alliance of  National Human Rights 
Institutions has deferred the accreditation of  India’s Nation-
al Human Rights Commission for the second year on the trot. 

The global body’s previous report had cited the lack of  transpar-
ency in appointing NHRC members, the appointment of  police 
officers to oversee human rights probes, and the lack of  gender 
and minority representation on the panel as reasons for recom-
mending the deferral. The NHRC, a statutory body, has been 
enfeebled by successive administrations. But it is essential in a 
developing, diverse country like ours. It must be beyond re-
proach and given the muscle to pursue rights cases unfettered.
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