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Off the beaten track

Let’s mistreat some
robots, what say?

ing dad, was having his daily phone conversation with his daugh-

ﬁ t a party I attended a while ago, a friend of mine, self-admitted dot-

ter, currently studying in the US. (Funded entirely by him, of

course.)

‘Yes, sweetie, no, sugar,” my friend went, giving the soon-to-be-laid-out
dessert section a complex. Choochie pies, puppy dolls, babykins and
honey boo boos were flying like missiles, as our Father of the Year took

large sips of his Scotch.

Meanwhile, a small-made girl from the north-eastern part of our great
land (shame on me for categorising her thus, I ought to have known which
state she was from), of about twenty, twenty-two, stood by with a large
platter of chicken something-or-the-other. Quietly, somewhat fearfully,

worried she might drop the platter.

Our friend, still in the throes of long-distance filial love, selected a cou-
ple of minutely examined pieces and put them on his plate. The girl took
this as a cue to leave. Friend snapped his fingers and pointed at his plate.
Because, you see, if he spoke to the young waitress, it would mean break-
ing his conversation for a second. And he couldn’t do that, could he? What
would his Princess Rasagulla Poopins in distant California think if he

wasn’t giving her his complete
attention? But he needed a third
piece of chicken, too, obviously.
For his opening gambit, snack-
wise, was always three pieces.
His wife knew it. I knew it.
Everyone knew it. It was writ-
ten in stone. And it was as good
a time as any to let the waitress
know what to do when she
brought the next platter.

The young woman took the
piece our friend had magisteri-
ally pointed at with his fork and
served it to him. Her hand trem-
bled. Friend nodded his head to
say he was done. For now. He
would be beckoning her soon
enough with raised hand or fin-
ger snap obviously, when his
next requisition needed to be
dealt with on a war footing.

‘Well,” my friend said, a
minute later, his conversation
with Butter Bonbon done, his
mouth full of poultry. ‘What’s
the news, man?’

The irony of his darling daugh-
ter being the exact same age as
the young waitress seemed to
have whooshed past him like an
outswinger. I stuck my hand out
and shook his.

‘What?’ he said.

Personally, as a nation, |
think we’ll adapt only too
easily to robots. Because

certain humans don’t exist
for us at all except for their
utility value. We consider

their feelings about as much

as we consider the feelings
of, say, microwaves,

hairdryers or bottle openers.

‘I think we’re officially ready for the robots, man,’ I said.

‘You do say the strangest of things, you know,” he said, laughing.

Personally, as a nation, I think we’ll adapt only too easily to robots.
Because certain humans don’t exist for us at all except for their utility
value. We consider their feelings about as much as we consider the feel-
ings of, say, microwaves, hairdryers or bottle openers. The one issue with
robots I do foresee, though, is that mistreating them — that quintessen-
tially Indian need of needs — may not give us the same amount of pleasure
as mistreating a warm-blooded human seems to. But I'm sure our tech
guys will figure out a way to make robots feel pain and humiliation soon

enough.

The recent conviction of the Hindujas by Swiss authorities for the treat-
ment they meted out to their domestic help, sadly, didn’t shock (or even
surprise) me one bit. Because it’s just one more example of how most of us
view those who help us with our daily lives. For every headline-making
Hinduja or Khobragade, there’s the friend who makes his driver stay up
Saturday nights as he bar-hops, the neighbour who makes the caregiver
of her octogenarian father bring her own tiffin carrier, the colleague
whose nanny waits in the lobby as the family dines at an exclusive restau-
rant or the sibling who has his ‘gofer’ take off his shoes when he returns
from work. We are, after all, the nation that individually abandoned our
domestic help during lockdown by abruptly cutting off their salaries, and
betrayed our guest workforce collectively as we watched them walk hun-
dreds of kilometres, back to the homes they had left behind.

On a slightly upbeat note, for nearly ten years, we’ve been the grateful
beneficiaries of this kind, patient and forever-jovial woman who cooks for
us. A couple of days ago, her daughter came by to assist us with some
proofing/indexing work on a book we are putting together. (I hasten to
add that we can’t take any credit for young woman’s current position as a
freelance editor. Her path to a better life was the result of her mother’s
resilience and foresight long before she met us, and the education that
was put in place by our earlier leaders, who we are being told did nothing

for us.)

You would think this was justice, right? It is a step in the right direction

perhaps. But justice it isn’t.

Justice is when my kid works for her kid. Or better still, if I'm employed

by her. Soon. Tomorrow.

As for poetic justice, that would be the father of the young waitress, now the
CEO of an international hotel chain, being served hors d’oeuvre by my
friend’s daughter, currently laid off from the job Daddy’s connections got her.

Krishna Shastri Devulapalli is a humour writer, novelist, columnist

and screenwriter
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OPPORITION JUST WANTS To
FIOH IN TROUBLED WATERS

Balance of power is key to
leash China, Russia, Israel

Manish Tewari

istory tells us
that geo-strate-
gic transitions
are never easy.
They are always
accompanied by uncertain-
ty, fear, insecurity and
bloodshed — not necessari-
ly in that order. However,
what every transition
brings with itself are cer-
tain conceptual constructs
that then underpin the
strategic landscape over the
next decade or even cen-
turies that usher in an era of
sustainable tranquility that
is usually accompanied by
prosperity, the forward
march of the human race
and above all stability and a
modicum of happiness.

If one takes a deep dive
into history, the Thirty Year
War that commenced in
1618 between the Roman
Catholics and Protestants
devastated much of Central
Europe. Out of the ashes of
that  destruction that
attained quietus with the
Peace of Westphalia in 1648,
a new principle emerged
that underpinned European
statecraft for a century or
more. It is called called rai-
son d’état. Coined by a
prince of the church
Armand Jean du Plessis,
Cardinal de Richelieu, First
Minister of France from
1624-1642, it was practised
by most European powers
for an epoch thereafter.

Raison d’etat was
premised on the fact that
security and primacy of a
nation state warranted the
deployment of all means
essential to preserve, pro-
tect and promote it. It envis-
aged that supreme national
interest must eschew all
archaic notions of universal
morality.

Raison d’etat, therefore,
was predicated on a convo-
luted hypothesis that every
nation state while pursuing
its own selfish and narrow
interests would in some
manner underwrite the col-
lective safety and progress
of all the others.

However, by the 18th cen-
tury, Great Britan had artic-

ulated the concept of bal-
ance of power that then
dominated European diplo-
macy for the next two hun-
dred years. It had its gene-
sis in the British desire to
prevent any one single
European power from domi-
nating the European conti-
nent. In pursuit of maintain-
ing an equilibrium it
required Great Britan to
throw its weight behind the
vulnerable or the more fee-
bler side in any conflict.

The concept of balance of
power was utilised by
Prince Von Metternich of
Austria and other European
statespersons to construct
the concert of Europe at the
Congress of Vienna in
September 1814. It ensured
that no war at all took place
among the Great Powers for
40 years and after the
Crimean War of 1854 there
was no general war for
another 60, thereby ensur-
ing a century of relative
peace that helped Europe to
materially, culturally and
imperially flourish.
Unfortunately, a subse-
quent German Chancellor
Otto Von Bismarck disas-
sembled the Concert of
Europe and recast
European high statecraft
into a ruthless pursuit of
power politics a-la “realpoli-
tik”

The reason I have chosen
to enunciate these three
principles, namely, raison
d’etat, balance of power and
realpolitik, is because many
centuries after they were
conceptualised and applied
by statespersons of that era,
they still continue to oper-
ate, albeit under different
nomenclatures, as the world
faces perhaps its biggest
challenge to collective peace
after the Second World War
in the form of active con-
flicts across three conti-
nents.

In the case of the Russia-
Ukraine conflict or the
Russian aggression on
Ukraine, both the classical
concepts of raison d'etat and
balance of power are at play.
A concerned or even overly

Even though its
economy is slowing
down now, the
legacy buoyancy that
translated into hefty
military spending is
now being leveraged
by China to reclaim
its mythical status
as the Middle
Kingdom...

distrustful Russia at the
ostensibly eastward expan-
sion of Nato decided to put
its narrow national interest
above everything else,
thereby violating the
sovergnity of UKkraine.
While that fulfills the first
part of the the raison d’etat
postulate, as far as the sec-
ond leg of that hypothesis is
concerned, i.e., it should
underwrite the collective
safety of others, if it would
lead to the reordering of the
security architecture of
Europe, thereby bringing
back sustainable peace in
Europe, remains to be seen.
The jury would be out on
that for quite a while.

Conversely, in this very
conflict, you also have the
template of the balance of
power at play. Nato has
weighed in squarely on
Ukraine’s side as have other
democratic nations around
the world. Given that
Ukraine is the weaker
power, the balance of power
in Europe has to be main-
tained. The desire to main-
tain this European equilib-
rium has in fact impelled
both Finland and Sweden to
become members of Nato.
Something both refrained
from doing after the devas-
tating Second World War.

In the Israel-Hamas con-
flict, you see the first postu-
late of the raison d’etat
squarely at play with Israel
deploying elevated levels of
violence to neutralise the
Hamas threat even if it
involves the bombing of
hospitals and the wanton
killing of innocent men,
women and children.

This, by no means, should
be construed as any justifi-
cation of the horrific terror
attack by Hamas on inno-
cent Israeli civilians or the
taking of hostages, the argu-
ment simply being that the
Israeli response, dispropor-
tionate in every sense of the
word, is predicated upon the

fact that security and prima-
cy of the nation state justi-
fies the employment of
every imperative howsoev-
er iniquitous considered
essential to defend it.

Paradoxically, you do not
have the balance of power
paradigm at play in the
Israel-Hamas conflict for no
nation state of any conse-
quence in the greater
Middle East has even
attempted to weigh in on the
side of Hamas, leaving aside
Iran and Syria that both
support the Hamas and
Hezbollah. However, that
hardly qualifies as any sub-
stantive balancing of power
in the purely classical sense
of the term.

Coming to the Chinese
power play on the Line of
Actual Control qua India
and its belligerence in the
larger Indo-Pacific region,
both ruthless realpolitik
and raison d’etat are at play
insofar as China is con-
cerned. Fuelled by three-
and-a-half decades of
unprecedented economic
growth, China has estab-
lished a power differential
across the board qua its
neighbors.

Even though its economy
is slowing down now, the
legacy buoyancy that trans-
lated into hefty military
spending is now being lever-
aged by China to reclaim its
mythical status as the
Middle Kingdom that, in its
estimation, was disrupted
by the century of humilia-
tion in 1839-1949.

Apposite to that, the prin-
ciple of balance of power is
also operating in the Indo-
Pacific, with the QUAD,
AUKUS, ASEAN Regional
Forum and various other
groupings and  quasi-
alliances being energised to
ensure that the Chinese
influence, malefic that it is,
does not become toxic to the
extent that it leads to an
eminently avoidable con-
flict.

As the adage goes, the
more things change the
more they remain the same.
Situations may change,
times may move on, but
grundnorm concepts
endure.

The writer is a lawyer, MP
and former Union
minister. The views
expressed are

personal. Twitter handle
@manishtewarti.
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A proven force is
better than taking
new inductees to
secure Parliament

he “unprecedented misbehav-

iour” of Central Industrial

Security Force (CISF) personnel

with Rajya Sabha MP M.
Mohammed Abdulla on June 18 has led to
his lodging a complaint with vice-presi-
dent Jagdeep Dhankhar, the Chairman of
the Upper House. He was questioned by
the CISF personnel about his “purpose of
visit” to Parliament. The “incident has
deeply affected me,” the MP said.

Last month, another DMK MP, Tiruchi
Siva, was asked to show his ID thrice
inside Parliament. Reports of misbehav-
iour by CISF personnel have been report-
ed in the past, but no severe action seems
to have been taken against those respon-
sible, to be a deterrent to others.

On June 6, CISF constable Kulwinder
Kaur slapped actor-MP Kangana Ranaut
at Chandigarh airport before she was to
board a flight for Delhi. Kulwinder nur-
tured a grouse against the actor for her
unpalatable comments on the farmers’
agitation from November 2021 to
December 2022 on the Delhi Haryana and
Delhi-UP borders. The actor had said
women agitators had been paid Rs 100-200
each for participation.

Kulwinder Kaur’s mother and brother

were among the agitators, with the latter
spearheading the agitation as secretary of
Kisan Mazdoor Sangharsh Samiti.

In August 2020, a CISF officer had the
temerity to ask DMK MP Kanimozhi at
Chennai airport how she could claim to
be an Indian when she couldn’t speak in
Hindi. Though Ms Kanimozhi walked
away and showed maturity by not engag-
ing in a fracas with the CISF man, she
took to Twitter to express her annoyance,
which drew media attention. Hindi impo-
sition on South Indians became the sub-
ject of a media debate.

On December 12 last, Sharmila
Rajasekaran, an engineer, was mocked at
by a CISF lady officer for not knowing
Hindi at Dabolim airport. At the security
check, she was asked to pick up a tray,
but she didn’t understand Hindi. To this,
the CISF officer asked her if Tamil Nadu
was in India, and if so, she should learn
Hindi as it was the national language. Ms
Sharmila corrected her, saying that it
was official language. She googled to
prove her point. In her complaint to the
CISF head at the airport, she said the way
she “was treated was inhuman and cul-
turally insensitive”. Condemning the
incident, Tamil Nadu chief minister M.K.

Stalin said that non-Hindi speaking air
passengers often face such harassment by
CISF personnel. The extent of insensitivi-
ty of CISF personnel can be gauged from
another incident at Kolkata airport in
January this year, when Arushi Singh, a
wheelchair-bound passenger, was asked
thrice to stand and walk two steps despite
her explaining about the disability from
birth. Following the breach of security in
the Parliament building on December 13
last year, when two men jumped into the
Lok Sabha chamber from the visitors’
gallery and lobbed smoke cannisters they
managed to smuggle in, by placing them
in cavities of shoes, a thorough survey
was done on the security of Parliament by
a team led by CRPF director-general
Anish Dayal Singh.

While Parliament’s security falls with-
in the domain of responsibilities of The
Lok Sabha Speaker, the Union home min-
istry replaced the Delhi police, CRPF and
even the Parliament Security Staff (PSS)
with the CISF. This despite the fact that
the CRPF and the PSS acquitted them-
selves exceedingly well.

A daring attack on Parliament House
on December 13, 2001, by five heavily-
armed terrorists was effectively warded

off by alert personnel of the CRPF and
who prevented them from entering the
main building. They were all shot dead by
CRPF personnel, who were manning var-
ious gates. While taking on the terrorists,
Lady Constable Kamlesh Kumari was
fatally hit by bullets. For her derring-do,
she was awarded the highest peacetime
gallantry award, the Ashok Chakra. Five
other CRPF personnel were awarded the
Shaurya Chakra. The citadel of democra-
cy was saved from what could have been
a catastrophic event if even one of the ter-
rorists had sneaked into the main
Parliament building.

Six terrorists who made a daring
attempt to enter Srinagar airport, then
guarded by the CRPF, on January 16, 2001
were neutralised before they could enter
the airport. Four CRPF personnel includ-
ing a lady constable were martyred in the
fierce encounter just outside the airport.
For their valour, five were honoured with
gallantry medals.

The CRPF has proved its mettle in
securing high-risk buildings umpteen
times since its raising in July 1939. The
withdrawal of the CRPF from Parliament
is not a step in the right direction.

It will be much better to deploy a tried-
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BP BASELINE

TS Karthik
Chennai

RUCKUS IN LS

The Opposition demanded a dis-
cussion on the 'Neet issue' and
irregularities in the exams con-
ducted by the National Testing
Agency (NTA) in Parliament.
Both the Houses of Parliament
were adjourned for the day due to
disruptions and pandemonium.
The Prime Minister talked about
consensus and cooperation in run-
ning the government. Opposition
wants the government to be more
accommodative. We are back to
square one with disruptions and
pandemonium. Neither the BJP
nor the Opposition seems to have
learned any lesson. Why not polit-
ical parties be made accountable
for the loss of business hours of the

House?
Sravana Ramachandran
Chennai

Mail your letters to
chennaidesk@deccanmail.com

and-tested force than to induct a force
which hasn’t had the exposure or experi-
ence to handle daring attacks on impor-
tant high-security buildings. With the
CISF taking over the duties of the
Parliament Security Service, uncertainty
looms large on the latter’s future. With
their long experience of dealing with MPs
and other staff, PSS personnel are better
placed to recognise everyone and must
continue with the duties they were per-
forming. They can be either taken on dep-
utation with the option for permanent
absorption in the CISF or deployed to
work in tandem with the CISF as they
had been with the Delhi police. They
could be permanently posted in the
Parliament security set-up till retirement
by making an exception to the transfer
policy of the CISF, which necessitates the
replacement of personnel by new
inductees periodically.

The security of Parliament can’t be
compromised in any way and the best of
security manpower and apparatus must
be deployed. A tried and tested force is
always better than any new inductions.

The writer is a retired IPS officer who
had served as IGP in the CRPF
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underdog stories

RINGSIDE

VIEW

Tushar Bhaduri

BIG STARS AND marquee names drive
the sportsindustry,whichiswhytheyare
the darlings of sports administrators.
But the most memorable sports stories
often are of underdogs prevailing over
more fancied opponents, fighting
against the odds.

TheT20World Cup and the ongoing
European football championship have
provided several heart-warming
moments,evenif theymaynotbetothe
wholehearted approval of the market-
ing personnel.

Afghanistan was widely acknowl-
edged as a dangerous cricket team that
could do some damage on their day if
conditions were to their advantage. But
in the Caribbean, they can rightly claim
to have come of age having made their
way to the semifinals,even toppling the
all-conquering Australians. They can
now genuinely claim to be the second-
best Asian team behind India, atleastin
the 20-over format, with Pakistan, Sri
Lanka,and Bangladesh enduringabit of
atough time of late.

In Rashid Khan, they have an inspi-
rational leader who seems to rise to the
big occasion. He had always been recog-
nised as a quality leg-spinner but in the
shortest format, a few hits to and over
theboundaryin the closing stages of an
innings could make a vital difference.

Significantly, Afghanistan now also
have a robust opening pair in Rahman-
ullah Gurbaz and Ibrahim Zadran, who
can hold their own against the best of
bowling attacks. Young Azmatullah
Omarzaishowedwhatheiscapableofat
the 50-over World Cup and along with
Mohammad Nabi and Gulbadin Naib,
gave the team all-round depth.

For a team largely reliant on their
spinners, it was heartening to see them
getting wickets with the new ball
throughleft-arm pacer Fazalfaq Farooqi
and thefeisty Naveen-ul-Haq.Finishing
amongthetop fourataWorld Cup could
just be the fillip for Afghanistan to take
their game to the next level in terms of
consistencyand depth.Foran emerging
team such as them, it’s vital that they
seizethemomentand notlet the oppor-
tunity goby.

Crickethasbeenjustafringesportin
the United States over the decades,
played largely by expatriates,but till the
nextbigeventisstagedinthe countryor
India comes to play a few games, it will
be the US team that has to carry the
baton to ensure the sport occupies a
foothold in the market.

Towards that end, the performances
of the co-hosts were an unexpected
breath of freshair,makingit to the Super
Eight stage at the expense of Pakistan.
They were always expected to struggle
therein the company of England, South
Africa,and West Indies,but if the cricket
administrators hope to have a few play-
ersin the teamwho do not haverootsin
traditional cricketing countries, they
havetoensure that the sportisplayedat
the grassroots, in schools and colleges.

Nepal and Scotland also caught the
eyeinthe tournamentandwere close to
scalping major teams in this competi-
tion. They have the advantage of close
proximityto major cricket hubs,and it’s
important that they don’t have to wait
till they make it to their next big ICC

event to make their presence felt.

Underdogs bite back

International football has largely
beendominated by the traditional pow-
erhouses, but upsets are more likely in
The Beautiful Game than in cricket,
where individual class and quality can
often make the difference.In football,a
well-coached, disciplined,and commit-
ted team can frustrateanamalgamation
of more talented individuals. That’s
what hasbeen on display at the Euros.

Other than a handful of players, the
Austrian squad doesn’t boast of many
household namesoutside theircountry.
But they topped a group featuring
France and the Netherlands,abig credit
tomanager Ralf Rangnick.Theyare fast
starters and press the opposition high
up the pitch. Their results in the group
stagewill ensure that they fearno team.

Asfarasfeel-good stories,not much
can top Georgia and Khvicha
Kvaratskhelia. The team is the lowest-
ranked outfit at the Euros,but that did-
n’t prevent them from beating Cris-
tiano Ronaldo’s Portugal in their final
group game to seal their passage to the
knockout rounds.Kvaratskhelia scored
in that game, a significant event in
itself, as a picture from 2013 soon
emerged showing the then 12-year-old
in the same picture frame with
Ronaldo when the Portuguese super-
star, already acknowledged as an all-
time great of the game, visited the
Dinamo Tbilisi Academy in Georgia,
where Kvaratskhelia developed his
game in his formative years.

Slovakia was part of Czechoslovakia
when they were crowned European
champions in 1976, but as a separate
nation have had few team successes to
celebrate — till they beat World No. 3 Bel-
gium in their opening match of Euro
2024.Adrawagainst Romaniagot them
to the next stage and a meeting with
England. Slovenia, part of erstwhile
Yugoslavia — aregion that was a peren-
nial source of high-quality football tal-
ent — emerged unbeaten from a group
featuring high-profile England, Den-
mark,and Serbia.

These results attest to the competi-
tive nature and all-round quality of
European footballand showthat there’s
some substance to Kylian Mbappe’s
claim thatwinning the Eurosis,in some
respects, tougher than winning the
World Cup. Upsets are more likely and
eveniftherehasbeenalackoftoo many
high-scoring games, there’s no chance
that any of the matches will be taken
lightly by any fancied side.

Big guns dominate

In comparison, across the Atlantic,
Brazil’s goalless drawwith Costa Rica in
the Copa America was considered
almost a disaster by supporters of the
five-time world champions. That’s
because apart from Brazil and
Argentina, none of the teams from that
continent have been a major factor at
recent World Cups and are expected to
sail through their initial Copa games
without much trouble.Argentinaare the
current world champions, but that was
the first for South America in two
decades. The match timings in the
United States are not finalised keeping
in mind Indian viewers — in contrast to
the T20 World Cup — but even with
Lionel Messiin the tournament, thelack
of relative competitiveness is also a big
factor making the Copa America a less
attractive option than the Euros for
casual football fans.

ROHNIT PHORE
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P Chidambaram

There have been several
setbacks in the 20 days
since the government
was formed. The
National Testing Agency
imploded and the raging
fire consumed the
aspirations of lakhs of
students. There was a
horrific train accident in
Jalpaiguri. Terrorist
attacks continued in
Jammu & Kashmir...

THE BJP-LED GOVERNMENT under the
Hon’ble Mr Narendra Modiwas sworn in
on June 9,2024.1t did not have a happy
start. Mr Modi had to share the head
table with the leaders of the TDP and
JD(U) and allot portfolios to them and
otherallies.In the election of the Speaker
he had to go through the motions of con-
sultation. Both were unusual experi-
ences for Mr Modi in his 22 yearsas head
of government.

Several setbacks

There have been several setbacks in
the 20 days since the government was
formed. The National Testing Agency
imploded and the raging fire consumed
theaspirations of lakhs of students.There
wasa horrifictrainaccidentin Jalpaiguri.
Terrorist attacks continued in Jammu &
Kashmir.The prices of tomato, potatoand
onion increased, year on year, by 39,41
and 43%, respectively. The Sensex and
Nifty soared to historic highs while the
dollar-rupee exchange rate plunged to a
historic low. Toll tax on highways was
raised by 15%. In an apparent censure,
Mr Mohan Bhagwat, the sarsanghchalak
of RSS,admonished those who displayed
“arrogance”; the BJP's leadership
squirmed but decided that discretionwas
the better part of valour. Local mutinies
broke out in several state units of the BJP.

In the first session of Parliament, save
the election of the Speaker and the Presi-
dent’s Address, there was no substantive
business. But even the routine business
had its share of controversies. By conven-
tion, the member of Parliament who has
been elected most timestothe Lok Sabha
would be nominated the pro-tem Speaker
to preside over taking the oath by elected
members.That person,undisputedly,was
Mr K Suresh (Congress-Kerala) who has
been elected for the 8th time, thoughwith
abreak. However, the government nomi-
nated Mr B Mahtab (BJP-Odisha) for the
officealthoughhehasbeenelected only 7
times (six times on the B]D ticket and,
after he crossed over, the 7th time on the
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Emergency reruns

LASTWEEK, THE anniversary of
Indira Gandhi’s draconian
Emergency was commemorated in
Parliament. But the outpouring of
condemnation from the ruling party
seemed more about scoring political
points than genuine concern over the
real issues involved. Having written a
book on Emergency, [ am often asked
about my first-hand experiences.I
always find it ironic that many of
those who commemorate June 26
and regret the horrors of suppression
of the media and fundamental
rights, seem oblivious that a dark
cloud still hangs over freedom of
expression and liberty even today. For
instance,in the last Lok Sabha
session, parliamentary
correspondents were never so
ruthlessly restricted, except during
the Emergency.The difference today
isin the style of operation, but not
the basic effect.

All rulers want to control the
narrative.Indira, despite her liberal
upbringing, used sledgehammer
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The BJP-led government under PM Narendra Modi was sworn in on June 9

What has changed?
Apparently nothing

BJPticket).

Why did the BJP kick up the avoidable
controversy? Possible answers are: BJP
wanted to signal that the results of the LS
elections have not dented its supreme
leader’s way of doing things, namely, ‘it’s
my way or highway’. Another answer
could be that the controversy-courting
Mr K. Rijiju, the new minister of parlia-
mentary affairs, wanted to signal his
arrival. The most plausible answer is that
the nomination was a reward for Mr
Mahtab’s defection from the BJD to the
BJPand to encourage more MPs to defect
tothe BJP.

Stale assurances

Although the election of the Speaker
concluded on a sour note, the rest of the
session need not have been affected. But
the Hon’ble Speaker added more bitter-
ness when he moved a resolution from
the Chair excoriating the Congress for
the imposition of Emergency 49 years
ago (yes, 49 years, not 50)! Next, Parlia-
ment may‘teach’otherhistorylessons by
condemning Pakistan for the invasion of
Kashmir in 1947, China for the war in
1962 and the United States for sending
an aircraft carrier to intimidate India in
1971. The resolution was an unwar-
ranted provocation.

The President’s Address to the joint
session of both Houses was an opportu-
nity torestore civility after false starts,but
the opportunity was missed. The speech
could have recognised the changed com-

tactics,announcing upfront that she
was suspending fundamental rights
and introducing censorship.
Subsequent governments have
resorted to less in-your-face methods.
Strong-arming individuals and
groups funding the media, unjustly
applying laws concerning terrorism
and corruption, raiding media offices
and arresting scribes without
following due process, denying visas
to foreign journalists, using the CBI
and the ED to settle scores are some of
the more draconian methods of
media regulation of late. But control
of news emanation can even be
effected by simply shutting out
legitimate sources of information.
Scribeswho don’t toe the line are cut
out from the loop of newsgathering,
like background briefings, interviews,
and entry to Parliament and
government offices. The media starts
introspectingless than it should on
official claims. How, for instance, did
so many scribes get it wrong in the
recent poll results?

Strong govts vs
weak ones

Politicians tend to lump the media
into two categories: thosewho are
with them and those who are against
them. Unhappily, the middle ground
of objectivity in journalism has
practically disappeared.I personally
believe the thumb rule generally s

position of the Lok Sabha, the fact that the
leading party (BJP) was short of a major-
ity by 32 seats, that the prime minister
was the primus inter pares of a coalition
governmentand that,after 10years, there
would bea Leader of the Oppositionin the
Lok Sabha. Disappointingly, the Presi-
dent’s Address made no reference to the
altered circumstances.

The speechwasalitany of claims made
by the BJPbefore and during the elections.
The claims were rebuffed by the vast
majority of the people. The new govern-
mentis notaBJPgovernmentbuta coali-
tion government. The BJP has refused to
acknowledge thebittersweet factand the
President echoed that view. The word
‘coalition’, did not occur in the speech.
Other words that were conspicuous by
theirabsence included ‘consensus’, ‘infla-

tion’, and ‘parliamentary committee’.
There were references to scheduled
castes, scheduled tribes and backward
classes but all others — especially the
minority communities —were clubbed in
the catch-all phrase ‘social and religious
groups’. There was no reference to the
tragedy of Manipur. As a small mercy
there was no reference to Agniveer’ or
‘Uniform Civil Code’. Finally, India is no
longera Vishwa Guru,and is content tobe
a Vishwa Bandhu!

More of the sameness

Apparently, in the view of the BJP,
nothing has changed, not even the mood
of the people.

that the stronger the government, the
more overbearing it is,both in state or
at the Centre.The media is far more
free and fearless under unstable
governments. PM Modiand Indira
were similarin terms of mass appeal,
unilateralism and a deep suspicion of
newsgathers. Some may question my
theory, citing the example of Rajiv
Gandhiwho, despite his huge
majority,was unable to suppress the
Bofors exposé that led to the fall of his
government. But that may have been
less due to lack of intent than because
his media controllers were ham-
handed and some newspapers
remained defiant.Also,a hostile
President Zail Singh was in the
Rashtrapati Bhavan for much of his
tenure.Irecall first-hand backin
1989,whena shell-shocked Vijaypat
Singhania was ordered by a Rajivaide
to shut down his newly started
newspapet, Indian Post,where I
worked then, because a damaging lead
story had appeared against one of the
PM’s close friends. Earlier, then editor-
in-chief Vinod Mehtawas provided a
list of people who were not to be
written about negatively,which he
shared sheepishlywith me.

Past governments far more tolerant
of a free press included those of Morarji
Desai and Deve Gowda. But perhaps
their laissez-faire attitude was more
because theylacked a clear majority
and many from within their own ranks
were plotting their downfall.
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Hence,itis the same Cabinet,the same
ministers, the key ministers hold the
same portfolios, the same Speaker, the
same principal secretary to the prime
minister, the same National Security
Adviser, the same chief of the Intelligence
Bureau, the same government law offi-
cers,and many others remaining in the
same positions.Besides,Iamtold that the
social media is full of the same paid trolls
who are semi-literate, diversionary, pro-
ficient in the science of scatology, and
obvious losers. That, I am afraid, is con-
clusive proof that nothing has changed
despite the verdict of the people!

In the run-up to the Budget, the top
concerns of the people remain (1) unem-
ployment and (2) inflation. According
to,the CSDS’post-poll survey (The Hindu
dated June 25, 2024), ‘price riselinfla-
tion’ and ‘growing unemployment’ got
29% and 27% as the most ‘disliked*
work of the BJP government. On
addressing the top two concerns, the for-
mation of the Cabinet and the Presi-
dent’s Address let down the people. Will
the Budget for 2024-25, due in July,
awaken the Modi government? Parlia-
mentary etiquette requires that we keep

our fingers crossed.

©

Can’t control
the narrative

Despite total censorship,with a few
courageous exceptions like The Indian
Express,Indiralost the 1977 elections
because news of her regime’s excesses
spread throughout the country byword
of mouth.In 2024, the age of social
media,aspersions were cast on ‘godi’and
‘pappu’ scribes in traditional media, but
the most effective counter to
government propaganda may have
came fromirreverent YouTubers and
influencers, curiously some of whom
started out as travel writers and
bodybuilders.The new entrants
attracted millions of viewers.And
thousands of aspiring writers dashed off
disrespectful WhatsApp campaign
messages that went viral. The Modi 3.0
regime should learn from Emergency —
that you cannot control the narrative,
particularly in the 21st century.
Devising new ITlaws to monitor the
Internet and earning international
opprobrium is definitely not the answer,
but Rabindranath Tagore’s powerful
poem,‘Where the mind is without fear’is
the soundest advice. If PM Modi were to
restrain some of his overzealous media
advisers (unofficial censors), it would go
alongway in restoring goodwill and
confidence in hisimage as a benevolent,
strong ruler.Indira learnt thislesson the
hard way,with herignominious
Emergency defeat.
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weird ‘Blame Game’
by INC, BJP, and BRS
leaders accusing one

another of allocation of coal
mines of Singareni Collieries
Company Limited (SCCL)
to private companies sounds
ridiculous, immature, child-
ish, and obvious ignorance
of facts.

In fact, the coal mines
were allotted to large and
small industrial companies,
not following procedure,
during the UPA tenure, but
subsequently the Supreme
Court cancelled the allot-
ments. Auctioning of mines
by BJP is an open secret.
That outsourcing 90% of
‘Over Burden' in opencast
coal mines led to average
wages to employees at just
one-third of what Singareni
regular employee gets is well
known. Curiously, SCCL is
exploring mining outside the
State, and even bidding for
mining abroad to become
the biggest supplier of coal
in the globe. In essence, the
difference in all these accu-
sations is one of degree not
kind.

SCCL started mining op-
erations in Telangana since
1886, through Hyderabad
(Deccan) Company Lim-
ited, and met with success
and reasonable failure for
obvious reasons. Politi-
cally motivated accusations,
may lead to apprehensions
among employees of likely
privatisation, and if and
when it happens, the profit-
driven approach of private
companies may adversely af-
fect them. SCCL is currently
operating 17 opencast and
22 underground mines with
manpower of nearly 42,000.

In this context, in an in-
teresting, informative, and
plain-speaking  conversa-
tion, the former Chairman
and Managing Director
(CMD) of SCCL and former
Chairman of Coal India,
Singayapally Narsing Rao,
presented a concise, precise,
but comprehensive account
of the company, dovetailing
his personal experience. His
path-breaking narration of
SCCLs ups and downs, crisis
management skills by a few
former Chief Ministers and
CMDs, and reforms during
Chandrababu Naidu tenure
are interesting.

“Monopoly business
character, early bird advan-
tage, and control free ad-
ministration lead to success
of any public sector under-
taking (PSU), and SCCL
is no exception, and hence
presenting any particular
PSU as successfully running
is sheer euphemism,” said
Narsing Rao. He listed three
reasons for PSUs not run-
ning successfully; namely,
doubling the normal wages
to employees, recruiting
more than adequate em-
ployees, and absence of in-
centives and disincentives.
He quoted Karl Marx as say-
ing, From Each According
to his Ability, to Each Ac-
cording to his Needs, mean-
ing free access to and dis-
tribution of goods, capital,
and services. He said "Man-
agement of PSU SCCL has
been deprived of absolute
control in many aspects, and
government decided wholly.
Unit cost of coal production
in SCCL, being a heavily
loaded labour-oriented or-
ganization, is closely twice
that of a private entity.

SCCL as Hyderabad (Dec-
can) Company Limited was

Writer is seen with former
SCCL CMD and former Coal
India Chairman 5 Narsing Rao

SCCL continued its losses and operational problems, till Nara
Chandrababu Naidu became the Chief Minister. As he was playing
key and ‘Kingmaker Role’ in national politics when Deve Gowda,
Gujral and Vajpayee were Prime Ministers, he successfully man-
aged to get the loans rescheduled. For the first time, first of its
kind significant reforms were introduced by Chandrababu Naidu.
‘Concept of One Single Union,” a major contribution to the com-
pany, was implemented in SCCL, followed by holding first elec-
tions in 1997. Parallelly as part of administrative process, emolu-
ments of employees were directly credited into their accounts to
infuse discipline among workers. Industrial culture thus ensued

listed on ‘London Stock
Exchange’ during the Brit-
ish Rule until 1923. In 1945,
the Hyderabad government
nationalised it, acquired
controlling interest, and re-
named it as SCCL. Mir Os-
man Ali Khan, the Nizam
VII, purchased shares and
his government evinced
keen interest in coal mining.
The takeover marked the
first step towards formalising
and expanding operations
under a single administrative
framework. Despite nation-
alisation, two-three hundred
shareholders still exist, who

infrequently attend meet-
ings, said Narsing Rao.
Originally in the initial
days, revealed Narsing Rao
that, coal requirement was
largely for use in Railway
engines and for industrial
purposes. Later, the need
expanded to efficiently ex-
plore, mine, and supply coal,
to adequately meet demands
for thermal electricity gen-
eration. In addition, steel,
cement industries, and vari-
ous manufacturing sectors
also depended on coal as raw
material. After Independ-
ence, during the 1950s when

SCCL was in deep financial
crisis, the Government of
India supported by extend-
ing timely loans, but SCCL
could not repay. As a result,
it was converted into equity,
with Telangana (erstwhile
AP) holding 51% equity and
Government of India hold-
ing 49%. By 1960, it became
a ‘Joint Venture, facilitat-
ing comparatively better
resource allocation and stra-
tegic planning. However, dif-
ficulties continued to haunt
due to less demand for coal
and price fixation by Gov-
ernment of India.

When Jalagam Vengal Rao
was the Chief Minister, he
helped company’s expansion
in Khammam district and
facilitated liberal sanctions.
That was a bit of solace.
When Kotla Vijaya Bhaskar
Reddy was Chief Minister
in 1992-94, there was a near
threat of closure of SCCL,
and the proposal was pro-
cessed and referred to BFIR
(Board for Industrial and
Financial Reconstruction).
With Kotla’s timely interven-
tion and his goodwill with
PV Narasimha Rao govern-
ment, it was deferred. A Val-
liappan, the CMD at about
the same time, played a great
supporting role in CM’s ini-
tiatives.

SCCL continued its losses
and operational problems,
till  Nara  Chandrababu
Naidu became the Chief
Minister. As he was playing
key and ‘Kingmaker Role’
in national politics when
Devegowda, Gujral and Vaj-
payee were Prime Ministers,
he successfully managed to
get the loans rescheduled.
For the first time, first of
its kind significant reforms
were introduced by Chan-
drababu Naidu. ‘Concept of
One Single Union, a major
contribution to the com-
pany, was implemented in
SCCL, followed by holding
first elections in 1997. Par-
allelly as part of administra-
tive process, emoluments
of employees were directly
credited into their accounts
to infuse discipline among
workers. Industrial culture
thus ensued.

This transformation saw
the end of unhealthy prac-
tice of going on ‘More strikes
than the number of daysin a
Year’ in SCCL. Narsing Rao
commented on this and said

that it was the dawn of im-
portant “industrial relations
and union-management
healthy relations! Subse-
quently around that time,
‘Concept of Administered
Price’ decided by Govern-
ment of India, was disman-
tled and SCCL was given
freedom to determine its
own coal price. With the ad-
vent of more thermal power
plants, the demand for coal
by late 1990 increased sub-
stantially.

In early 2000s, during
Chandrababu tenure, from
out of modest profits, em-
ployees were awarded share
in profits, apart from usual
bonus, the first of its kind
then in SCCL and not even
till today in any other coal
company! Revealing this,
Narsing Rao said that, un-
fortunately, from a ‘Stage of
Reasonable Profits and Rea-
sonable Share to Employees
in Profits’ political interfer-
ence over a period led to the
indiscipline of ‘Hype through
Elevated Profits’ leading to
undesired results!!! Despite
pressures, some of the CMDs
demonstrated independence
in management, and had the
courage and guts to differ
with the Chief Ministers of
their time, said Narsing Rao,
preferring not to disclose
their names.

In conclusion, touching
rather subtly on the rel-
evance of current contro-
versy, Narsing Rao quipped,
“every political party is try-
ing to take advantage” He
recapped earlier instances of
talk of allocation and auction
of coal mines. For instance,
during his time, when the
Union government proposed
to take over a few mines, he
cleverly recommended un-
viable mines which could

‘Blame Game’ on SCCL "'much ado about nothing'

never be auctioned. Since
2016 till now, despite auc-
tioning mines (Like Pina-
gadapa, Parukula Chelaka),
as expected, there were no
takers!!! Even if someone ad-
ventures now, when auction
takes place, he or she will be
surrounded with enormous
problems like land acqui-
sition, LTR-related issues,
forest diversion or permis-
sion, exorbitant cost of pro-
duction, not so good quality
coal, huge capital investment
etc.

Evolution of SCCL into
‘Open-Cast Mining' util-
ity from “Traditional Under-
ground Mining Operations,
utilising manual labor and
rudimentary tools, itself, is a
‘Grand Success Story thanks
to significant leadership of
some CMDs and CMs who
made a ‘Huge Difference’
in elevating SCCL to higher
levels, and new heights.

Narsing Rao commended
the significant expansion
during BN Raman, in-
creased Production during
GP Rao, and First Time Re-
forms during APVN Sharma
tenures etc. specifically.
Narsing Rao revealed that,
during his six years tenure,
for the first time in 2007, in
the ‘History of SCCL there
were no strikes' that enabled
substantial increase in pro-
duction. During his tenure,
he recalled that, once after
7-8 days strike, employ-
ees without any agreement
called off strike, an ample
proof of lessening ‘Bargain-
ing Power of Trade Unions’
not to speak of Tmproved
Industrial Relations.

Is ‘Blame Game' of INS,
BJP and BRS leaders on Sin-
gareni Collieries Justified?
Is this a necessary evil or
‘Much Ado About Nothing'?

Jessica CORBETT

S Americans endure extreme

heat and wildfires exacer-
bated by fossil fuel-driven climate
change, an analysis revealed Tues-
day that rising seas threaten infra-
structure critical for millions of
people in hundreds of US. com-
munities.

The Union of Concerned Scien-
tists (UCS) report notes that "the
nearly 90 million people living in
U.S. coastal communities depend
on an array of critical infrastruc-
ture," which the group defined as
"assets and facilities that provide
functions necessary to sustain dai-
ly life," including "schools, hospi-
tals, public and affordable housing,
energy infrastructure, and waste-
water treatment plants.”

"We also include known sites
of industrial contamination that,
if they were to flood, could ex-
pose people to toxic or hazard-
ous pollutants,” UCS explained.
"The resulting list of critical in-
frastructure analyzed here is in
some Instances more expansive
than the types included in the U.S.
government's definition but does
not include all the types that are
likely of concern to individual
communities.”

Kristina Dahl, the report's lead
author and a principal climate
scientist at UCS, pointed out in a
statement that "if these facilities
are flooded even just once, it can
be incredibly disruptive or even
paralyzing to daily life."

"Communities don't have long
to prepare before their vital coastal
assets are routinely under threat
from climate change-caused flood-
ing," she said. "Our analysis shows
that by 2030, the amount of criti-
cal infrastructure at risk of repeat
flooding along U.S. coastlinesis ex-
pected to grow by 20% compared
to 2020 conditions."

The group analyzed three sce-
narios for the rest of this centu-
ry—seas rising by 1.6 feet, 3.2 feet,
and 6.5 feet—and also found that
"between now and 2050, climate
change-driven sea-level rise will
expose more than 1,600 critical
infrastructure assets coastwide to
disruptive flooding at least twice
per year."

That's "a near doubling from
2020 exposure and a 53% increase
relative to 2030 exposure,” the re-
port states. "Of those assets, nearly
1,100 are expected to flood month-
ly, on average, in this time frame."

The states facing the highest

The states facing the highest threats
of disruptive flooding are Louisiana,
New Jersey, Florida, Maryland, and
California. Already, some insurance
companies are bailing on coastal
communities due to the rising disaster
risk. The new publication says that
"future flooding particularly threatens
public and affordable housing”

threats of disruptive flooding are
Louisiana, New Jersey, Florida,
Maryland, and California. Al-
ready, some insurance companies
are bailing on coastal communi-
ties due to the rising disaster risk.
The new publication says that "fu-
ture flooding particularly threatens
public and affordable housing."

Erika Spanger, a report co-au-
thor and director of strategic cli-
mate analytics at UCS, noted that
"even if their homes stay dry, dis-
ruptive flooding of vital infrastruc-
ture could leave people essentially
stranded within their communities
or enduring intolerable and even
unlivable conditions."

The document highlights that
"this burden is borne inequitably:
More than half the infrastructure
at risk by 2050 is in communities at
a disadvantage based on historical
and ongoing racism, discrimina-
tion, and pollution.”

"The amount of infrastructure in
jeopardy late this century will de-
pend heavily on countries’ choices
about global heat-trapping emis-
sions,” the publication stresses.
"Policymakers and public and pri-
vate decision-makers must take

immediate, science-based steps to
safeguard critical infrastructure
and achieve true, long-term coastal
resilience.”

The report includes sections for
six specific recommendations: Use
science and innovation to plan for
near- and long-term risks; Scale
up public and private sector fund-
ing for infrastructure resilience;
Reduce historical inequities and
prevent future harms; Protect af-
fordable housing; open just path-
ways to retreat; Start informed,
flexible, adaptive planning now for
later-century potential outcomes;
and Cut heat-trapping emissions
to limit the pace and magnitude of
sea-level rise.

"There is a narrow window of
time for federal, state, and local
policymakers to provide fund-
ing and resources and for local
decision-makers to use this back-
ing to implement changes in their
communities in preparation for an
inevitable increase of regular dis-
ruptive flooding,” the document
warns., '[nvestments in resilience,
equitably shared, can help build a
safer, fairer future for all.”

(https://www.commondreams.org/)

. the beginning.

EmMmaA SHORTIS

HERE are no parallels for
the first debate of the 2024
US presidential election cycle.

. From the moment Joe Biden
. walked across the stage, stiff-

backed and straight-armed,

. disaster unfolded for the sitting

president.
The bar Biden had to clear as
he squared off against former

| president Donald Trump was
. always unfairly high. The elec-
. tion had already been framed
- as one largely about age, rather

than, as Biden himself has ar-

- gued, an existential Aght for
. American democracy.

The debate was no different.
Trump, supportive right-wing
media and even much of the

. mainstream coverage focused

overwhelmingly on Biden’s
ability to just get through the
90 minutes coherently and
strongly.

A generous interpretation

. - and one Biden supporters
- will no doubt push - is that he

did get through it. Some have
been saying that he did so with
a cold.

But that messaging is unlike-

- ly to be successful.

From the moment the presi-

. dent coughed and gasped his

way through his first answer,
he likely confirmed the worst

. fears of even his staunchest

. supporters that he is simply too
. old to run again.

It is very diflicult to see how

Biden recovers from here.

Lack of fact-checking
The current president strug-
gled to find his feet from

One of the first questions
from the CNN moderators fo-

cused on reproductive rights, a

i subject that should have been a

clear winner for Biden.
Both his campaign and his
administration have made this

. issue a big focus of the 2024

election since the Supreme

i Court overturned Roe v Wade

two years ago. That decision
was a clear mobiliser for vot-
ers in the 2022 midterm elec-
tions, in which Democrats per-

. formed much better than many
| analysts had expected.

Today, one in three Ameri-
can women live under total
abortion bans. Democrats

. have been working hard to

lay the blame for that squarely

. with Trump, who had repeat-
. edly bragged about his role in

about the dire state of US politics

—u

Biden’s performance meant the
actual policy substance of the
debate, alongside the real stakes
of this election, will be completely
overshadowed. But the blame for that
does not lie entirely at Biden’s feet.
Also, shockingly, it was not until half
an hour into the debate — once Biden

had already lost —

that the January

6 insurrection at the US Capitol
and Trump’s threats to American
democracy were raised

upending reproductive rights
in America.

After Trump told egregious
lies about late-term and even
“after birth” abortions during
the debate, however, Biden
stumbled in his response, fail-
ing to land on a clear message.

From there, Trump knew he
had him.

Biden’s performance meant
the actual policy substance of
the debate, alongside the real
stakes of this election, will be
completely overshadowed. But
the blame for that does not lie
entirely at Biden’s feet.

The format of the debate saw
the two CNN moderators reel
off thematic questions one after
the other without fact-check-
ing the responses, or in some
(but not all) cases, pushing the
candidates to respond directly
to the questions.

Shockingly, it was not until
half an hour into the debate -
once Biden had already lost -
that the January 6 insurrection
at the US Capitol and Trump’s

threats to American democ-
racy were raised.

The choice not to fact-check
the candidates — and not to pri-
oritise democracy as a central
issue for the election — had the
effect of placing the January 6
insurrection and Trump’s au-
thoritarian tendencies on equal
footing with the two men’s golf
handicaps (which came up lat-
er in the debate).

That was a disaster for
Biden’s attempts to frame this
election on his terms. More
importantly, it's a potential dis-
aster for American democracy.

Trump’s lies about the insur-
rection — such as his suggestion
it was a false flag operation or
that House Speaker Nancy
Pelosi was somehow to blame —
were allowed to stand because
neither the moderators nor
Biden were able to effectively
push back.

Trump was also allowed to
say he will only accept the re-
sults of the election in Novem-
ber if it suits him, without be-

ing challenged directly by the
moderators.

What does the debate mean?

A significant portion of the
debate focused on the world
beyond American shores, mak-
ing clear how much this elec-
tion matters globally.

As in domestic issues, the
two candidates stand far apart
in their policy positions on
issues from climate action
to Ukraine. Questions about
Biden’s ceasefire plan for Gaza,
for example, brought forth one
of the more astounding mo-
ments in an already astound-
ing debate — Trump suggested
that Biden had “become like a
Palestinian”, but a “bad” one.

At one point, attempting
to recover and get ahead of
Trump, Biden pushed back on
what he sees as Trump’s over-
whelming negativity about his
own country,

The United States is, Biden
said, the "most admired coun-
try in the history of the world”.
Like the rest of the debate,
the assertion wasnt fact
checked, either.

And after this showing, it’s
very hard to argue that it is
true. Bidens reputation, too,
has likely taken a disastrous hit.
His poor performance already
has Democrats scrambling.

Former Obama administra-
tion official Julian Castro, for
example, posted on X (former-
ly Twitter):

Biden had a very low bar go-
ing into the debate and failed
to clear even that bar. He
seemed unprepared, lost, and
not strong enough to parry ef-
fectively with Trump, who lies
constantly.

Other Democrats have al-
ready begun discussing wheth-
er Biden needs to drop out of
the race. An open convention
would be an enormous, and
surprising, risk for the Demo-
cratic Party to take.

But the pressure on Biden's
candidacy will now be im-
mense. And whether he can
turn it around is much less
clear now than it was before
the debate.

There are no real parallels for
what unfolded in Atlanta to-
day. And there are likely none
for what comes next.

(Courtesy: hittps://thecon-
versation.com/; the writer is

Adjunct Senior Fellow, School

of Global, Urban and Social
Studies, RMIT University)
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“Disease is an

experience of a
so-called mortal mind.

It is fear made
manifest on the body”
— Mary Baker Eddy

hether indulging in
gourmet cuisine for
your pets, celebrating
their birthdays,
pampering them
with grooming sessions or
participating in fun activities, there’s
something to enrich every
experience during a vacation with
furry members. There are a range of
pet-friendly hotels and resorts that
are more than happy to welcome you
and your loyal companion.
From luxury resorts to cozy retreats,
these properties ensure complete
comfort and are a haven both for you
and your four-legged buddy.

COMFORT MEETS LUXURY AT
PRESIDENT, MUMBALI - IHCL
SELEQIONS

ooking to celebrate your pet’s
Lbirthday? Go for a Pawcation at

President, Mumbai - IHCL
SeleQions.
“We have curated a well thought out
pet-friendly vacation concept known
as Pawcations,” says Afzal Khan,
General Manager. “We understand
that pets are cherished members of
the family, and we strive to create a
comfortable and enriching
environment for them during their
stay. Hence we provide pet-friendly
amenities like plush pet beds and
bedding, engaging toys, and a
gourmet pet menu crafted by our
culinary experts”
Embracing a pet-friendly policy, the
hotel team makes sure the guests’
comfort is enhanced by offering the
services of on-call pet caretakers, as
per specific requirements. Moreover,
if there is any health related issue,
there is a specialist veterinarian on
call. Not to forget pet grooming
services with prior appointments,
exclusive pet toiletries, and
designated pet-friendly zones.
“We not only organize elaborate
party with delightful high tea and
fun outdoor activities for furry
birthday boys and girls but also
make sure the service is professional
with warmth and care. Our team
undergoes regular comprehensive
training programs to understand
animal behavior, hygiene protocols,
and proper handling procedures. We
also invite external pet trainers and
behaviorists to train our staff
regularly, ensuring they are well-
equipped to interact with pets and
provide top-notch service. Hence, we
take great pride in being a pet-
friendly destination,” concludes
Khan with a smile.

PAMPERING PETS AT ‘OUR
NATIVE VILLAGE ECO RESORT’,
BENGALURU

t ‘Our Native Village Eco
AResort,’ nestled in the serene

village of Hesaraghatta, guests
can indulge in a memorable vacay
with the joy of bonding with their
beloved pets amidst nature’s
embrace.

“Whether exploring our sprawling
grounds or immersing yourself in
our cultural experiences, every
moment promises a harmonious
blend of luxury, responsible tourism
and eco-conscious living, adhering
to our pet-friendly policy;” tells
Antharaj A, The Operations
Manager.

He adds, “We get repeat guests who
have enjoyed their staycation in
seamless harmony with their furry
companions. As a proud pet-friendly
establishment, the retreat provides
essential amenities, including a
variety of dog foods, water bowls,
leashes, floor mats, and cozy
blankets. The sprawling grounds
offer ample space for pets to roam
freely amidst lush lawns and village
paths, perfect for leisurely strolls and
bonding moments.”

Designed with meticulous care, the
dedicated pet bathing area combines
comfort with rustic charm, ensuring
a refreshing bath experience for
furry companions. Specially
prepared food ensures pets receive
nutritious meals, supporting the
commitment to sustainability by
minimizing environmental impact.
“Complete with all necessary
amenities, the resort’s natural charm

| Indulge |
i them truly special, writes SHARMILA CHAND

reflects our dedication to pampering
pets just as we do for our human
guests. While the guests rediscover
childhood joys playing village games
like gilli danda and kite flying, their
pets act as best cheerleaders!”
Antharaj says with a smile.

DISCOVER PET-FRIENDLY
RETREAT AT MYSA ZINC
JOURNEY BY THE FERN

et parents looking to take a
Pbreak and hit the road with

their fur babies, look no further
than MYSA Zinc Journey by The
Fern, a premier resort located in
Nani Devati, Gujarat. Renowned for
its serene ambiance and top-notch
amenities, this resort stands out as a
haven for pet lovers, offering an
exceptional blend of comfort, luxury,
and pet-friendly hospitality.
Naveen Vaishnav, Squad Champion
at the Resort says, “Committed to
pampering four legged guests, at
MYSA Zinc Journey by The Fern,
pets are warmly welcomed and
cherished. Furthermore, the property
offers a range of facilities, making
this resort the ideal choice for
travellers with pets. The resort offers
24 elegantly designed rooms and
villas, each providing ample space
for you and your pets to relax.”
Spread across 9 acres within the
scenic Glade One Golf Resort, the
resort features beautifully landscaped
gardens and open spaces perfect for
the four legged to explore and enjoy.
For a leisurely stroll or a brisk walk,
the serene pathways and green
expanses offer a perfect retreat for
pets and their owners.
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“At the resort we offer dedicated
services and facilities that include
comfortable bedding and special
dietary options for your furry
friends. Our chefs cook as per pets’
liking and specifications, we don’t
have printed menus as we believe in
curating for them. While your pets
enjoy the outdoors, you can indulge
in a variety of resort activities. From
the challenging 9-hole Gary Player-
designed golf course to rejuvenating
spa treatments and a sparkling
swimming pool, here is the unique
blend of luxury and pet-friendly
hospitality. Located just a short drive
from Ahmedabad, this resort
provides a tranquil retreat where you
and your pets can relax and
rejuvenate,” adds Vaishnav.

BONDING IN A NURTURING
ENVIRONMENT

estled amidst the serene
Nlandscapes of Taj Fort Aguada

Resort & Spa, Taj Holiday
Village Resort & Spa and The Yellow
House, lies a haven not just for
humans but also for their beloved
furry companions. Embracing the
bond between pets and their owners,
we proudly declare ourselves a pet-
friendly resort, where wagging tails
and happy barks are as much a part
of the atmosphere as the rustling of
leaves and gentle lapping of waves.
“As the pet’s comfort is paramount,
we provide cozy & comfortable
beddings to ensure their good night’s
sleep. Offering a range of soothing
amenities such as gentle shampoo,
conditioner, and nourishing paw and
nose butter - these products are
carefully chosen to keep your pet
looking and feeling their best
throughout their stay. Beyond
physical comfort, we cultivate a
nurturing environment where every
aspect of your pet’s experience is
thoughtfully considered. Our
dedicated staff is trained to provide
attentive care and ensure that all pets
receive personalized attention and
affection, says Sanchita Banerjee
Rodrigues, MarCom for North Goa
Resorts.
Fitness is of utmost importance.
Whether it’s a leisurely morning walk
or an evening romp under the setting
sun, the scenic surroundings provide
the perfect backdrop for the pets to
stay active and happy.
“Understanding that pets thrive
when they can engage in physical
activities, we offer a variety of
opportunities for them to stay active
and happy amidst our scenic
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Wit our pets and make a holiday with

surroundings. Whether it’s a leisurely
morning walk along our lush trails
or an energetic romp during the
enchanting sunset hours, every
moment outdoors is tailored to keep
pets healthy and stimulated.
Providing designated areas where
they can engage in interactive play
and socialize with other furry
companions under the watchful eye
of our attentive staff. These
supervised activities not only keep
pets physically fit but also mentally
stimulated, ensuring a well-rounded
experience during their stay”
When it comes to pets’ dining, Chef
Nishant Diwakar Executive Sous
Chef of Taj Fort Aguada being a pet
parent himself takes keen interest in
designing and planning of the pet
menus of Taj North Goa Resorts. He
firmly believes as important a
balanced diet is to us humans, our
furry friends require the same
amount of attention. We provide
specially curated menu for them to
get the perfect amount of nutrient &
a tasty treat. From dishes made with
bacon & chicken bones to drool over
to waffles made of yoghurt, banana
& pumpkin. The team goes beyond
basic sustenance to provide culinary
experiences that enhance their stay
and contribute to their overall
enjoyment.

A PERFECT GETAWAY WITH
PETS!
At Bengaluru Marriott Hotel
Whitefield, there are special pet
fiestas and brunches that create
memorable moments for pets and
owners alike. For long-staying guests,
there is a unique touch of
companionship-a small fish in a pot
to keep them company. “At our hotel,
we pride ourselves on providing an
immersive experience with cozy
beds, engaging toys, and
meticulously sanitized play areas,
creating a haven for our four-legged -
guests,” tells Anjali Naik, Director of

Sales and Marketing. TR
She adds, “Pets have access tb
dining outlets and lush lawns
they can relax and play freely. Our
exclusive pet menu offers health-
centric, salt-free options for their
dining pleasure. Ou ]

creating a pet-frien

goes beyond mere accommc
offering a truly immersive ai
delightful experience for both you
and your beloved companion”
—Sharmila Chand is an author and
independent journalist who writes on
Travel, Food and Lifestyle
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It is important to note that Neerada is as much a Nature poet as she is a people’s poet,
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says SWATI PAL

ow many of us have had to
be admonished for things
not being aligned? The
books in our book case in
the days when books were
bought and read? The clothes in our
cupboard? The shoes in the closet? How
many of us were ticked off at school
perhaps for the tie being askew or the
pair of socks not climbing up at the
same place on each leg? Or the writing
in our notebooks being asymmetrical?
For the better part of my childhood and
those of my friends, there was a
constant, relentless push and shove
towards alignment and well, we
certainly rebelled at it as young people!
A part of me still does and thus when I
chance upon a poppy flower for
example, in a neat bed of
chrysanthemums in the college gardens,
I cannot deny that my heart lights up
with joy at this break in the order of
things!
So when I was invited to read and speak
on this utterly delightful collection of
poems called ‘Alignment’ by Neerada
Suresh, I cannot deny that my interest
was instantly piqued by the title and I
immediately read the title poem. Rohan
Kaul’'s home and his partner, Promilla
simply came alive by the word picture
painted by Neerada Suresh in her rib
tickling comparisons between the state
of the house in the absence and
presence of Rohan. There is a certain
glee in the air when Rohan is away as
things lie unaligned and unfettered; the
same things, to quote,
But when Rohan Kaul is in,
Newspapers stand stacked,
Compressed, breathing in.
Shoes align themselves
Awed, open mouthed.
Paintings, curtains, Cushions, sofas
All tell a tamed tale.
The fact is that while alignment is not
only, politically speaking an important
credo that nations strive for and while it
may have its merits, alignment can often
come at great cost. It may be the cost of
freedom, it may be about being ‘tamed’
as Neerada put it; it may leave us in
gaping fear and thus ‘open mouthed.
The hope perhaps lies in Promilla who,
as the poem ends with
defies
A certain kind of alignment.
Don't let the light and bubbling
language deceive you, this poem has far
greater implications if we read it closely
and it is this deceptive mirth that the

poem has which makes the poem, like
many others by her, such a joy to read.
Neerada is a grounded soul. Her poems
reflect that and she makes poetry out of
the ordinary quirky eccentricities and
foibles that fill all of our lives. A poem
that really clicked with me is Of Lists. It
has that elegant humour that seems to
be a characteristic trait of Neerada’s, the
wonderful ability to laugh at one€’s self. It
begins with the declaration

I am one

For lists.

And then, with great good humour she
narrates how fishing out her list from
her bag full of things makes the list
redundant as she involuntarily lists from
memory and then she swears,

Under my breath

Now to list down

A set of instructions

How not to forget

Getting across

The list you make.

I cannot recall the uncountable times
that I have had to strip my entire bag to
find a list and then found it much later.
It is such a relatable experience and that
is what endears the reader to Neerada’s
poetry, the sheer relatability of the
experiences.

Life and the times as we live them are
the focus of Neerada’s poetry. We talk
for example about how communication
between people now is held ransom by
the cell phone. Neerada converts our
trite conversations into a poem which
she entitles, The New Normal.

New normal is

Sitting side by side

On a sofa

With no eye contact

Chatting of this and that

These are the first few lines and the
poem ends with the sad fact that the
new normal is:

And at all times

Not facing each other

But thumb twitching

On the mobile through

Inane vicarious clips

Of far and near ones

And total strangers

Never once glancing

Directly or even sideways

Smiling at each other.

Modes of communication or rather the
language of communication comes up
again in another poem called Version
3.0 where the poet talks about her
journey from the deep south up north
‘travelling light with nothing/more than
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Neerada Skresh

a bilingual tongue’ Subtlely yet strongly
commenting upon the Rashtrabhasha
issue, she says,

At the workplace, monolingual, mute
Biding time mastering a language
National though notional,

Opening floodgates of ecstasy mouthing
My own tongue, my mother tongue,

At regional gatherings.

This is such striking comment upon the
way in which so much in our
relationships with people , so much of
our identity, so many of our needs, are
determined by the fluency with which
we speak different languages. But are we
accepted because we speak the required
language or do we remain strangers
divided by our regional differences, not
explicitly stated but always there? Do
we, in turn, become one with the region
of our profession or adoption or do we
still dream of lands we associate most
with the tongue that comes easiest and
naturally to us, our mother tongue?
These are questions to think about.
Neerada makes you think.

She makes you laugh and cry as well,
sometimes together. One such poem is
When my brother fell sick in which the
poet describes her brother who was
bedridden after a botched up eye
surgery. She writes about his courage,
He still smiles as always.

Not once did he

Lament this plight, foul mouth

The surgeon or contemplate

Suing. Resigned at once

To a possible, partial vision

In his bad eye, pacified

His wife, my raging sisier in law.

His expressive eyes

Now inscrutable

Behind the dark glasses.

But his smile had the same texture and
tinge

Of the smile he sported

When Mother died

And he lingered by her one last time.
The poem is such a beautiful reminder
that warriors are not found only on the
battlefield; there are many who soldier
on heroically confronted by the
vicissitudes of life. The brother you read
about will surely capture your heart and
become your hero.

One of the characteristics of Neerada’s
poems in ‘Alignment’ is that there is a
lot said through implication which is
sometimes sensuous and can get your
heart beating a bit faster. For example,
in the poem Delete, the poet writes
about

Your unsolicited

Picture on FB

And she goes on to say,

The familiar contours

Of your face

Traced out a trillion times

Through summer and winter

Stood out embossed

On my finger tips.

The best option now

For the photo shopped version,

Press delete

To wipe out that sting

Of dormant memories

Off my fingertips.

This is a brilliant use of synesthetic
imagery and one can literally feel the
tingling in the tips of one’s fingers.

A poem that ends with a delightful twist
is Chrysnathemums where the unnamed
‘he’ always came when the
chrysanthemums bloomed and he
always asked if they were dahlias or
marigolds, and the poet says

Too polite to correct

Shed smile- a wide smile

Her lashes lowered and

The chyrsanthemums paled

Into insignificance.

The evening

Stretched to its elastic limits

Catapulted into night.

What she didn’t know was

That he had always known

They were chrysanthemums.

There is the sweetness of romance in
these lines that is unmistakable and so
appealing ; one can almost imagine the
whole scene played out in one’s head.
Tea 1 carries the same fragrance of
romance very delicately framed, implied
through such lines as

While I made tea

On a rusty stove

He stood watching

Leaning by the door

Aand then said,

I like the cut of your dress

As though it were a cue

To turn the stive on to sim

And let the simmering within

Come to a boil.

Coming back to the pictorial quality of
the poems, a reason why many of the
poems in fact can be almost
dramatically played out in the
imagination is the kind of detailing that
Neerada works into her poems. Take the
poem Of Haystacks. This entire poem is
literally painted with an eye for the
minutest of details and it reads

The cotton tree stood

In its slender trunk

With its bursting pods

Of parachuting blobs

As the turbaned, earth hued

Cart man, cushioned

On bales and bales

Of golden yellow straw

Came swaying, swinging

Whistling to the orchestra of

The hoof clicking clap dance

Of the ambling bullocks.

Colour, sound, movement all seemed
fused almost like a motion picture being
played out on the printed page. And of
course the symbolism, the
personification is discernible, as is the
use of alliteration in the swaying
swinging, cart cushioned, clicking clap.
This lends a wonderful rhythmic
motion to the scene and has been really
cleverly used.

Again, in The Breadfruit Tree, the poet
describes the tree,

We didn’t make much

Of the breadfruit tree

That stood sentry like

By the boundary wall

Spilling its bickering spread

Over the neighbour’s roof

Dropping yellow leaves

Plopping crow eaten messy fruits

Like I said, the tree, pretty much like the
haystacks in the previous poem, comes
to life in the mind’s eye.

If brevity is the soul of wit, Neerada
really aces it in her short poems, two of
which are Absence and Sorrows.
Absence,

Distance

Were surefire

Terminators

Of whatever was

Between us

I thought,

But they

Like rings in trees

Add girth, depth

Linking the past

With the present,

Casting shadows

Of decay

Into the future

Direct and simple, the simile is so apt
and new- the rings on the trees and the
passage of time . It’s important to note
that Neerada is as much a Nature poet
as she is a people’s poet. In Sorrows she
says,

Sorrows

Like a newborn

Arranged itself

In my arms

Purring in content

As if to say

Never let me go

For the reward

Of great truths

To be reaped

And revealed

In the future.

Those who carry their sorrows with
them will feel that the poem is made for
them. But that’s the magic of Neerada’s
pen, she will make her readers feel that
the people, places, thoughts and
experiences are theirs that she writes
about.

Read her, you will feel at home.

— Swati Pal, Professor and Principal,
Janki Devi Memorial College, University
of Delhi, has been a Charles Wallace;
John McGrath Theatre Studies and
Fulbright Nehru fellowship, scholar. She
has published on theatre, creative and
academic writing, education and
translates from Hindi to English. In
Absentia is a collection of her poems

Journey to an expanded self awareness

The book opens in the present-day scenario, where a rather unsure Loveena of mid-thirties is boarding a train to Pathankot.
Her already raw senses are over burdened by the onslaught of experience of a train station environment.
Yet her insecurities are deep seated in her psyche and are result of the generational trauma she endured during her growing up years
by the hands of her equally tormented mother Neena, reviews DEEPAK KUMAR JHA

he
(“Dreamcatcher”)
is the story of
Loveena, the
protagonist of the
book who is a sensitive soul.
It beautifully narrates the
journey through her trials
and tribulations, her
realisations, her pains and
her metamorphosis and an
ultimate ‘coming of age’
which leaves her in a state of
expanded awareness of self
as well as her surroundings
and people there in.
Author Monika has
orchestrated her sound
knowledge of literature,
language and the subject &
object to bring on paper the
story of a child Loveena, till
she finds solace passing
through life’s labyrinth,
unfortunately all nurtured in
close walls of her family.
The just published book
revolves around Loveena’s
mother Neena who attained
motherhood through
Loveena after a long wait of
ten years. Neena’s intensity

thus shifted to being extra
protective about her
daughter from the
negativities of the world.
Having brought up in a
rather affluent and rich
family, she desires nothing
less for her daughter. And
even though Loveena had
both her parents-Neena and
her father Dev, it was her
mother and mother’s stories
which were to carve her life
and make her the person
that she would become. And
the story’s trajectory thus
turns to Loveena’s mother
Neena’s life.

Neena’s husband Dev was a
victim of his own sense of
helplessness for his lack of
understanding the business
of Neena’s father and
inability to take it up for
posterity, even though he
was the sole son-in-law the
family had.

His job as an assistant
professor of history in the
university projected him as
most suitable boy for Neena,
when a friend of Neena’s

DREAMCATCHER !‘{
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father told him about Dev

and his docile nature. Quite ‘

obviously Neena’s father
believed it to be the
significant trait suitable for
her pampered daughter.

As Neena entered Dev’s life
and his house after her
wedding, it was bustling
with Dev’s family. Neena

was immediately ‘

overwhelmed by the sheer
number

DREAMCATCHER

of people and was unable to
adjust to this new
environment which was
totally unlike her solitary
and exclusive upbringing in

Author: an affluent household.
. . Sensing Neena’s hesitation
Mo_nlka Smgla and reservations, Dev’s
Publisher: ISPCK  family too accepted her into
Price: 7295 their family but without

completely absorbing her
into their lives. So, even
though

Neena was married into
Dev’s family she could never
truly become a part of it.
Dev’s detachment or lack of
desire to correct this
situation further acerbated
the relationships. Troubled
relations with in-laws, Dev’s
indifference clubbed with an
anguishing wait of ten years
to attain motherhood
further fed Neena’s sense of
mistrust and suspicions and
her belief that the world was
a dangerously bad place.
Loveena who was born as a
happy child with a calm,
pleasing, innocent
disposition was always eager
to embrace everybody, never
earned approval for her
behaviour from her mother.
Neena always dismissed
these traits as incompatible
with the ways of world.
Thus, growing up, Loveena’s
world protected by her
mother, remained confined
within the four walls of the
palatial house with the
house help Babli as a
constant companion who

too gets married leaving
behind a void in Loveena’s
life.

Finally, Loveena finds her
suitor in Sanand and her
engagement to him was
greeted as the most welcome
news by everyone later on
which did not worked due to
triggers of Neena’s fears. For
Loveena this incident proved
to be the one which
augmented her belief in
Neena’s words that world is a
bad place.

Her father Dev too gone
followed by passing of
Neena. Loveena finally
married, not to start a family
but only to drown the
haunting hollowness of her
soul into joys and laughter.
Vikram was a colleague of
Loveena and the only thing
she knew about him was
that he was a divorcee with
two grown up kids. Soon
this too developed a marital
conflict.

Unable to handle this
situation any longer Loveena
decides that she needs to get

respite from her choppy life
that and decides to leave the
house and Vikram.

She goes looking for solitude
in a place away from the
chaos of the city, away from
the prodding eyes of the
society.

Her life’s journey takes a
new turn as she arrives at
Pathankot where she
embarks upon a spiritualistic
journey. Armed with the
strength of her soul and her
renewed faith in life and self
and the world in general,
Loveena finally finds herself
ready to go back to place
from where she herself had
once run away from all her
life challenges a long time
back. Her tumultuous
relationship with Vikram’s
place was when she had
shunned everything to cross
over into next phase of her
life. She was now ready to go
meet Vikram as a new
person. But this time she
isn’t running away. This time
she is running towards
meeting life head-on.
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Kolkata, Bengalis the world
over, and Tangra, share a
very special culinary
heritage and culture, going
far back in history.
SHOBORI GANGULI got to
relive the bond at the
Westin Gurgaon recently

nine day culinary pop up aptly called
Tales of Tangra which promised an
“explosion of flavours” from Kolkata’s
Chinatown. The event featured a
specially curated menu by Guest Chef
Ho Chi Ming from The Westin Pune
Koregaon Park.

By sheer geography, one can easily
identify the unique Kolkata-Chinese
culinary bond, the two regions in such
close physical proximity, underlining
the very special nature of the food not
be found anywhere else in the world
despite Tangra’s journey as an Oriental
cuisine beyond the frontiers of Bengal.
The menu at Westin was indeed
meticulously planned by the Chef to
capture the essence of this legendary
fusion cuisine, tracing its roots back to
an era long ago when Chinese
immigrants in then Calcutta, blending
their traditions with Indian culture to
script and create
Chinatown’s
culinary

ost people familiar with
the trademark Chinese
cuisine of Kolkata would
know about Tangra. An
erstwhile tannery on the
eastern outskirts of then British
Calcutta, soon to become famous as
the city’s Chinatown, this tiny colony
was populated by Hakka origin
Chinese folk who came to India to
work in the tanneries, their craft and
art soon to become synonymous with
the finest leather accessories in the
subcontinent. The womenfolk worked
home kitchens to supplement meager
household incomes. Today, the
tanneries are all gone but Tangra has
left its signature on a cuisine now
globally known as Hakka Chinese.
Recently, I had the fortune to relive
some childhood memories of
anniversaries and birthdays most often
spent at some restaurant or the other in
Tangra, wolfing down Golden Fried
Prawns, Chicken dimsums, Hakka
noodles, prawns sauted in garlic and
red chillies, the list goes on. The
Westin Gurgaon, New Delhi, hosted a

prowess.
Unfortunately,
none of that history
now remains,
except in the hands
of home and
professional chefs, who
still keep the history of
Chinatown resonating with
contemporary approaches, and of
course, special twists given to recipes
long lost.
While Chef Ho did put up a great show
with his Scallion Crepes, Homestyle
Taro Cakes, Kari Fish Dumplings,
Sweet and Sour Prawns, Four Season
Green Beans, Crispy Chilli Garlic
Potatoes, Tangra style authentic Hakka
noodles, the menu had a huge
vegetarian accent. With the world
turning to vegetarianism each passing
day, this is only understandable. But
one fervently hopes that Hakka
Chinese seafood will always
have its patrons
~ surviving in some
) corner or the other in
~ the world.
Chef Ho’s passion for
Asian cuisine was
apparent in the
innovations he brought to
each dish. His approach,
affability and commitment to
authenticity were truly welcome.
Chef Amit Dash, Multi Property
Executive Chef for The Westin
Gurgaon, New Delhi said, “We are

Disappointing Service Mars Fine Dining Experiences

recently visited The China
Kitchen at Hyatt Regency
New Delhi, renowned for its
exquisite Peking Duck, which
I consider among the best in
the National Capital Region. Some
might argue that Hakkasan in
Mumbai outshines it, but my
personal experiences at Hakkasan
in Abu Dhabi and a pop-up at
Shangri-La Delhi didn’t include
the duck, so I can’t compare.
Nonetheless, my recent dining
experience at The China Kitchen,
despite the superb duck, left me
dissatisfied, primarily due to
subpar service.
The evening began on a sour note
with a lackluster welcome. We
received no warm greetings or

st

excited to host
Chef Ho Chi
Ming and present
Tales of Tangra to our
patrons. This pop-up is a
tribute to the rich cultural tapestry and
culinary excellence of Tangra and a
testament to our commitment to
continue offering our guests diverse
and exceptional dining experiences.
The soups ranged from Manchow,
Assorted Vegetables, Ginger, Cilantro
Broth, Hot and Sour soup, non
vegetarian bits like prawns and
chickens were only add-ons. Personally,
I feel a soup or broth must stew in its
original juices and not be relegated to
add-ons for a vegetable broth. It makes
a critical culinary difference in terms of
taste, texture and aromas.
All in all, it felt good to taste a bit of
Tangra far away from its original
shores of Kolkata right in the heart of
Delhi. Long live Tangra’s signature
Hakka cuisine.

>

CHEF HO CHI MING

PAWAN SONI
ventures to The

table. Even the chef who came to

China Kitchen at
Hyatt Regency,
New Delhi, famed
for its peking
Duck. While the
star dish
impressed, but
the experience is
marred by
inattentive
Services

guidance to our table, and no one
offered us menus or water, despite
the sweltering Delhi summer. The
absence of hospitality was in stark
contrast to the standards one
expects at a 5-star property.

When we ordered our first dish, a
gomai salad, I specifically
requested extra sesame dressing on
the side, a preference I had made
clear to the server. However, the
salad arrived without the extra
dressing and was neither cold nor
flavorful, lacking the acidity and
vibrant tastes I anticipated. The
China Kitchen could learn a thing
or two from China Garden, which
excels at this dish in the city.
Fortunately, the other dishes like
chicken shao mai dumplings,
edamame dim sum, and honey
chilli lotus roots were much better.
Yet, the service remained
mechanical and impersonal. There
were no smiles, no proactive plate
changes, and no clearing of the

carve the duck remained silent,
possibly due to a language barrier,
but a smile would have gone a long
way. The hostess who prepared the
pancake rolls also wore a stony
expression while she stood near
our table for some time preparing
the pancakes.

Despite enjoying most of our meal,
we quickly finished and left,
paying over Rs18,000 (including a
10% service charge) without any
drinks. I contemplated asking for
the service charge to be waived but
refrained, considering how
dependent the staff might be on
these tips.

I was particularly disappointed
when my request for duck salt and
pepper was denied because we had
ordered only half a duck, a
decision that seemed unnecessarily
rigid. A little more flexibility and
hospitality could have made all the
difference, especially when very
few order it. Attentive and friendly

service could have transformed
our dining experience. Even
though the food was largely
enjoyable, the lack of warmth and
attention overshadowed it.

Similar was our experience just a
day prior at Pullman hotel where a
friend hosted his daughter’s

dining restaurant Pluck. Orders
were mixed up, a sparkling wine
cork flew in the air missing the
patrons without any apology from
the server, prawns vanished from
the buffet spread, and orders either
took a lot of time or were

completely missed.

Something has happened to that
smiley and polite star hotel service,
especially after COVID. Fresh
batches are seeing fewer takers,
most experienced staff have either
left the industry or are moving
abroad for better wages and work

conditions. What remains is the
new service levels. Either we will
get used to it or start paying them
the wages they truly deserve to
retain deserving candidates.
— Author is a food critic and founder of
the Big F Awards. He can be reached at
Pawan.Soni@indianfoodfreak.com
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Balancing Act

he intricate dynamics between India, the United

States, and Russia have come into sharp focus with

recent developments highlighting the complexity
of this trilateral relationship. With US Deputy Secretary
of State Kurt Campbell expression of concern over
India’s close ties with Russia potentially affecting the
sharing of high technology, it becomes evident that
India’s foreign policy strategy is under significant scruti-
ny. Simultaneously, Russian Foreign Minister Sergei
Lavrov’s assertion that the US is attempting to pull India
into an anti-China coalition adds another layer to this
geopolitical conundrum. India’s historical ties with Rus-
sia, dating back to the early days of Indian independ-
ence, have been a cornerstone of its foreign policy. This
relationship has been characterised by substantial
cooperation in various sectors, including defence, ener-
gy, and space technology. However, the shifting geopo-
litical landscape, marked by the rise of China and the
deepening US-China rivalry, has placed India in a deli-
cate position. Washington’s concerns are not without
basis. India’s acquisition of Russian military hardware
and its significant imports of Russian crude oil in the
midst of the Ukraine conflict have raised hackles in
Washington. The apprehension that sensitive technolo-
gies shared with India could inadvertently end up in
Russian hands is a genuine strategic concern. Yet, Mr
Campbell's comments also underscore a broader confi-
dence in India's ability to navigate these complex rela-
tionships without compromising its strategic autono-
my. India's membership of the Quadrilateral Security
Dialogue (Quad) alongside the US, Japan, and Australia
is often viewed as a counter-balance to China’s
assertiveness in the Indo-Pacific region. However, New
Delhi has consistently emphasised that the Quad is not a
military alliance but a platform for promoting econom-
ic, technological, and infrastructural cooperation. Mr
Lavrov’s scepticism about the Quad, viewing it as a
potential military and political tool against China,
reflects Russia’s anxiety over losing its strategic partner
to a US-led bloc. India’s approach to its foreign policy
has always been marked by careful balancing. Its refusal
to publicly criticise Russia over the Ukraine invasion
and its significant purchases of Russian oil are indicative
of its desire to maintain a multipolar world order. Simul-
taneously, India’s deepening ties with the US in areas
such as defence, technology, and energy signify its
recognition of the importance of a robust partnership
with Washington in countering regional threats, partic-
ularly from China. The proposition to revive the Rus-
sia-India-China (RIC) trilateral format, despite India's
hesitance due to border tensions with China, points to a
possible avenue for India to maintain its strategic auton-
omy. The RIC grouping, a precursor to the BRICS forum,
could serve as a platform for fostering dialogue and
cooperation on key issues affecting the Eurasian conti-
nent and the global agenda. However, the success of
such an initiative hinges on the resolution of bilateral
issues, particularly the on-going border dispute between
India and China. The challenge for India will be to main-
tain this delicate balance, ensuring its national inter-
ests are safeguarded while contributing to a stable and
multipolar world order.

Far-Right Surge

s France heads into the first round of parliamentary

elections today, the surge of the far-right National

Rally (RN) under Ms Marine Le Pen has captured
global attention. The RN, long a marginal force in French
politics, now stands on the brink of a historic break-
through, potentially securing a majority in the National
Assembly. This development is not just a seismic shift for
France but a moment of reckoning for Europe and
democracies worldwide. The polls indicate that the RN
could secure up to 37 per cent of the vote, a rise that
reflects deep-seated discontent with the current politi-
cal order. The centrist bloc, led by President Emmanuel
Macron, appears to be losing ground, and the left-wing
New Popular Front remains stagnant. This fragmentation
of traditional political forces underscores the growing
polarisation in France. Several factors have contributed to
this surge. Mr Macron’s presidency, marked by pro-bu-
siness reforms and a perceived aloofness from the stru-
ggles of ordinary citizens, has left many feeling alienated.
Issues like the rising cost of living and deteriorating pub-
lic services have created fertile ground for populist rheto-
ric. Ms Le Pen has skilfully capitalised on these griev-
ances, softening the party’s image and broadening its
appeal beyond its traditional base. The implications of an
RN-led government are profound. For France, it would
mean a dramatic shift in domestic and foreign policy.
Despite efforts to moderate its stance, the RN’s core posi-
tions remain deeply Eurosceptic and nationalistic. A gov-
ernment led by the RN could strain France’s relationship
with the European Union, posing a significant challenge
to the bloc’s cohesion at a time when unity is crucial. The
RN'’s fiscal policies also raise concerns about economic
stability, as promises of increased public spending clash
with the need for fiscal responsibility. Moreover, the
potential for political paralysis looms large. Should the RN
fall short of an outright majority, France could face a
hung Parliament. This scenario would lead to a fraught
“cohabitation” between Mr Macron and an emboldened
far-right, creating legislative gridlock and undermining
effective governance. The stakes are high, and the uncer-
tainty is palpable. The rise of the RN is not an isolated
phenomenon. Across Europe and beyond, far-right and
populist movements are gaining traction, fuelled by eco-
nomic anxiety, cultural shifts, and a sense of disenfran-
chisement. This trend poses a direct challenge to the lib-
eral democratic order established after World War II. It
calls into question the effectiveness of mainstream polit-
ical parties in addressing the needs and concerns of con-
stituents. The outcome of France’s Parliamentary elec-
tions will resonate far beyond its borders. It is a pivotal
contest that could reshape the country’s future and alter
the trajectory of European politics. The rise of the RN
reflects broader global trends that challenge the founda-
tions of democracy and demand a renewed commitment
to addressing the root causes of populism. The world
holds its breath, contemplating the implications of this

critical juncture in history.
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Expansion of Brics~11

Every nation crafts its foreign and foreign economic policies based on its national
interests. India's position on Brics' expansion is ho exception. It is for this reason that
India stressed on the consensus principle with a view to block some countries aspiring
to bein Brics, as it feels their presence in the group would be unpalatable to its interests.
The core point is the strained relationship with China, which remains the primary driving
force in determining its stance on the membership issue

hen South Africa

hosted the 15th

Brics Summit from

22 to 24 August
2023 in Johannesburg, several
world leaders including Prime
Minister Narendra Modi attend-
ed. The issue of the bloc’s
expansion was extensively delib-
erated.

Russian President Vladimir
Putin decided not to travel and
thus skipped the summit. In a
move to strengthen its claim of
being a ‘voice of the Global
South’, six countries ~ Argenti-
na, Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran, Saudi
Arabia, and the UAE ~ that had
shown interest were invited to
join the alliance.

As mentioned, this decision
raises hope as well as fear of
China’s increasing dominance.
It is however a truism that the
addition of the developing nati-
ons to the bloc indicates establi-
shing a solid coalition to serve
the interests of the Global South

In this scenario, it would be
relevant to examine India’s posi-
tion and what it means for New
Delhi when some members of
the Asean group have evinced
an interest to join.

Some reports say that more
than 40 nations have indicated
an interest in joining the bloc of
major developing economies.
Other reports claim that 30
countries have conveyed their
willingness to join the group,
with 22 of them applying for-
mally.

This figure might increase
with the interest of some coun-
tries of the Asean grouping. The
fact is that many countries see
that being a part of Brics is a
major opportunity.

It was China that first initi-
ated the conversation in 2022
about expanding the body as it
tried to build diplomatic clout
to counter the West’s domi-
nance in the United Nations and
push forward its economy after
the Covid slowdown.

While China and South
Africa support the expansion
and Russia should fall in line
with China, India and Brazil are
concerned that their own influ-

e

-

= LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

ence will diminish.

India views such a rapid
expansion of the group with sus-
picion, but has not opposed it in
public. India’s official position
is that BRICS’ expansion process
should go through “full consul-
tation and consensus” among
members of the bloc.

External affairs Minister
S.Jaishankar has clarified in the
past that the expansion of the
Brics bloc is still a
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this experience, it could be a
good idea if member states start
exploring the possibility of
launching a Brics currency.

If done successfully, it could
be a major step towards a more
multi-polar world economy. The
New Development Bank (NDB),
which was established by Brics
countries, can play a crucial role
in providing funding for infra-
structure projects, sustainable
development ini-

work in progress
and member
countries are
approaching the
idea with a posi-
tive intent and an
open mind.

India suggests
that if Brics
intends to expand,
it should consider
emerging
economies and
democracies like
Argentina and
Nigeria, rather
than Saudi Arabia
with its autocratic
rule. New Delhi is also sceptical
of the inclusion of new mem-
bers as it could tilt the bloc more
towards China. What does the
expansion mean for India? That
is a moot question.

India is cognizant of the
perception that the expansion
move is a direct challenge to the
West, as the move supported by
China and Russia is seen as a
way to counter Western domi-
nance and the global trade in
dollars.

The expansion of Brics
could serve a major blow to the
US dollar, which is currently the
world’s reserve currency. If Brics
were to launch its own currency,
it could provide an alternative
to the dollar and could reduce
its dominance.

When the Ukraine war
broke out and the West imposed
sanctions on Russia, a number
of countries including India
started using alternate curren-
cies for trade.

New Delhi also used Chi-
nese yuan to make payments for
Russian oil imports. Because of

RAJARAM
PANDA

The writer is a former Senior
Fellow at Pradhanmantri
Memorial Museum and
Library, New Delhi

tiatives and other
priority areas.

Every nation
crafts it foreign
and foreign eco-
nomic policies
based on its
national interests.
India’s position on
Brics’ expansion is
no exception.

It is for this
reason that India
stressed on the
consensus princi-
ple with a view to
block some coun-
tries aspiring to be
in Brics, as it feels their presence
in the group would be unpalat-
able to its interests.

The core point is the strai-
ned relationship with China,
which remains the primary driv-
ing force in determining its
stance on the membership
issue.

For example, it is a truism
that India’s alignment with the
West remains a major factor for
its decisions regarding certain
states. For example, India’s deci-
sion to block Belarus from join-
ing the Brics stemmed from its
stance on Ukraine and sanctions
from the West.

Another example is its
stance on Cuba as India en-
dorsed the US position that
Cuba provides a safe haven for
Chinese spies and thus blocked
the South American developing
economy in the Brics frame-
work. As can be discerned, India
is opposed to several countries
that hold anti-Western positions
aspiring to be in the Brics fold.

India’s stance on Pakistan

interest in Pakistan’s integration
into the Brics framework and
against the Indo-Pak rivalry over
a host of issues, India is not ex-
pected to endorse China’s
efforts to rope in Pakistan to
develop Brics as a geopolitical
rival to the Western group.

On its part, Islamabad is
aware that India is committed
to its principle of unanimity in
the expansion mechanism of
Brics and therefore knows that
India would resist Pakistan’s
inclusion at all costs.

Also, India would not yield
space for China’s designs to
bring countries subscribing to
its policies into Brics, as that
would undermine its own inter-
ests. India is sensitive to the pos-
sibility that China could utilise
Brics to expand its strategic
influence in the developing
world, which might undermine
India’s growing engagement
with these nations.

Pakistan needs to be aware
that India maintains its policy of
Neighbourhood First minus
Pakistan, which stems from its
historical experiences.

So long as India-Pakistan
relations are not brought to nor-
mal, India is likely to block any
effort by any other Brics mem-
ber to bring Pakistan into the
framework.

Critics might argue that
India’s stance on Pakistan or
that of any other country
obstructing inclusion into an
economic bloc meant to further
the interests of third-world
countries contradicts the very
principles underlying the for-
mation of the alliance.

But when national interests
and security comes into play,
there cannot be any compro-
mise and India must not be
expected to deviate from its
stance.

India is unlikely to concede
an inch to China’s design to
rope in Pakistan into the Brics
framework, and thereby expand
its strategic influence in the
developing world which would
be detrimental to its interests.
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Mental health
of students

hen Ms Matin saw
Mamun after a decade
since his kindergarten
years, she was appalled.
The child she knew was happy and
energetic: what became of him in his
adolescent years? Mamun looked frail,
lacked energy, and had a distant and
troubled expression on his face. His
father recounted how Mamun had
withdrawn from his friends and social
activities, had difficulty concentrating
on studies, and suffered bouts of
headaches and other ailments that did
not respond well to treatment. His
friends seemed to have abandoned him
and his teachers left him alone, whis-
pering among themselves about this
strange and alien being. Here was an
adolescent child drifting away, far from
friendly shores, alone and helpless.

Mamun’s mental health situation
is not uncommon and probably reach-
ing contagion proportions in schools
worldwide. In Bangladesh, the subject
is taboo. Lack of understanding, fear,
and social stigma often prevent school
children and their families from seek-
ing timely help.

This exacerbates the child’s diffi-
culties and hinders her/his overall
well-being. Unfortunately, a child like
Mamun is often told, “get over it” or
“it’s all in your head.” The problem
gets quickly swept under the rug with
its attendant burdens and severe con-
sequences.

Troubled school children suffer
mental stresses for a variety of reasons:
The competitive education system,
family and societal expectations, em-

dhe Haily Star

phasis on academic success over learn-
ing, authoritarian teachers, and insen-
sitive peers who make life miserable.

Many children find themselves
struggling with high academic stan-
dards without guidance or support,
abused by the acerbic tongue of some
teachers, and being bullied day in day
out by peers. It’s a rough world for the
throbbing little hearts, yearning to be
free like the butterfly; yet being bat-
tered constantly by the whirlwinds of
family, teachers, and peers.

Family dynamics and expecta-
tions are the starting point of the tra-
vails of many children. High expecta-
tions, strict parenting styles, pressures
to conform to societal norms, and
career aspirations deemed prestigious
or financially rewarding begin to build
pressure at home with crushing force.

Some children find their achieve-
ments constantly compared with the
children of other family members,
friends, or peers. Constant criticism or
disapproval when the child is unable
to perform leaves her/his self-esteem
in tatters and contributes to feelings of
rejection.

Families also have specific expec-
tations for how boys and girls should
behave and what career paths they sho-
uld pursue even if their abilities and
interests are at cross-purposes. Beyond
academics, families may also expect
their children to excel in extracurricular
activities such as sports, arts, or music.
In some families, the emphasis on suc-
cess is so high ~ to claim “first boy” sta-
tus ~ that “second boy” is not accept-
able! Expressing vulnerability, seeking
emotional support, or even giving up
under the circumstances is not an
option and severely discouraged. The
constant demands of family expecta-
tions can significantly impact, even
cripple, the mental health of school
children, sometimes leading to suici-
dal inclinations.

Parents must understand the wei-
ght of their words on their children and
take a balanced approach to academ-
ics, emphasising individual growth

is not surprising. Given China’s (Concluded) ' over strict achievement targets.
editor@thestatesman.com
The President’s dismal show INDIA CRUMBLES

Biden fumbles

SIR, Please refer to today’s report
“A halting Biden tries to confront
Trump at debate”. US President
Joe Biden is 81, his challenger
Donald Trump is 78. In the first
debate between the US presiden-
tial candidates, the age gap seem-
ed much larger.

The most important job for
President Biden was to put to rest
concerns about his biggest vul-
nerability ~ his fitness for office,
given his age. He failed, and badly
at that. Mr Trump pressed his
case for a second term with limit-

ed resistance as Mr Biden mean-
dered and mumbled through
answers. At one point, after Mr
Biden had trailed off while
defending his record on border
security, Trump said, ‘I really
don’t know what he said at the
end of that sentence. I don’t think
he knows what he said, either.’
The debate was a setback for the
Democrats, who expected Mr
Biden to turn the election into a
referendum on Mr Trump,
reminding voters of the chaotic
nature of the latter’s presidency.

epaper.thestatesman.com

is sure to lead to a blame game
within the Democratic party over
whether handing him a second
nomination with only nominal
opposition was the right move.
Some may be thinking about how
they still could put up a different
nominee. However, the Biden
campaign has two months to
calm the waters before the seco-
nd debate in September. For now,
more people will be talking about
Biden’s performance in the de-
bate than Trump’s as President.
Yours, etc., Khokan Das,
Kolkata, 29 June.

RONALDO'S CLOUT

SIR, Apropos the article, “Euros
2024 : Cristiano Ronaldo registers
unfortunate record during loss to
Georgia,” in today’s edition, it is
remarkable how much attention
the talismanic striker receives
when he does not do something
as much as when he does. Un-
doubtedly, he is the star with the
most name recognition in the
tournament due in part to his
appearance in every edition since

SIR, Come the much-awaited monsoon period, and India goes
into a panic mode. Bill-boards fall, roofs leak, rivers overflow,
roads crack, potholes reappear, sewers spill over, fields flood, vil-
lages inundate, trains collide, boats capsize, bridges collapse,
flights divert, lightning strikes, mosquitoes bite, flies buzz, power
snaps and chaos reigns. Meanwhile, our netas (leaders) are at
their quibbling and quarrelling best, trying to divert the blame
and responsibility for all the hardships caused by nature’s fury
and man's negligence. The common man, with uncommon
patience, continues to suffer for no fault of his.

Yours, etc., Avinash Godboley, Dewas, 29 June.

2004. While the very talented
Portuguese team is one of the fav-
ourites to win this competition,
Ronaldo’s presence may indeed
be more of a liability than an
asset. Fernando Santos, the previ-
ous Portuguese coach, was sack-
ed in some measure because he
dared bench Ronaldo mid-way
through Portugal’s FIFA World
Cup campaign in Qatar. Though
this move initially proved to be
successful in terms of Portugal's
6-1 win over Switzerland, Portu-
gal’s subsequent defeat to Moroc-
co in the quarter-final of that con-
test was swiftly blamed on the

trainer's decision to make Ronal-
do a substitute.

The same saga continues,
and Ronaldo’s clout may adverse-
ly affect the new manager Rober-
to Martinez’s game plans for Por-
tugal. Ronaldo’s declining abili-
ties have been amply evident dur-
ing the group stage of the cham-
pionship.

It may prove to be a costly
mistake to be hindered by his
past record and influence in mak-
ing decisions about the starting
eleven in the knockout phase.

Yours, etc., Animesh Rai,
Noida, 28 June.
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How should world deal

with Al transformation?

ANDREW SHENG

he world is in a mess, and the
acceleration of Al usage is dis-
rupting every business and the
way we live. We are struggling
to understand what the Al transition
means for each of us as consumers,
parents, teachers, businesses or gov-
ernment leaders. The debate over the
pros and cons of Al is raging, especially
in its dual military-civilian usage. Al
will guide the next drone or missile at
you with faster accuracy than ever
imagined. It can also develop the next
miracle drug to change our health. We
simply do not know what whether Al is
ultimately good or bad, only that the
bandwidth of risk and opportunity is
widening at frightening speed.

We have never seen technology
being adopted as Al in daily activities
in terms of speed, scale and scope.
The AI revolution has pushed the
Nvidia and other AI platform stock
valuations into the trillion-dollar
league. Big Powers and Big Platforms
are all investing in Al, trying to figure
out how to beat the competitors in
achieving scale and domination.

The digital divide means that
those who are ahead in Al will be
richer, faster, smarter and more pow-
erful, whereas those who don’t
implement Al tools are being mar-
ginalized. Clearly, the rich and
advanced economies stand to gain
more from Al and technology, where-
as emerging and developing market
economies (EMDEs) are still strug-
gling on how to use Al to help them
develop or at the minimum, tackle
their myriad problems of people and
planetary injustices.

The most obvious benefit of Al
is that it could improve productivi-
ty, which has declined globally
across the board for several

decades.

McKinsey research suggests
human-centric generative Al adop-
tion may well automate up to 30 per
cent of business activities across
occupations by 2030. Analyzing 63
user cases, they estimated that gen-
erative Al could add roughly $2.6
trillion to $4.4 trillion annually to
the global economy, equivalent to
adding 2.5-4.2 per cent to current
global GDP, which has been fore-
cast by the World Bank to slow
down to half the growth before the
global crisis in 2008.

The potential for turning around
development in multiple directions
using Al looks huge. How can this be
achieved?

Al is essentially a human-
invented tool for learning and using
for change. Given the right amount
of data, it can help make better
decisions and eliminate inefficien-
cies in the system. It can also do
bad things at scale. Ethics in the
usage of Al is at the heart of the cur-
rent debate. In the wrong hands, Al
is what rockstar historian Yuval

Noah Harari calls “data coloniza-
tion and digital dictatorship”.
Nobel Laureate economist
Joseph Stiglitz propounded that the
job of governments was to create a
learning (knowledge) society, since
knowledge is a public good. Fellow
Nobel Laureate Robert Solow
(1924-2023) first quantitatively
identified that the most important
determinant of economic growth
was technological change. Kenneth
Arrow (1921-2017) showed that
markets by themselves do not yield
efficiency in the production and
dissemination of knowledge. More
recent case studies on building tech
ecosystems showed that learning is
really about copying or imitating
global knowledge and adapting
these to local needs. Korean Profes-
sors Kim and Lee (2022) showed
that Taipei and Shenzhen evolved
into tech powerhouses by first
importing foreign technology
through welcoming multinational
companies (MNCs) and then devel-
oping local champions that
increased research and develop-

ment, primarily in process engi-
neering, and then moving to origi-
nal ideas, products and services
that began to rival foreign competi-
tors.

In short, human learning is
always about copying others and
then personalizing or internalizing
such knowledge to create new ideas
and actions. This “copy-learn-
adapt-innovate-scale” approach is
exactly the path that Al usage is fol-
lowing.

When we face something totally
new, we have four essential choices.
The first is to deny or reject because
we fear the unknown. The second
for those who are curious is to learn
and experiment. The third is to do
nothing or simply follow the crowd,
because that appears to be the
safest way out of disruptive change.
The brave and risk-takers are those
who decide to leap into the
unknown and become innovative or
entrepreneurs. They become the
change agents.

In today’s existential threats of
nuclear war, ecological collapse and
technological disruption, doing noth-
ing or business-as-usual is not an
option. You either eat lunch or be
lunch.

There is no complacency shown
in the financial sector, with the Bank
of International Settlements (BIS)
and Citi (AI & Finance: Bot, Bank &
Beyond) recently warning about the
profound impact and opportunities
and threats of Al on the financial
landscape.

The amount of start-ups working
on implementing Al in different
domains is staggering. In 2023, close
to $315 billion was invested in tech
companies globally, a large chunk
being in Al applications.

The World Economic Forum has

been promoting application of Al in
social innovation to tackle social and
ecological issues. Although the WEF
report stressed that “Artificial intelli-
gence has the potential to scale
impact in several domains but
requires collaboration to help social
innovators realize its maximum
potential”, the greatest barriers to
successful Al implementation are lack
of trust, partnerships and funding.
The pattern in adopting Al in every
domain, from personal to communi-
ties, businesses and government is
common. You must approach
change from a complex system per-
spective, noting that there are no
simple one-size-fit-all solutions.
Change management is not rocket
science - it is about changing mind-
sets, addressing vested interests, and
having the passion and management
skills to execute change.

An excellent Japanese study on
regulation shows that 20 per cent
of staff time is spent on compliance
issues, so that small and medium
enterprises face overwhelming
costs and barriers to deal with daily
regulatory and bureaucratic issues.
Just simplifying overlapping silos
in bureaucracies using Al tools
could increase productivity by 8
per cent.

In sum, we all need to adopt Al
tools to generate the productivity that
is needed to achieve more with less.
Although change is best tackled bot-
tom-up, it needs leadership, courage
and passion to engineer change. That
takes human intelligence, with Al as a
tool, but impactful change is never
about one individual, but about the
whole and all of us.

(The writer, a former Central banker, is a
Distinguished Fellow of Asia Global Institute,
University of Hong Kong.)

Special to ANN

ow will the 18th Lok Sabha

function? Will the Govern-

ment and the Opposition

seek consensus or con-
frontation? Will the Government be
more conciliatory and the Opposition
less belligerent? The prediction is
pending, although at the start of the
session, Prime Minister Narendra
Modi and Leader of Opposition Rahul
Gandhi said the appropriate words to
show they wanted consensus.

The 18th Lok Sabha is interesting
because, for the first time in ten years,
Modi is facing a Parliament in a weak-
er position. He has to run a coalition
and face a resurgent opposition.

Modi stated that in his third
term, his Government would aim to
build consensus. Before the session,
Modi sought agreement on all mat-
ters and criticized the Opposition
for causing problems, thus setting
the tone. Despite this, the first ses-
sion of the new Lok Sabha saw ani-
mosity between the Government
and the Opposition.

Rahul Gandhi also emphasized
the importance of the Opposition's
role in representing the voice of the
people in the House. He expressed
willingness to assist in the House's
functioning and stressed the need
for trust-based cooperation.

The Lok Sabha has shown
potential for positive functioning,
but confrontations have already
begun. Signs of animosity between
the BJP-led Government and the

Opposition were visible within a
week of the first session. Con-
tentious issues will likely include
the Uniform Civil Code, One Nation
One Poll, the National Register of
Citizens, the Agnipath scheme, cen-
sus, and delimitation.

Congress leader Sonia Gandhi
has remarked, "There is no evidence
that the Prime Minister has come to
terms with the electoral outcome or
has reflected on the message sent
to him by voters." She said Modi
preaches the value of consensus but
continues to value confrontation.

The BJP aims to show that Modi
3.0 is firmly in control. However, the
Modi government now relies on
crucial support from two key allies -
JD(U) and TDP. This means deci-
sions are made together, and the
NDA allies greatly influence the
Government's plans and actions. In
2019 and 2014, the BJP had a sub-
stantial majority. The increased
presence of the Opposition in vari-
ous parliamentary panels is expect-
ed to generate greater engagement.

The first session of the 18th Lok
Sabha began with a strong Opposi-
tion asserting its rights. Before the
session even started, there was a
dispute over the appointment of
BJD MP Bhartruhari Mahtab as the
pro-tem Speaker to administer the
oath of office to the newly elected
members. The Congress and the
INDIA bloc members felt that Con-
gress MP Kodukkunil Suresh, elect-

ed eight times, should have been
given the position.

However, the BJP argued that
they followed the rules. Mahtab was
elected to the House seven times in
succession, while Suresh lost two
elections.

Secondly, Rahul Gandhi said he
would back Om Birla, the NDA can-
didate, but only if the Deputy Speak-
er position, usually given to the
Opposition, was assured. In the 17th
Lok Sabha, there was no Deputy
Speaker. Article 93 says that two Lok
Sabha members should be chosen as
Speaker and Deputy Speaker. But the
Government disagreed.

Om Birla has been re-elected as
the Speaker of the Lok Sabha, bring-
ing continuity and stability to the
House and solidifying the position
of the Modi government.

Thirdly, what happened next
was surprising. After receiving con-
gratulations, the newly elected
Speaker took a paper out of his
pocket and read a resolution
against the 1975 Emergency
imposed by late Prime Minister
Indira Gandhi. This provoked the
Congress. The Government's deci-
sion to have the Speaker pass a res-
olution on his first day in office
shows an inclination towards con-
frontation. This led the Leader of
the Opposition, Rahul Gandhi, to
lead a delegation to the Speaker to
convey their objection to a politi-
cal reference from the chair.

Fourthly, some opposition par-
ties thought the president's first
speech to Parliament ignored the
country's most serious problems.
Also, other opposition parties called
for removing the Sengol, which the
Prime Minister had installed with
much fanfare earlier.

Fifthly, Rahul and other Opposi-
tion MPs proposed discussing the
NEET matter first. The Speaker, how-
ever, insisted that a discussion on the
Motion of Thanks to the President's
address be taken up first.

The first week's confrontations
show that despite the decrease in
numbers, the BJP is unlikely to
change its working methods. An
energized opposition will also make
itself heard loudly. The Government
will face many more challenges.

The proceedings in the Rajya
Sabha also saw disruptions and
adjournments as Opposition mem-
bers raised slogans demanding a
discussion on the NEET question
paper leak issue.

The functioning of the House
depends on the Speaker, a position
of utmost importance in maintain-
ing order and ensuring fair debates.
The Rajya Sabha Chairman presides
over the Upper House.

Though the opening week of the
18th Lok Sabha was stormy, a func-
tioning House is necessary for a
healthy democracy. Both sides must
accept reality and work together to
create a more orderly parliament. The
Government is responsible for main-
taining order, while the Opposition
should offer helpful criticism.
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SHOVANLAL CHAKRABORTY

y deepest and most abiding

puzzle romance is with The

Statesman crossword. I aver-

age a couple of puzzles per
day, a simultaneously mindful and mind-
less diversion, a way to keep half my brain
busy while the other half unpacks experi-
ences and emotions for which there is no
language, or no language yet.

I started doing crossword puzzles in
my early 30s, thanks to my uncle, who was
an avid reader of The Statesman, a regular
contributor to the Calcutta Notebook, Let-
ters to the Editor and a master of solving
the crossword. The crossword filled gaps in
my cultural and historical education, gave
me an edge in bar trivia.

Solving crosswords was like working
out, something I got better at the more I did
it. But while I acquired some niche famil-
iarity with puzzle arcana, I never felt that I
was getting smarter about the world that I
lived in. In the past several years, as puz-
zles have evolved from slightly esoteric
entertainment to work that’s more quirkily
personal, the experience has changed, so
that doing a crossword today is less a quiet
test of mid-20-century minutiae and more a
spirited conversation with modern culture.

The reasons are manifold. The technol-
ogy used to make crosswords has improved,
the online spaces where people commune
over puzzle-making and solving have prolif-
erated, and there has been an industry wide
effort to increase constructor diversity. Now,
crossword puzzles regularly include modern
slang, internet speak, references to memes
and films that weren’t shot on celluloid. This
has, for me, resulted in a puzzle that’s more
exciting, but I've spent enough time on
online crossword forums to know that every
long-time puzzler’s reaction might not be so
enthusiastic.

When I began doing puzzles, I didn’t
question whether they were meant for me.
It wasn’t until I started seeing clues and
answers more relevant to my everyday life
that I understood how much of a tourist I
was then. Of course, you don’t need to see
yourself in a puzzle in order to enjoy it or
complete it. A well-constructed puzzle is
solvable, even if there are niche entries.
Those niche entries are what make the
newer puzzles so much fun for me.

I’'m not just calling up esoteric words
from my weird-puzzler’s lexicon. I'm partici-
pating in an activity that feels relevant to my
everyday life. That doesn’'t mean I'm not a little
wistful for the days when I felt I'd established a
sort of mastery of the crosswordese that com-
prised every puzzle, when solving a crossword
was a bit dutiful, like reciting a memorized
poem. I'm less sure-footed in solving these
days, but I'm also more often delighted, which
seems like a respectable trade-off.

“EULOGY OF MURDER”

COMMONS AND
LEGAL ACTION

IN the House of Commons to-day,
replying to Mr. Thomas Johnston (Lab.) with
regard to the Madras Government discharg-
ing officials who were sympathizers with the
non-co-operators, in which connection Mr.
Johnston instanced the discharge of Subha
Rao from the Telegraph Department, Mr.
Richards said he had no official knowledge
of the case or of any general orders of dis-
missal, but Government servants were pro-
hibited from subscribing to or aiding any
political movement in India.

Colonel Howard Bury (Cons.) drew
attention to Mr. C. R. Das's support of the
Swarajist resolution at the Serajganj Confer-
ence paying homage to the murderer of Mr.
Day and to the indignation of Europeans in
India at the eulogy of murder as a political
weapon. He asked whether the Government
of India contemplated taking any legal
action against the movers of the resolution.

Mr. Richards replied that he had not
received any official intimation that legal
proceedings were contemplated.

Colonel Howard Bury asked whether
Mr. Richards dissociated himself from
Lord Olivier's statement in his letter to Mr.
Satyamurthi that the Swarajists were using
a perfectly constitutional weapon and
whether he considered murder a consti-
tutional weapon.

Mr. Richards in his reply drew atten-
tion to Mr. Gandhi's condemnation of the
resolution.

DELHI AFFRAY

OFFICIAL REPORT
OF DISTURBANCE

IN connection with the fracas reported
yesterday between Arya-Samajist Hindus
and Moslems the Senior Superintendent of
Police has communicated his report to the
Press. The inquiry classifies the disturbance
as a minor affray, the immediate cause of
which was that while a party of Arya-Sama-
jist boys and girls was returning from the
Samaj a Moslem got mixed up in the party,
and some Moslems raised a cry that the boy
was being kidnapped and went to rescue
him. Seven Arya- Samajist Hindus and two
Moslems were injured in the affair. Of these
one Hindu was admitted to hospital. No
arrests have been made as there was no suf-
ficient cause for such a course.

The foregoing official account of the
cause of the disturbance is approved in
other responsibile quarters.
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Living with Leopards

THE DIMINISHING POPULATION OF LEOPARDS SERVES AS A REMINDER OF THE DELICATE
BALANCE BETWEEN NATURE AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

n the dying daylight, a dazzling de-
light developed as slanting sunrays
lit up the dappled pelt of a female
leopard. The golden glow on the
leopard’s healthy hide was en-
hanced as she lay sprawled atop a rocky
outcrop surrounded by the lush green
jungles of Bandipur National Park in
Karnataka. By the time, [ positioned and
pointed my heavy zoom lens camera to-
wards the animal, it swiftly slithered
away into the jungle. A few years ago too
in Ranthambore National Park of Ra-
jasthan, just as our gypsy entered Zone-
4, a leopard was basking in the warm
winter sun, lethargically resting and per-
fectly camouflaged on a large boulder.
This time, I managed to take a few high-
speed shots before it detected my pres-
ence and vanished into the bushes.
Equipped with a lithe body wired with
high tensile ligaments and correspon-
ding flexible muscles, the leopard can
leverage its power-coordinated limbs
and climb any timber tree without much
¢ffort, The smallest of the big cats, it is
comparatively cautious, unlike the tiger,
and exhibits plenty of stealth and silence
making sightings in the wild a rarity.
They occur in a wide range of habitats,
including plains, deserts, grasslands,
wetlands, rocky slopes, mountains and
rainforests, but are dramatically declin-
ing in numbers due to the loss of con-
ducive habitats.

Living under the shadow of its big
brother, the magnificent tiger, leopards
are often ignored and neglected in
wildlife conservation policies. In Indian
jungles, leopards avoid tigers and lions
during the day, preferring to hunt at
night. Relatively, leopards are smaller in
physique than tigers and lions but have
powerful neck muscles, immense
strength and raw power to carry a f0kg
sambar deer or chital deer right up a tall
tree. This strategy is to evade tigers,
lions, hyenas, dholes (packs of wild
dogs), wild bears and other predators
cager to grab a free meal. Leopards,
being solitary mammals, rarely share
their kill-meal with kith and kin, except
their young growing cubs.

Wealth of Stealth

Seventeen years ago, while on a jungle
journey to Dhikala Forest Rest House,
deep inside the thick forests of the Cor-
bett Mational Park, [ was thrilled to wit-
ness a leopard in action 20 feet up in the
air on a tree, relishing a sambar kill. The
forest guide stated that the leopard had
been up on the tree for three days de-
vouring the kill, making it one of the
rarest sightings atop a tree. Occasionally,
it came down for a drink in the Ram-
ganga River, to answer nature’s call or to
seek slumber on a thick branch.
Leopards use their inherent agility and
insane ability to hunt and devour a vari-

ety of animals such as sambar deer and
spotted deer, nilgai (blue bull) and
chinkara antelopes, hares, peacocks, and
monitor lizards. They kill their prey ei-
ther with a suffocating bite using large
canines to the throat or by breaking the
back of the neck with lethal claws and
jaws. Small or big prey makes no differ-
ence, and this adaptability helps them
survive in diverse landscapes avoiding
humans.

Indian leopards have a higher hunting
success rate than the mighty tiger be-
cause of their stalking skills with strong
sturdy legs and a long tail for providing
body balance when chasing prey. Their
broad muzzle, short ears for keen hear-
ing and ocular bulbs for intense eye-
sight engage with precision. Its coat is
less spotted and adorned more with
rosettes on a yellowish-brown pelt that
merges well with surroundings, and
rosettes are unique to each feline. Leop-
ards are not only elusive, solitary and
largely nocturnal but are also powerful
swimmers. They are very agile and can
run at over 58 kph, easily leap over 20
feet horizontally and jump up to 10 feet
without exertion.

Fatal Attraction

The Indian leopard, one of nine sub-
species of leopards in the world, is found
throughout the subcontinent. Although
the majority of Indian leopards — about
05% — are confined to India, small pop-
ulations are found in Mepal, Bhutan,
Bangladesh, Myanmar and Pakistan.
Today, leopards are threatened by
hunting, illegal trade for their skins and
other body parts, conflict with local peo-
ple, rampant poaching and depletion of
their natural prey. Increasing agricul-
tural lands, and growing cities and towns
have eroded much of the pristine forests
where leopards thrive. Road kills are on
the rise as we build superfluous high-
ways and roadways in the name of de-
velopment deep into forest areas where
wildlife dwells peacefully. Regular
human intrusion has contributed to the
ever-increasing human-leopard conflict
due to fragmented ecological niches.

Bountiful to Doubtful

Historical hunting records and British
Gazetteers reveal that India had a sub-
stantial population of leopards before
World War IL These dossiers state that
approximately 1,50,000 leopards were
hunted over 50 years (1875-1925). It is es-
timated that the leopard population was
nearly 100,000 around a hundred yvears
ago. However, it has drastically de-
clined, reaching its lowest level in the
1960z when the renowned naturalist EP
Gee estimated that only 6,000-7,000
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leopards remained in the Indian jungles
as of 1964,

Regarded as vermin, even today leop-
ards are detested in certain rustic loca-
tions in the countryside as they grab
goats, sheep, poultry and even pet dogs
as fast food. Protection and conserva-
tion measures, such as establishing a
network of protected areas and enact-
ing laws, have contributed to the recov-
ery of the leopard population. However,
extensive poaching two decades ago
slowed this recovery rate. As poaching
declined, the leopard population has
consistently increased across all the
States since independence.

Dr Ravi Chellam, wildlife biologist and
conservation scientist, says: “The major-
ity of the leopard population in India oc-
curs outside protected areas, much of
which are human-use areas including
sugarcane ficlds, tea gardens, man-made
ravines and also in natural habitats like
rocky outcrops and other non-forest
areas. This has been corroborated by the
Government of India report Status of
Leopards in India.” Only 35% of the leop-
ard population is found within desig-
nated national parks and wildlife sanctu-
aries, with the rest counted beyond
protected areas’ boundaries.

As prolific breeders, leopards are in-
creasing in numbers but are also being
exterminated at a faster rate, Last year,
when I visited the last bastion of the Asi-
atic lions in the Gir Mational Park, Gu-
jarat, I saw more leopards than lions.
Every 30 km, we sighted a leopard wan-
dering about, which 15 a good sign for the
wilderness of the Gir National Park. In
my earlier four visits there in the 1990s, [
could only view a fleeting glimpse of one
leopard covertly treading the dusty
ground and very sure of its camouflage.

Countryside Carnivore

The sprawling rock-strewn countryside
on the hoary hillocks of Bera and Jawai
River in Pali distriet of Rajasthan is a fas-
cinating example of wildlife conserva-
tion without any animal-human conflict.
There seems to be an unwritten dictum
between venerating  villagers and
stealthy leopards, a truce that literally
says, “You live vour life, we live our life,
a law without a flaw.”

A study by the Wildlife Institute of
India (WII) reiterates the strange behavy-
iour of why leopards live in groups. “The
relaxed nature of these animals with
human ethos is indeed unique. It's prob-
ably been prevailing for many years ac-
cording to local lore. Instances of leop-
ard attacks on humans, despite this
remarkable proximity, are unheard of,
and the villagers are unfazed by the pres-
ence of big cats in their daily lives. Leop-
ards are worshipped as demigods here,

and villagers will not take revenge even
if a calf, goat or pet dog is killed by it. Un-
like in other parts of India, these Leop-
ards don’t reside on trees; actually, there
arc hardly any trees or forest patches.
They take refuge in the rocks and boul-
ders that have ample cosy caves in the
various hills of the Aravalli range that
abound in the vicinity.”

Strangely, most of the diet of wild leop-
ards living in the surrounding villages is
not their natural prey, which is scarce,
but heavily depends on sheep, goats,
wild pigs, stray dogs, cow-calves, young
camels, ete that belong to the villagers.
The villagers consider the loss of their
livestock as an offering to the gods; in
this case, it is the countryside carnivore,
which is the holy entity that lives in har-
mony. “Populations :}F]ﬁtgﬁ CATNIVOTES
in human-dominated landscapes are
often suppressed by management action
because of the potential risks they pose
to people and domestic animals. The
Sanjay Gandhi National Park in Mumbai
has a good number of leopards but the
wild prey base is insufficient to support
it. As aresult, the leopards are venturing
into human-dominated habitats to prey
on domestic animals, especially dogs and
also to scavenge on carcasses,” says Dr
Chellam.

According to some scientists, leopards
can also provide beneficial services to
human socicties, even in urban sur-
roundings like Mumbai. They suggest
that by preving on stray dogs, leopards
reduce the large number of people bitten
by dogs, the risk of rabies transmission,
and the costs associated with dog steril-
isation and management.

Road-kill Disasters

In recent times, the biggest killer of leop-
ards is death on rural roads, State high-
ways and national highways. Human en-
croachments  an developmental
activities continue to threaten wildlife
by fragmenting their habitat and isolat-
ing residential animals. At current road-
kill rates, the leopard population in
MNorth India is at an 83% higher risk of ex-
tinction due to roadkill, according to an
international study published in the
Global Ecology and Biogeography.
(bit.ly/3CMuvkb). The International
Union for Conservation of Nature
(IUCN) also recognises roadkill as a
threat to numerous wildlife species that
live on the fringes of road networks. Col-
lective action by citizens and authorities
is imperative to create a world where hu-
mans and animals can coexist peacefully.

No official countrywide population es-
timate is available in real terms, but
within the 17 tiger-bearing States of
India, the leopard occupies an area of
around 174,066 sqkm, nearly double the
area occupied by the tiger. However, the
rising human-animal conflicts have ex-
perts concerned. Recently, a leopard cub
was left paralysed after it was injured in

a road accident two months ago while
trying to cross a road near Nashik. The
seven-month-old female cub was res-
cued by the forest department.

Healthy Healing

Dr Sakshi Verma, a practising physio-
therapist in Lucknow and Hyderabad,
asserts that regular physiotherapy, in-
cluding leg massages and assisted walks,
can significantly help leopards injured in
road accidents. Wildlife animals have a
natural tendency for self-healing and
physiotherapy, combined with appropri-
ate medication, can enhance their ability
to repair injured musculature effectively
for locomotion. Animal physiotherapists
work alongside a multidisciplinary team
as they do in conventional physiother-
apy. However, they do not have first-line
praclitimmr status in most countries.

“We often receive calls about animals
that have been injured in road accidents
across India. Such incidents are on the
rise due to little or no provision for
wildlife corridors or underpasses that
allow animals to cross roads safely.
Many unsuspecting animals put their
lives at risk as they often wander for
water onto these busy highways and end
up getting injured or killed," says
Kartick, CEO of Wildlife SOS.

The number of leopards in Uttarakhand
has come down from 2,276, which is 652
less than last year, according to the WL
Forest fires are a significant factor con-
tributing to the diminishing population
of leopards as tigers tend to inhabit
dense torests, leaving leopards to hunt in
settlements near forested areas. The
forests in Uttarakhand that leopards in-
habit have been increasingly impacted
by natural and manmade fires.

One of my best sightings was last
month while on a safari into the
Ranthambore National Park with tem-
peratures scorching at 44 degrees. After
an hour of scanning the dry jungle for 10
km in an hour-long journey, we took a
detour to a rocky natural culvert with a
cool pool. Fleetingly, I sighted a perfectly
camouflaged leopard which had come to
quench its thirst. I went blazing with
rapid firing shutter speeds of my camera
and captured nearly 700 shots alternat-
ing with two cameras.

The story of leopards in India serves
as a reminder of the delicate balance be-
tween nature and human development.
By fostering coexistence and protecting
these magnificent creatures, we can en-
sure that future generations will con-
tinue to marvel at the sight of a leopard
basking in the golden glow of the setting
sun, just as [ did all those years ago.

{ The author is an independent
journalist and documentary
wildlife photographer)
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NSD director's solo show ‘Gumno Bai'
wins over audiences, in China too
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Two snow leopards and their mother are
the stars of Kibber village in Spiti valley
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N 1799, at the ape of 19, Ranpt

Singh congquered Lahore and

began his campalgn to bring the

diverse msls of Punjab under his

contml Over the subsequent four

decades of his rule, the Maharaja
resisted strong agpressors, meluding the
Afghans and the British, as well as created
an enduring legacy as a powerful warrior,
astute statesman, and flambovant
maonarch of a cosmopolitan empire. This
legacy 18 highlighted and celebrated by the
exhibition, ‘Ranjit Singh — Sikh, Warnor,
King', at the Wallace Collection in London.
The exhibition{on till October 20) has been
co-curated by Wallace Collection’s direc-
tor, DrXavier Bray, and scholar of Sikh art.
Dawvinder Toor.

Scholady research on Ramit Singh
demonstrates how his court 15 of value for
the omsmopolitan, eclectic and syneretic
space it fostered for an ethnically and rel-
gioushy diverse population. It also shows the
remarkable stahility of the state, centralised
institutionalised mechanisms, diligent
record-keeping, and managing European
incursive intents. All these aspects are
explored through five sections of the eathibi-
tion: ‘Prelude to Power’, ‘Mastersof War', The
Lahore Durbar’, ‘Firangis’ and Legacies’.

The opening section, Prelude to Fower’,
has a map of the suboontinent highlighting
the esctent of the Sikh empire at the death of
Maharaja Hanjit Singh, which onents the
viewer s perspective from the get-go. Come
prising mostly paintings from the Toor ool-
lection, this section addresses the key
moments of the making of the Sikh politico-
refligions edifice in the 18th century. By jux
taposing the pamtngs of Guru Arjan Dey
expounding on the Ad: Granth’ with anoth-
erof a heavily armed Gurna Harpobind hold-
ing a hawk, the curators deverly project the
making of the Sikh warnor tradition in the
18th century, or as Purnima Dhawan has
shown, how ‘sparrows became hawlks'.

The most substantial section in the exhi-
bition is ‘Masters of War’, It consists of arms
and ammunition, full-body armour, paint-
ings depeting the Sikh martial form, and
even a dastar bunga, a towenng version of
the turban preferred by the Nihangs, Itisin
this section that the curators display objects
directly referencing the ‘Sikh’ martial
body. For instance, the steel ‘turban hel-
met' explains how space was made ina tra-
ditinnal helmet (toup) for the Sikh turban
and top-knot — a cultumal-bodily marker
especially as they were worn by the exclu-
sive, elite, 300-strong dragoons within the
general Sikh forces. The section also
engagFes with Ranjit Singh's relations with
the Mamthas — another political force as
powerful and capable of encroachment as
the British with whom the Maharaja signed
a treaty of ‘perpetual friendship’ instead.

The curators then turn towards the space
within which Ranjit Singh received all his
visitors, friends and foes: ‘the Lahore Dur-
bar'. Through a curious blend of paint-
ings, fabrics, manuscripts and medals, this
section offers a range of perspectives of
looking at the cosmopolitan court created
by Rangit Singh. The visitor will be able to
see the impressive Golden Throne of
Mahoraga Romit Stngh’, bomrowed from
the Victoria and Albert Museum. For any-
one interested mn the transformation of
cities, the ‘PFonoramic View of the Walled
City of Lahore’ (1845) makes for fascinat-
ing viewing. Taking up an entire wall, the
painting captures the essence of the aty of
Lahore, from the ‘mosque of Shah Jahan'
dominating the right corner to the ‘hawvel:
of Sardar Ahluwalia’ on the left. The visi-
tors’ eves will be immediately drawn to
the journal of Frances Eden, sister of the
Governor-General of India, who sketched
two views of the Koh-i-Noor diamond,
prnzed possessions of Maharaja Ranjit
Singh — now in the British roval treasury,
Ironically, the diary is framed by a fabu-
lous emerald girdle of Maharaja Sher
Singh, ‘lent’ by His Majesty the King.

The story of Ranjit Singh is equallya sto-
ry of strong women who supported and
helped create the Sikh edifice celebrated
by the exhibition. The recent spate of work
by Anshu Malhotra, Priva Atwal and Rad-
ha Kapuria has highlighted how the
actions of women — from machinations of
individual queens safeguarding the
empire to everyvday feminine interactions
— shaped the Sikh social order Yet, the
women are curiously short-<changed here.
Their presence is imited to two portraits of
Rani Mahtab Kaur, and Maharani Jind
Kaur —whose jewelleryis also showeased.,
almost as though that was the extent of
their contribution. It was interesting, how-
ever, to read about how Maharam Jind
Kaur's personal jewels and possessions
were captured by the British and only a
small portion was returned after protract-
ed negotiation by Duleep Singh, to be
eventually retailed by Frazer and Haws.

Apart from the famous loss of Koh-i-
Noor, it was at this moment when the his-

™

Maharaja Ranjit Singh (1799-1839) with his favourite,
Raja Hira Singh (1816-1844), attending as a cup-bearer,
¢ 1835-1838. © Toor Collection.

tory of loot and coercive acquisitory prac-
tices that have led to staggering displays of
‘South Asia collections’ (or worse, *Orien-
tal collections’) in Westerm museums was
rendered visible, Ironically, the only paint-
ing where women feature predominantly
15 the one depicting “The Cremation of
Moahoraya Ranjit Stngh unth Four Queens
and Seven Mawdservants’. The painting
was meant to depict the act of sati (self-
immaolation) by the four high-bom Hindu
Rajput wives of the Maharaja. The plaque
accompanying the painting acknowledges
that the act of sati was condemned by the
third Sikh Guru and banned by the
British, but even the audio accompanying
the painting does not note how this act was
a way of symbaolising kingship, bormwing
from the Rajput traditions,

In fact, there is also a subtle tension in
the exchibition between acknowledging the
inks of the Sikh empire under Ranjt
singh with the Timurid-Mupghal em pire
and establishing it as the enemy responsi-
ble for the emergence of Sikh martyrdom.
The exhibition displays objects belving the
profiusion of Persian documentation, hiber-
al usapge of Persian scnpt in the adminis-
tration, and adaptation of Persianate (and
even Rajput) forms of kingship by the
Sikh rulers — and shies away from explor-
g the connection.

Much of what we know of Rangit Singh's
ocourt comes from European travel
acoounts. The section on ‘Firangs’ show-
cases not only the visitors but also those
emploved by Ranjit Smgh to compete and
outsmart competitors like the East India
Company. The pamtings of Ranjit Singh
commissioned by European officers offer

(By Rattan Singh) Rani Mahtab Kaur
(1782-1813), Lahore or Delhi,
¢ 1810-1830. © Toor Collection.

&
(By Alfred Dedreux) ‘Randjiit Sing
Baadour, Roi de Lahore' (Ranjit Singh the
Brave, King of Lahore) commissioned
by General Ventura, Paris, ¢ 1837.
£ RMMN-Grand Palais(musée du Louvre),
Sté phane Maréchalle.

e
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An exhibition in London
explores the Maharaja’s
reign and its cosmopolitan,.
syncretic value

Turban-helmet, probably
Lahore, Punjab, 19th
century. © The Trustees of
the Wallace Collection.

Sword associated with Maharaja Ranjit Singh,
Awadh, late 18th or eary 18th century.
€ The Trustees of the Wallace Collection.

an insight into how he was visualised by
European officers i Sikh service. An
‘Ormamental Letterof Credence” from King
Louis Philippe I of France to Maharaja
Ranjit Singh not only underscores his
political relevance inthe shifting alliances
of the 1%th century, but also the necessity
to cultvate him as a ‘dearest friend’ by
other powerful monarchs of the time.

My favourite piece from the whole exhib-
it 15 in the last section, ‘Legacies’. The
18705 painting titled The Golden Temple
of Amritsar and the City Beyond’ attrib-
uted to Bishan Singh immediately trans-
ports you to Harmandir Sahib. The vivid
colours and the vibrant hues used to ren-
der the everyday hives of the pilgrims to
the sacred site fill vou with euphoria. To
anyone who has been to the Golden Tem-
ple, the skill of the painter 15 so fine that
one can almaost hear the cacophony of the
seene, the coolness of the water as the
devotees take a cleansing dip, the conver-
sations while getting ready, and the
warmth between a child and his mother
holding a toy. It makes one vearn forhome.

At some point, I thought the exhibition
wis stugpling with the unemaous burden
of being the first and different. The exhibi-
tion is extremely mportant masmuch as

it'sthe first attempt to histonase the life of

Mahamja Ranjit Singh and bring his sub-
stantial achievements to the public through
an impressive series of artefacts. And vet, it
seems to be geared towards the Sikh dias-
poric community or thosewith pror k nowl-
edge of the subcontinent and its history: I
wonder how much a non-specialist would
take from it. They will remember Ranpt
Singh, but the nuances of what is in the

matenal might be difficult to grasp, espe-
cally as the cast of characters that populat-
ed his world s not fully sketched out.
Mavbe a helpful timebne of the Sikh faith
and empire could have accompanied the
map at the beginmng of the exhibition, ora
list of dmematis personae to better contexdtu-
alize the material would have been helpful.
While some of the plaques describe the
contents in the display cases, there is little
attempt to transenbe and translate the non-
English material. This would render some
atides incomprehensible to the non-spe-
cahst viewer bevond just being objects.
Even the articles that are in English would
need palaeographic skills to read For
instance, the “Tre copy’ receipt marking
the formal transfer of the famed Eoh-i-Noor
diamond from the Sikhs to the Bntish
ebicited much interest in the viewers when
['was visiting the exhibition, but they strug-
gled to decipher the seript and the content.
For me, all the elements of the exdhibition
came together in the Sword Likely to Have
Belomged to Maharaja Rangit Singh’, with
intocate scenes of kingship and piety,
zoomorphic symbols aswell asinsenptions
on the knucklehead in Gurmukhi calligra-
phy (from the ‘epic norrative on [ife of
Krnshna') which the audio tells us reads:
May the cauldron and the sword flourish
in the world, grant vour protection so that
no other can kall me.” By emphasising that
feeding and protecting the unfortunate is
the highest virtue for a Sikh, the exhibition
connects our past and present — to the
heart of Sikhi and Maharaja Bangit Singh.
— The wriler is a Brilish Academy
postdodoral fellow al the

Universily of Cambridge

The Maharajas
throne on display
at the exhibition
titled ‘Hanjit Sngh
— Sikh, Warrior,
King”in London.
& Cassandra
Parsons & the
Tnistess of the
Wallace Collection.
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An lllustrious diplomat
whowas a class apart

UCHEIND DUBEY passed away
on June 26 the 80th United
Nations Charter Day. He was 12
when that foundational document
was signed by 51 countnes, meluding his still
not Independent own. Less than three years
earlier, his fatherhad beenimprisoned during
the Quit India movement he had awaited his
retum in the family's single-room home, in
today's Jharkhand. on whose wall was writ-
ten, in Sanskrit, “Do not come in noy way. I ean
hear the fear in this termor-strcken wordd ™
The resolve to hdp assuage that fear led
him to the Indian Foreign Service and the
United Nations, as a delegate and an intema-
tional avil servant. The breadth of possibali-
ties he saw in fresh ideaswas vast, as was his
impatience when they were narrowed. In a
memorable intervention at the United
Nations in 1985, as Chair of the preparatory
committee for the conference
on disarmament and develop-
ment, he said without the
least indication of rony, that
the committee “has been able

First Committee (dealing, of all things, with
global security and disarmament), in 1976, the
sharing ofthe Ganga's waters at Farakka, and
the subsequent UN resolution which “urged
India and Bangladesh to negotiate on this
1ssue serioushy with a view to finding a speedy
solution”. Discussions with Dhaka did lead to
an agreement with a concession that, in his
phrase “was regarded as a great achievement
for Bangladesh. For India it meant geting out
ofthe way a recurring problem indealingwith
one of ourmost important neighbours”,

My only opportunity to work directly with
him was atthe Hamre non-aligned summit in
1986. He superised ourdealings withinterna
tional organisations in the Ministry of Exter-
nal Affairs, I was a three-month-old cub inour
delegation in NewYork. He invited me to din-
ner the first evering, AsI reached to open my
rneni, he placed his hand on mine and said,
“Leaveitto me. Pretend you're having dinner
with Shankar Bajpai,” a reference to the leg-
endary gourmand of the For-
eipn Service. The ‘tiger fish
cutlets’ he ordered were as
light as our initial conversa
tion, buoyvancy in every bite.

fully to discharge its mandate Suddenly. the tenor
In fact, it has pone bevond that changed. *Have vou ever
mandate and made a senes of watched tango?” he asked.
recommendations on other X ' _ I cautiously admitted 1
vital aspects of the prepara- SESEESl had. “It’s like internation-
tion for the conference”. 1933-2024 al relations,” he continued.

Nordid he acolimatise tolazi- "n [ : [ . "You dance with one part-
ness and custom in drafting, £ Lribute lo lormer nerand think you have one
As a UN delegate in the Six- H_}reh_lrn Secrelary partner alone. Then you

ties, faced with an Eastern
European proposal that “men
and women should be equally
entitled to matemity leave” he suggested (a
half century ahead of his time; it was aword
determined by the UN in 2082) that it should
be “parental” and not “maternity”. (Dawing
raging rapier response from the Soviet dele-
gate, the redoubtable Madam Furtseva, that it
was astonishing that the land of Indira Gand-
hi and Vijaya Lakshnu Pandit should be rep-
resented by so chauvinist a male. )

Thatdiplomacy demands anonymuty of fce,
he proved wrong, aided by the Shakespearean
actor mobility of his features. When he
laupghed, each nuance of his face’s cheer burst
into good humour that was the hittle boy he
once was in Jasidih. When he approved, his
eves and hps melowed mto genfle, gnostic
grace. And when he was angry, every element
ofexpression seethed. As didhiswnting on the
workd helnved in, where“the maor powersthat
have exerased hegemony in the world order
since the Second World War, along with their
allies, started a concerted, planned and coor-
dinated effort to weaken the United Natins
and whittle down its mole and functions”.

He saw that role as that of conscence, and
arbiter of grievance and fear Nations should
fed free to approach it, nations that had noth-
g to hide should welcomethe opportunity to
state publicly their position in response. Not
evervone agreed. nor will agree. When he
headed the Foreign Office division dealing
with Bangladesh, he accepted that country’s
placing on the agenda of the United Nations

Muchkund Dubey

look around the room and
see 50 many couples, but
all are in coordinated
movement, moving clockwise or coun-
terclockwise. And vou are part of that
much, much larger dance.”

“Nations,” he continued, “are persons.
Not people. Each with her own likes, faiths,
prejudices. And the qualities of warmth, of
compassion, of understanding, that make
us who we are.”

The restaurant had thinned and, declining
dessert, we retumed to our mooms. Our day
was 1o begin early the next moming when the
disarmament committee was to meet, with
Dubey presiding and I in India's seat — at
least metaphoncally, since therewere no signs
with country names.

It worked well, with a constant flurry of
notes from him on the podium. to me in the
hall, with instruetions on what I should say,
gamely camried by an agile Zimbabwean con-
ference aide. Until a new aide came in. “Give
it to the Indian man.” Dubey instructed. The
aide looked amund, zemed in on his desting
tion and handed the note to Pakistan's dele-
gate, Munir Akram.

Akram unfolded the paper and read it, a
slow smil eunexpectedly gentling his features.
His eves met the anxaous Chair's. He slowly
refolded it, gave it to the Pakastan aide sitting
behind him and asked that he bring it to me.

Anation had become a person.

— The wriler is non-resident Senior
Fellne al Centre for Economic and
Social Progress, New Delhi
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Khwaja Khizr's tomb symbolises the composite
culture the Bhakti and Sufi movements nurtured

Sonepats hidden
Lreasure

ALka Raza

HE tomb of Khwaja Khizr

at Sonepat in Harvana is

not on the tourist map of

Delhi-NCR. It comes up

rarely in conversations of
heritage enthusiasts. Yet, the histori-
cal landmark, built during 1522-1524
by Ibrahim Lodhi, has alotof a signif-
icance attached to it. Considered the
last monument of the Lodhi dynasty
era, what also makes it special is the
structural composition — built with
kankor blocks, red sandstone and
Lakhauri bricks.

Ehwaja Ehrr was revered as a Sufi
saint. A spirtual leaderof the Lodhi pen-
od, he had renounced court hife in search
of the ‘real meaning of life’. Tt was the
time when the Sufi and Bhakt move
rents were at their peak. He was fre-
quently consulted on matters of impor-
tance by nobles and rovals of the time.

I first visited the tomb n January
2019 in a quest to locate the centuries-
ald trees by the pond 1in Jatwara, ahis-
torical locality in the aty of Sonepat.
The 300-yvear-old tomb is sumrounded
by lush green gardens, next to a pond
and many ‘heritage trees’.

Reaching this 16th-century monu-
ment throughthe busy, namow streets of
Jatwara village is an experience. Come
pletely hidden by the semi-urban stnae-
tures, the road, which has all kinds of
shops, ends suddenly, and the maghara
of Khwaja Ehir nses like a phoenix A
beautiful, picturesque hentage building
greets vou to take vou back to an era
gone by —the Lodhis of Delhi Sultanate!

Arcording to the Archaeological Survey
of India (ASI), not much is known about
this tomb of Indo-Islamic architecture.
Built in honourof Khwaja Ehir, it stands
on a high platform and is reinfboeed with
square projectons at the comers. A flight
of steps leads o the gateway, which con-
sists oftwoarched openingson esther side
of a central passage decorated with pan-
els, recessed arches, mouldings, lotus

A chhatri 15 located on the top of the
gatewsay. The main structure is square
in plan, with four openings on all sides,
except the westerm wall where a mehrab
is located. The ceiling of the chamber is
decorated with floral designs executed
in blue, vellow, green and dull red
colours. The bunal chamber is sur
mounted by a hemisphencal dome,
resting on an octagonal low drum,
crowned by a final sitting over an
mverted lotus flower,

Arcording to the Persian inscriptions
on the tomb, Khwaja Khizr was the son
of Darva Khan Sarwani, an influential
noble in the count of Sikandar Lodha,

For many decades, the residents of
Jatwara and nearby areas have been
taking care of this lesser-known her-
itage of Harvana, They never fail to
offer flowers, fond and light incense and
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The 500yearold monument is ded icated to Sufi saint Khwaja Khizr. PHOT0S BY THE WRITER

Threads tied for seeking blessings.

oil lamps every Thursday and Fraday,
and pay ther respect to the par.

“No one goes emptyv-handed from
here.” sav Angooree and Shanti. nar-
rating to me the people’s behef and
some magical stones, msisting that 1
too make awish and tie a thread. At
45"C, I could not concentrate on any
‘mannat’ and thought that perhaps

Khwaja Khizr wants me to come
back and pay my regards in a more
appropriate manner!

The Bhakti and Sufi movements of
medieval India played a crucal mlein
creating a composite culture, and the
legacy can be seen to this day. Thedar-
gah is frequented by people of different
faiths, travelling from far and near dis-
tances, hike a family T met from Kashmir,
especally to pray for good health. Twas
also greeted by local women during my
recent visitto the Khwaja Khizr complesc,
which 15 becoming asocial spaceto meet,
exercise and do yoga. Needless to say
young cricketers were also making good
use of the complex

According to the ASL a part of the
boundary is being re-constructed, and
hopefully then, this monument will be
better taken care of, One wish I dohave
— that a hertage festival is organised
on thelawns of the tombso thas site pets
the recopnition it deserves.

— The wrileris erchairpersom of
XLRI Cendre forGender Equalilyand
Inclusive leadership, Jamshedpur

Bhindifrom another world

Entries imdted tosuggest a caption for the photograph. It should only be in
English, witly, not exceeding 10 words, and reach Spectrum, The Tribune,
Chandigarh, 160030, by Thursday. The best five captions will be pubdlished
and awarded T300, T250, T200, T150 and T100, respectively. Each caption
must be accompanied by a clipping of the caption contest and its number.
Photocopies of scans of the caption photo won't be accepted. Online
subscribers should attach an epaper clipping at
captionpics@tribunemail com or a scanned copy of the e-paper clipping.
Please mention the pin code and phone number in your address,
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Bull dozed — Daljit Kaur, Chandigarh
Guarded parking — Inderjit Kaur Anand via epaper, Manimajra
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AR SHRIMP AND OKRA GUMBO
NEPHEW who runs a restaurant in the INGREDIENTS — Tath
United States introduced me to Crenle Bhindi/okra (chopped) 4 cups
with the books of James Lee Burke. It Onion (ct ) 1 cup

helped meanswera riddiethat had been plaguing Celery { 2 thep

me for long. [ had often wondered what “Jambal- Bell pped) 7

aya and a crawfish pie and a filé gumbo” referred PED] ay

to in the song “Jambalaya”. L knew Jombalaya’ ~ Oorie (minced) i

was a CrecleCajun rice dish, and crawfish was ~ Sat Totaste

seafood, But just what was Filé gumbo? Red chillies To taste

Ileamt that ‘gumbo’ is a stew prepared mostly Shrimps 1kg

with okra. ‘Filé' is a powder made with the dried Chicken broth 4 cups

and ground leaves of the Sassafras tree. The word Water 1cup

gumbey, of West African origin, translates into a 0il For cooking

veggie we know well — ‘bhind?”. ‘Gumbo' is also METHOD

the name of the dish, in which okra or ‘bhand?’
stars, along with seafood and other tasty morsels.

The British called it lady s fingers, and the Amenr-
ans know it as ok, For us, it's ‘blendt’ in Hin-
di and other northem Indian languages, possibly
derrved from the Sansknt blnnadako.

' Bhind? is cooked in India in so many ways. We
have it ‘kurkurt, deep fried after dusting it with
some ‘hesan’— or stuffed with mosalas, We cookc it
saft with ontons, or flavour it with mustand paste.
It adds tasteand favourto ‘sembar’” and meat dish-
es. Some even hike to eat it boiled, with salt and
mustard ail. ‘Porgal’ is another populardish, pre
pared with ‘umd dal’, ‘channa dal’, and spices.

What interests me 15 that okra s much loved in
other parts of the world, too. Southeast Asia and
East Asia have some interesting okm dishes.
Myanmar is known for its okra-and-egg curry,
while China has different kinds of dishes, indud-
ing stir-fried ok m. Japan'sokra ohitoshi is a deli-
cious salad. For this, okra is chopped, put in boil-
g water and blanched. It is then put in cold
water, drained, and transferred to a flat dish. A

sauce is prepared by heating mirin, Japanese

Sautethe chopped okrain ol in a heawbottom
pan. Brown for 45 minutes or so, adding water to
ensure itdoesn'tstick to the pot. Add the anions,
then the bell pepper, celery and tomatoes. Cook till
theveggies are softand brown. Add garlic and

cook sorme maore, Add salt and chillies. Addthe

cleaned and deveined shrirmps, and stir now and
then untilthe shrimps are cooked. Add the both
andthe water. Let the brath simmer for 20 mire
Lteson low heat Serve in bowls with cooked rice.

soup stock, and light soy sauce, This is poured
over the okra while still hot. You let it rest, and
then serve it as salad.

Fbod wnter Madhur Jaffrey mentions m one of
her books a Malaysian dish called ‘Sambal bendi’,
prepared with a paste of dned prwns (soaked in
water and then drained) shrimps, shallots, red
chillies, gadic and salt. She fnes some okra, takes
them out, and fries the paste. The okras are added
badk, and then cooked with some water She adds
black pepper and cooks it for five more minutes,
and then finishes with lemon juiee.

You will find okra in Afnca. too. Nigeria has an
okra soup prepared with pounded okra bell pep-
per, chillies, onions, goat meat, shnmp and
spinach. The Ethioptan bemya elicha is simple to
cook. In a pot, sauté chopped onions (1.5 cup),

chopped tomatoes (2 cups), 2 tsp of chopped garlic
and 2 tsp of chopped ginger. Add % tsp cardamom
powder to it and then 4 cups of chopped okra. Cook
on low heat, uncovered, until done. Mix in chillies
and salt and then cook for another five minutes,

Louisiana's ‘gumbo’ has all kinds of delicious
stuff — from chicken, shrimp and prawns to
Andouille sausages, And. of course, thereisokma o
give body and a certain consistency to the dish.

I love bhind? cooked in vartous ways, And 1
krve it for the humour it evokes, Did you hear
about the man who went to buy ‘bhindy’, and wait-
ed patiently while the vegetable seller kept sprin-
kling water on the pods o make the veggies look
green? Finally, the customer said, respectfully:
‘Onee the ‘hlend’ regains conscaousness, will you
pease grve me akilo of it?
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CV Chandrasekharwas a rare Bharatanatyam dancer
frained in Morth India. FHoTOOOURTES SUNML AMMATAS

Ambassador of
Bharatanatyam

SREEVALSAN THIYYADI

HE pine trees at Mussoore reminded yvoung CV

Chandrasekhar of the hill-slopes in Shimla

where he prew up as a child, The lanky artiste

had just reached the Himalayvan mange, travelling

2000 km from Madras. The metropohs was
where the Tamilorigin boy learned Bhamtanatyam, on the
cusp of the country's Independence, at the nascent Kalak-
shetra, where the dassical dance was gaining fresh identity:
Now inthe Garhwal town that gave him a job, language was
no issue, Chandrmsekharwas fluent in English and Hndi his
colleagues and students spoke at the boarding school, After
all, Ded hi was mosthy where he had lved till age 10.

At Mussoorie's Manav Bhamati, Chandraselthar taught
dance along with a couple of other subjects. This lasted just a
vear Vamnasi became his nesd stop, with Chandraselkchar
enrolling fora PhD in botany A “misunderstanding” with the
gude led him to discontinue research. That pave
Bharmtanatvam a full-fled ged practitioner. At age 27 in 1962,
he mamied a dancerlawver Java Chandmasekhar, ton, was
cosmopobitan: bom in Bombay, raised in Kanpur and ances-
tral Tamil Nadu, before shifting to the national capital.

For the couple, artistic life bloomed amund Kashi, Chare
drasekchar worked at Banaras Hindu University, while Jayva's
official tryst waswith Rajghat Besant Schoolon theoutskartsof
the anciert oty The family harmony showed inther penchant
for co-opting North Indian aestheticsinto Bharatanatyam. The
husband and wafewere getting exgposed to Hindustam dassical
in abig way. The silken quality of the khopal concerts prompt-
ed Chandrasekhar to employ those rages as back ground
scores. He selected themes that suited the literary tastes
upcountry. Soon, CVC and Jaya became the ambassadors of
Bharatanatyam acmss the Ganga-Yamuna belt

In any case, Chandrasekhar was exposed to Hindustam
e 4s a kid in Delhi even as he leamed the fundamentals
of Carnatic. In 1945,
when the Grand
Trunk Express took

him down south, his

Long h’.ﬁthiﬂg stints

upcountry earned sapifation  wes o
| "y " bll'_"'l'_ H ‘-LI]'.I.ET.
CVChandrasekhar  mieebetm s ctud.
e oiwy  ded with Camatic
eclecticismandgave (7 5" (50
e b W - WAT My some Vasude-
the dance fU{ mugw e e

ornamentations Krishnamuuthy,
Yet the poetry

seulpted by human
movermnents lured Chandmsekhar mto Bhamtanatyvam. After
the first vear, hebecamea dance student. Awhilelater, Dagar
brothers Moinuddin and Amimuddin happened to stay brefly
in Kalakshetra Chandrasekhar was enticed by the grandeur
of their dhrupad. His capacity to converse in Hind: led the
teenager to be the favounte errands boy for the titans all
through their three months at Adayar Ther reposeful alaap
and pakhawaj-assisted invocations found resonance in
Chandmsekhar during his 30s at Varanasi. When he danced
on stage Java sang. And vice versa. The partnership gifted
Bharmatanatvam with 20 milestone productions.

Thedr workes evobved also in the country’s west, as CVC and
Jaya shifted to Guarat, concluding Chandmsekhar's 25 vears
of BHU association from 1954, For 12 vears from 1980, MS Uri-
versity in Vadodar became hisereative studio. From Bhojpun
to now Gujarati, the hnpuistic change prompted Chane
drasekhar to expenment in a spectrum of subgenres. “Any art
keeps changing, however dowly and subfly” heused to say.

For CVC. thomough knowledpe ofthe ancent Natyo Shastro’
treatisewas not important to imbibethe spimt of classical dance:
Towands the end of the century and aged 65, Chandraselkhar
chose to return to Madras, which had by then got renamed. At
Chennai, he set up Nnthyvasree. His mentor and Kalakshetm
founder Bugmini Devi Arundale (1904-86) was no more; so
were chief gurnes K Samdambal and Dandayvudhapand Pillai,
The Bhamtanatvam repertoire had grosm multifold since the
second half of the 2th century. Chandrasekthar would fondly
recall his nine vears (1945-54) in Kalakshetra, which als let
him undergo college education.

“Iwas into my fourth vear of dance, when atthai

on stage,” the Padma Bhushan awardee would
say. Excited but cautious, he presented the Todi-

raga varnem Rupamu joochi asthe centrepiece g
on the campus in 1950, A lot of buffs and schol-
ars had turned up for the show, curious about
the rare sight of a boy dancing. Those were

girls doing Bharatanatyvam.

Staving engaged had been “very mportant” for CVC.
As danseuse-actress Vyjayanthimala notes, Chan-
drasekhar, who died on June 19, maintained “highest
stand ards, never compromising”.

(Rugmini Devi) suggested the idea of my debuting _,'_

days when the males largely remained tutors for r i

]
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National School of Drama director Chittaranjan Tripathy shares his vision for the institute
and why his solo show Gunno Bai continues to win over audiences, now in China too
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NSD CHIEF'S

SOLOACT

Marvika KauL

TS been almost six months smee Chittaran-

jan Tnpathy became director of the National

School of Drama (NSD). An ex-student of

India's premer theatre tmining mstitute,

Tripathy continues to have mixed feelings
about his role as the NSD head. “NSD has a gold-
en legacy” he says. Stepping into the shoes of
some of the famous directors of NSD (Ebrahim
Alkari, BV Karanth, Ratan Thivam, Ram Gopal
Bajaj) can be burdensome. Tripathy is also over
whelmed —this s his moment to contribute to his
alma mater and grve 1t fresh direction.

Tripathy hopes to be the “Renaissance man” —
looking for inspimation from Natyae Shastra’, the
ancient Sanskrit text forused on drama music,
dance and other pedorming arts. The treatise offers
the buillding blocks of theatre, he declares. Tt estab-
lishes the timelessness and prowess of Indian the
atre. He bebeves that the NSDignored this Indian
treasure all these vears and now the drama school
has imhibed its rich heritage and aesthetics. Tripa
thy is also exmted about opening regional reperto-
res; introduce more meaningfil partnerships with
organisations and indnaduals outside the NS start
aBEd programme in theatre, and invest in the schol-
arship of child psychology and theatreeducation. In
the turbulent world of Artificial Inteligence, he
dreams of creating a niche for Artistic Intelligence.

Onginally from Odisha, Tnpathy studied sociol-
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He also learnt music, an art he hopes the NSD will
excel in and eventually stage some musical s,
Thipathy's recent success, ‘Gunno Bai’, a solo
presentation, is a theatreal exploration of 8 man
(Ghanshyam Pathak) who comes to Delhi to study
and become an IAS officer The aty is harsh, His

fatheris a fugitive connected to a suspected case of
caste violence, Ghanshyam has to take a senes of

tuitions to survive and there is no time to prepare
for any esmamination. The namratrve arcof Gunno is
similar to thousands of aspirants who spend pre-
cious vears of their Inves trving to erack the awvl
services or other competitive exams. Many do not
even qualify for the first ound ofan all-India esam
as poverty and exploitation prevent them from
achieving their dreams,

But Tripathy's Gunno Bai 15 not a faillure.
He doesnot make it tothe cvl services,
but becomes farmous for his musie and
rhetoric. Dunng a walk at the India
Czate lawns, he discovers the appeal of
a man performing while dressed in a
saree. People shower the performer
with money, and Gunno crackes the for-
miula toearn a iving with ease. He now
dresses often 1in femimine attire — part
eunuch, bit of a man and bit of a woman.
No more sleeping empty stomach and
lamenting why he mn away to Delhi
Instead. thas young man from a vil-
lage in Bihar gains populanty after a

to great poetry or have philosophical disoussions.
(unnois now part of the Page 3 arcuit!

Alarge part of the solo show blends nusic, poetry
and humour but is actually a satire on our imes,
where thequest for goals isblinding and often breaks
the human spirit. Tripathy has written the play and
also composed all the songs. If the production bud g-
et 15 pmmising, he says he is assisted by a proup of
rrsicians for the stage perfommance. But, on a shoe-
sinng budget, Tnpathy is a one-man army, travelling
with all props and dresses in a suitcase, with only a
local tabla plaver to assist. Of course, this ime he
stapres a shorter version of the play for the audience.

‘Gunno Bat has already had 100 shows, mchuding
a recent one at the Centmal Academy of Drama in
Bedqjing in May After every performance, Tripathy

fares similar comments and queries: “Is this vour
story? ™ I know someone who faced a similar

struggle.” Tnpathy sayvs the play relates to
the expenences and emotions of several
people. And this, he adds. 1s the key toits
success both within India and abmad.

The story of a village boy in search of a

dream that does not materialise, but

exposes him to the harsh and fragic reali-

ties oflife and forces him to negotiate has

space, identity and survival, is indeed a
compelling narmatove.

For Trnpathy, theatre is a means

towards a larger poal of socal

trnsformation. The world 18 a

ogy before joining the NSD. One of his most sue-  leading newspaper features him 3 stageand he s playving manyparts.
cessful productions has been "Tay) Mahal Ka Ten-  redting Kabir and other estab-

der’, a satire challenging the political history of  hshed poets. He soon becomes the Tripathy wants to open regional
humans and corruption in a govemment systerm.  go-to person if vou want to isten repertories of the NSD.

From the fringes, another gem

Lakshmanrekha ,about aman who revived his villages water sources. has received two IDPA awards

RENTT 5UD SINHA

ETERAN documentary makers

Kawvita Bahl and Nandan Saxena

picked up vet another award recent-

Iy for their latest project, ‘Laksfvman-

rekha’, that tells the story of a school
dropout who revived his village's water sourcesin
the deserts of Rajasthan using tradticnal meth-
ods. It recetved two Indian Documentary Produe-
ers Association (IDPA) Awamds 2024 — silver
awamd in the emamnment and wildhlife category
and gold for anemato praphy.

With three National Film Awards to their name,
awards are not something new 1n their 30-vear
journey. “But to be recopnised and awarded by
vour peers feels special.” says Kavita,

‘Gunno Bai' is
a theatrical
exploration of
a man who
comes to Delhi

to become an
IAS officer.

Their ceuvre of nearly 40 documentaries has  these cinematic stories from the ground areacon-  simple man had turned drou ght-hit Lapodia, a vil- | (L) Lakshman
always focussed on people iving on the fringes  tinuation of the people's journalism they prac-  lage near Jaipur, into an oasis with his unorthodox | Singh, the
and how traditional wisdom has kept them as  tised in their ‘previous life’, as Nandan calls it.  idea of filling the dry ponds by harvesting rainwa- | inspiration

well as their ecosystems alive. “We didn't choose our films, the films chose us.,”  ter. Lakshmanrekha’ documents Singh's unre- | behind
,-""_"": For these former journalists, Thear first film. Agmona: The Sons of Fire’, was  lenting efforts — how he convineed the villagers | ‘Lakshman-
about the Admvasis of Chhattisparh, while ' Cotton for - tojoin him in digging shallow pits orchaukas that | rekha’,and a
My Shroud’ dealtwith the issueof farmer suindesin . slowed the surface runoff of minwater, maxamis- | posterof the
Vidarbha, “Cottom. . only forussed onthe men, But  ing pround water recharge. When the crops even- | award-winning
what happened fo thewomen whowereleft behind?  tually flounshed, neady 60 more villages adopted | documentary.
Candles in the Wind” told the stones of widows of  this chawka system. A sheepish government, ini-
Punjali firmers dealing with the burden of their  tially unconvineed and indifferent, adopted the
hushands’ debts, takiing careof children, ageing par-  system for 700 villages.
ents and the chemicalby-abused fields.” savs Kavita, Maost of the projects of these independent film-
“We shot in Mansa, Sangrur and Bathinda, makers, who have also made documentanes for

where maximum suicides had taken place. Prasar Bharti, United Nations Development Pro-
Despite hardships, these resiient women were  gramme, Al Jazeera English and the Public Ser-
re-negotiating the rules of engagement with  vice Broadeasting Trust, are alabour of love and

e courage and dipnity.” recalls Nandan about the majodyself-funded. “Sometimes, the grants onby

-..' doumentary, which alsowon the National Award.  recover travel expenses,” says an undeterred

-.'-';fi i “After Candles...’, we were exploring atopic for Nandan. The self-taught duo has been holding
3 ;-fi; our next documentary. We had met Anupam filmmaking workshops to generate funds. But
5 Mishra, aneminent environmentahst and Gand-  funds or not, work on their next documentary,

hian, many times and read his book, Aa) Bhi  ‘Whispersof the Desert Wind', has already started.

Khare Hai Talab’, a seminal work on water “We are also venturing into feature films. Two
harvesting based on traditional methods. We  senipts are ready and one of them is based on the
wanted to make a film on his inspiring work.,  legend of Meer,"” savs Nandan, These stories may
He directed us, instead, towards Lakshman  become movies in the coming vears, but making
Singh,” says Kavta. dorumentaries will remain their first love, As Nan-
Motivated by Mishra's book, aresolutebut  dan puts it simply, It is our life.”

<< Mandan Saxena and Kavita Bahl with IDPA awards for their documentary ‘Lakshmanrekha’.
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Guru, the evolution of a species

MrivaL PANDE

HESITATED somewhat before
agreeing to review this rather som-
bre-sounding door stopper of a book,
'‘Gurus and Media'. Despite the
introduction beginning in a some-
what ponderous Shashi Tharooresque
styvle, one will be pleasantly surpnsed by
the various perspectives on the Vedic con-
cept of a guru and how it has mutated and
grown and produced so many avatars. The

volume 18 a carefullv-chosen collection of

13 papers by Indian and western scholars.
They got inmvolved i a joint effort at bndg-

ing the gap between the onginal concept of

a guru and, over time, its vanous forms vis-
ible in the media and popular visual culture
today. They help the readers understand
how an ariginal concept of a gurw, as a foun-
tainhead of learning imparted verbally by
the teacher to his disaples, was able to
mesh almost seamlessly with the audio-
visual media and produced the multi-
faceted popular concept of agur.

The writers investigate the mutating guru
wonographiesby combining art history, films
and even important work done on the caste
system to help locate a hidden, troubled his-
tory between vanous guns like Dronacharva
and Kautilva and theirnon-caste disciples. It
15 interesting to see them jan some puzzling
dots to show how India's political systems
over thousands of vearshave chosen to patm-
nise and help sustain ancient Brahminical
hierarchies in leamin g, Also, how in the sec-
ular State created by Baba Sahib Ambed-
kar's Constitution and with reformers like

Chronicles of
culinary legacy

00D historian and critic Pushpesh Pant 15 back

Penvar; the pre-democratic conceptof guru 15
beng grvena new political sppnthat reshapes
it to match the Sangh's dream of a Hindu
Rashtra voked to the Bmhminical version of
Hindutva and the gur..

The etymology of the word ‘gury’ stretch-
es back to the Proto-Indo-European root
gwere’ (Patrick SD MeCartney and Diego
Lourenco). In Sanskrit, gury means the
heavyweight. But acmss time and space in
India, it has had many avatars. Central to all
15 the act of handing down knowledege. Arko-
tong Longhumer's essay on "The Sonie
Guru’ should also interest ethnographers
and music lovers. The sound and appear-
ance that smger Guru Mashanpgva uses
encompass awhole culture, ntuals, politics,
tradition, Feogmphy and identity of a people.

The present leadership, authors David
Landau and Nina Rageth feel, aims to proj-
ect a traditional versionof Rog Guru,a king
and guri in one, heading a Brahmimical
version of a Bharat full of ancient wisdom
and reliFious thought where cows, gurus
and mothers are venerated. The goal, ulti-
mately, is to sell to Indians a whole new
exerase in nation-building and globally to
tap a rich market in a wordd full of amaeties
and stress. Yoga tourismto toyvs and dolls to
western disciples of Indian gurus like
Tagore, Vivekananda and Gandhi are all
being promotedin a big way. As gurus, the
new India offers not merely spiritual guirug
biving in the Himalayas, but also master
craftspersons, traditional dancers, musi-
cans, multiple-lanpuage media and mar-
ket-savvy quirus.

Given the ambition to market the guru asa

GEETUVAID

IVING in a world where
online scams, frauds and
political cormuption  are

painfully common, one

GURUS AND MEDIA: SOUND, IMAGE,
MACHINE, TEXT AND THE DIGITAL
Edited by Jacob Copeman, Arkotong
Longkurmet, and Koonal Duggal.
UCL Press,

Pages 482.¥52804

Perspectives on Vedic
concept of a guru and
how it has mutated and
produced many avatars

commodity, the methodolopes for first
ensuring the gurw’s presence among global
disciples are also being subjected toa nugor
change inoutfits, speaking patterns and lan-
guage used for profundities hejshe may utter.
Hindu gurus and Hindu nationalism have a
long history: Vivekananda, the Ramakorishna
Mission, Tagore and Gandhi all shared a
strong agenda of religious reform and socal
transformation so that India could free itself

of calonialism and its deep sense of nfenon-
tv to the white man. Eady assocation
between the govemnming body of the BIE the
R55, and its erafting of a mibitant Hinduism
15 part of that historical vatm. Modig' s
orchestration of this gury image and using a
plhant media has hedped the Sangh create a
Hindu-dominant socety and polity, which is
an organic development of the genre, This
has, inturn, guaranteed his indispen sabality
to the father organisation.

Herme 1s where the book makes some inter-
esting points: to see the evolution of a gur
15 to see continuity in the mnovations, how
they may be rooted in the socio-econome
and, lately, political needs on the pround.
Particulady mteresting is Amanda Lueia's
paper ( ‘Flooding the Web, Media Strategies
of Nitvananda's Digital Empire’). The
insights could well apply to controversial
gurus such a churning has been throwing
up Asaram Bapu, Ram Rahim and Baba
Ramdev. There are regular reports on how
a gurw’s manipulative performance while
disseminating specialised knowledge and
historical perspective may be actually a

dangerous tool for political manipulation of

simple trusting folk and creating wvote-
banks. The messages such gurus send out
for mass consumption vastly compromise
the moral and spiritual registers of real
received wisdom, while making the devot-
ed followers believe in the concept of guru
as an embodiment of divinity:

Trust is the keyword. Srirupa Bhat-
tacharya and Jacob Copeman and Koonal
Duggal's papers underscore hiw aguru can
simultaneously be many things to many

Mother of all scams of 1970s

Importantinsights are also offered
into the personalities of Nagarwala
and bank ecashier Malhotra to gove
readers enough room to ‘house’
ther own opinion and to ascertain if
they should be categonsed as vice-

with yet another book on Indian food s and recipes.
" Lazzatnama’ is a cuisine-based chronicle of the
diverse culnary landscape of the country.

The book, divided into nearly 25 sections such as rice,
breads, meat, snacks, sweets, chutneys, mitas and dnnks,
ete, cateponses recipes fmom the same genre or having the
SAIMme ingredients.
Some are staples from
vanous megons and
communities, while
some  are  delicacies
reserved for festivals.

Based on his experi-
enced palate, he has
picked up many repre-
sentative recipesidish-
es from the North,

South, East and West of

LAZZATNAMA: RECIPES OF INDIA

India. Many a-
by PLshpesh Part. 1 ny are sea

may undermate a more than five
decades old case of $60-lakh fraud
committed on the country's
biggest bank by a caller ‘imperson-
ating' the Pnme Minister and her
secretary. But the sheer dare,
audacity and absurdity ofthe act 15
what makes the Nagarwala scam of
1971 worth a “revisit”,

On May 24, 1971, the chief cashier
of 5BI's Padiament Street branch
flung into action after getting a call
from the Prime Minister's secretary,
directing him to delver 360 lakh toa
courter for a secret nussion in East
Pakcistan, With the PM herself com-
ing on phone to 1ssue directions, a
gullible Ved Prakash Malhotra set
out on the ‘mission’ with a trunk-

sonal; others utilise full of 100-rupee notes. Afterdelnyer-

Rupa. hyvperlocal ing the cash to the person con-
Pages 272, elements/ingredients. cemed, he was in fora rude shodc on
1395 All sections begin being told that no such instructions

with a short note about

that particular dish, tradng its lineage. The brevity of

interesting facts and anecdotes, however, leave vou ask-
ing for mare. In the Preface, Pant admits to ‘many glaring
omissions’ because of the magnitude of our gastronomic
hertage. He regrets not being able to adequately explore
the vibrant food traditions of the Northeast, but promises
a separate book on recipes from the region soon.

The book has a variety of recipes, some simple, some
requiring a long list of ingredients, based upon Pant's
decades of research, “tasting field work” and assocation
with renowned chefs. — TNS

had eome from the PM's secretanat.
This is the starting point of the whaole
episode that snowhbal led into a major
political controversy that kept on
reverberaing in the comdors of
power for the nexct decade.

Though the money was recovered
so0n and the ‘mastermind’, former
Armny officer Bustom Sohrab Nagar-
wala, confessed and was sentenced
in one of the fastest tnals in the his-
tory of our country, conspiracy theo-

THE SCAM THAT SHOOK A NATION -
THE NAGARWALA SCANDAL
by Prakash Patra, Rasheed Kidwal,
HarperCollins.
Pages 262,399

ries were rife as several questions
remained unanswered. The ‘in ous-
tody' death of Nagarwala and acei-
dent of the main investi gating offi-
cet, DK Kashyap, too, added fuel to
the simmenng fire of suspicion.
The authors have presented a din-
1cal and objective account of the dar-
ing heist and the subsequent inves-
tigations by different agences. They
have tried to catch the mulbple
strings of the scandal thorough in-
depth research of police reconds, files
from National Archives and the
report of the Justice Jaganmohan
Reddy Commussion set up in 1978,
Breaking the narrative into differ-
ent chapters to furnish the detals of
investigations, they have also putin
perspective the political scenario of
the time. The witness acoounts of
Indirm Gamdhi and Moragi Desai,
and exploring the Sanjay Gandhi
angle further puts things into per-
spective for the 215t century reader.

tims or villains,

What was the role of the bank and
the cashier? Was thetnal acoverup?
Whose money was it and for whom
was it meant? Was it a whim or a
planned operation? The foreagn
hand? The bamrage of questions
raised and scouredin different chap-
ters indeed becomes overwhelming,
more 50 because most of these
remain unanswered as one 15 sucked
into the whirlpool of mtrigue, con-
spiracy and pobitical wrangling.

It is worth a read for the current
generation brought up on a heavy
dose of scams and corruption. But
for those looking for dear-cut
answers, the authors remind them of
Winston Churchall's words  to
describe Russia's intention s in strik-
ing a Nax-Soviet pact at the begin-
ning of WW-II as “ariddle, wrapped
in a mystery, inside an enigma’.
Imnically, the concduding remark of
Justice Reddy in his report also said
that the investigations had further
deepened the enlgma wrapped in
the heart of the mystery:

The story, the case, the investipa-
tion, the lapses, the unsolved areas
and the final conclusion — throupgh
it all, the authors have remained
true to their promise of bringing an
ohjective analysis ofthis “motherof
all scams” of the 1970s.

Iconic Indian homes In diverse idioms

Rajnise WATTAS

HE bookis a lavishly illustrated

compendium of select houses

desipned by architects both new

and expenenced, across the

length and breadth of India, sit-
ed in diverse peographies. The rich antholo-
gy, curated by Gauri Kelkar, mchudes “hall-
side hobiday homes, modern apatments in
large metros, beachy villas opening out to
views of the mlling surf. ., manifesting v
iad architectural imaginations at worke,

In any architect’s repertoire, residential
design is the most challenging and most fas-
cinating of prgjects. A houseis many things to
many people — s an intersection of a
client's needs, aspirations, site attnbutes,

budpget and the architect's mterpretation of

these factors realised by his creativity:

Each work in this book is preceded by a
short bingraphy of the architect, followed by
details of the house explained through
sketches, text and photographs. Most proj-
ects arevacation houses located at scenic set-
tings. They are free from stfling bylaws and
contmls, otherwise constraining creativity in
urban areas. How architects turn them into
opportunities is the real challenge,

The abiding influence of master architects

ofthe 20th century is hard to miss. Many of

these houses are reflections of Frank Lioyvd

Three Court House at Alibaug,
" designed by RMA Architects.
PHOTO BY RAJESH VORA
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Wright's low-slung Prairie houses with their
hallmark sweeping horesontal ines and can-
tilevers, such as the Eobie House bult at
Chicago in 1909, His iconic Falling Waters
house {1935) near Pittsburgh also resonates
with its site and structure unity Another vis-
ible influence 15 the use of large plass walls,
maximising nside-outside communion,

20x20: TWENTY ARCHITECTS inspired by Mies van de Rohe's Farnsworth
X TWENTY ICONIC HOMES OF INDIA House. located outside Chicago.
by Gauri Ke kar. The select architects challenge theirown
Roli Books. unique imaginations, ingenuity and
Pages 362.¥3905 desipn sensibilities.

Located at a hill slope in Kerala, the

Ledge House by boutique architectural
practice Wallmakers is literally a daring
cliffhanger of a house! Tucked into the hill
with just its tip jutting out precanously, it
demonstrates built form and nature unity:

Similarly, RMA Architects’ Three Court
House at Alibaug, Maharashtra, has an
introverted plan that revolves around three
courtyarnds, separating yet connecting the
distinet zones of the house. Alow, sweeping
honzontal skyline of the house clothed in
Incal stone with contrasting dabs of colours
punctuates the facade,

There are houses in dense urban settings,
too. Mathamo Assodates’ Cut Fhld House is
reminiscent of the beton brut concorete
facades of Le Corbusier, with shuttenng pat-
terns left unpainted on thewalls and calings.
Ruggedness becomes the statement. Simi-
larly, Black Perch House by Studio Sangath
in Ahmedabad is another esxample of ereativ-
ity in the tight ity fabric. There are organ-
i houses made with local materials and in
vernacular traditions in the dry cold desert
region of Ladakh by Field Archatects, and
by Abin Design studio in Bengal.

Finally, any anthology will rermain a subjec-
trve choice of the curator However, the dis-
cerning eve of Kelkar unearths homes to
cherish, The volume would enrich both the
professional architect’s library as well as that
ofa lyymanwhoappreciates beautifulhomes,

people. He is different from the puper: or
temple priest as a teacher and trusted coun-
sellor Most Indian homes display photo-
graphs or busts of sectanan gurus, slick cos-
mopolitan gurus like Sadhpuni and Srei Sri,
high-profile tech and market gurus, and dis-
aples can choose from the vemacular or
Anpglophone among them.

The media becomes a doubleedged
sword. It acts as an asset for the gura to
draw disciples, gather more power and
offerings, but the media also gives space
when scandals involving gurus have been
highlighted, leading them to jaill from
where they continue to exercise dout and
are routinely released on bail o hdp politi-
cal parties win dections.

Marketled development and liberahss-
tion have brought much prospentytoa part
of the Indian middle dass. These gurus are
popular among them and are called to bless
them and hold satsangs. Performance and
theatricality seem to be essential for a sue-
cessful guru. Many frequently fly abroad to
bless disciples, give lectures, All Ive glam-
orous ives in well-appointed ashmms.

The guru today thusneeds tobe seenasa
meta person: more than human but also, all
too human. David Landau and Nina Rageth
deal with a powerful politician’s shape shift-
mg mto a gury dunng the Covid-imposed
solation of the public overexposed to the
media. And how this created a brand new
image for a neta as an ascetic gurn, who
would meditate in caves and onsea shores.

What effect purudom and its various suc-
cessful representatives are going to have on
a secular State only time will tell.
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INDIA'S TRADE POLICY: THE 1990s
AND BEYOND
bty Arvind Panagariya.
HarperCaollins.

Pages 360.T5509
Economist and chairpers on of the Six-
teenth Finance Commission Arvind
Panaganva has dosey observed the
Indian economy over decades and
wntten extensively about it. His writ-
ings from 1989 to the present day pro-
vide an overview fromwhen hiberalisa-
tion started towhere it has reached.

BROKEN THREADS: MY FAMILY FROM
EMPRE TO INDEPENDENCE
by Mishal Husain.
HarperCollins.
Pages 208, 7499

In ‘Broken Threads'. broadeaster
Mishal Husain weaves an intricate
family web that catches all the hope,
optimism, disappointment and
trmapgedy of the hirth of Pakistan and
Independent India im 1847, The
meteulously reseached book 15 ded-
icated to her mother.

SKY HIGH: THE UNTOLD
STORY OF INDIGO
by TaruinShukla.
HamperCollins.
Pages 231 7690

When IndiGo entered the low-cost
aidine busmess in India in 2006, the
market already had many strong
players. Today, IndiGo is the largest
aidine in the country. What did it do
differently and right? ‘Sky High'
recounts a story of patience, plan-
ning and persistence.
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Dark spots on whites

GOOD SPORT
ROHIT MAHAJAN

ANISH MISHRA, his vel-

lowmg ericket whites, gimy

Floves, pads and bats lyving

by, gnns at you —but no one

grins back at him because
he's dead. The photograph suggests that he
may have been happy once, but he chose the
death considered most disgraceful — death
by his own hand. He had found the answer to
the eternal question — to be or not to be. He
wasn't going to be thwarted, so the night he
hanged himself, he dragged the bed across
the door in his tiny second-floor room in the
small house he shared with over 20 family
members in Luck now, Researching stories of
cricketers who'd died by their own hand 15
years ago, Mishra's absolite determination
to defy help struck one as particulady sad —
he didn't want to be saved.

Mishra, you'd never know, was a encketer
who played for Uttar Pradesh. Cncket didn't
kill him— he killed himself because of marital
discord and poverty and difficulties at work.
But cricket defined his life, and he was scarred
as a failure, for his talent was good enough for
onlya fourth-class job in the Railways.

Did David Johnson, who played two Test
matches for India, think that he'd fiiled in
crcket? Did he reach the conclusion that
Mishra did in Lucknow? Johnson died after
falling from the balcony of his fourth-floor

apartment in Bengalurni, Police suspect it was
suicide; the trigper seems to have been depres-
sin, debt, hallucdnations, loss of income — but
underdyving it all seems tobe frustration at beang
a failed enckeler “Sometimes, he wished he
could have plaved, vou know. .. more. .. sothat
we could have had a better life” his wille said.
When he ‘fell to his death, Johnson's wife had
to bormrow money for the ambulance; he had
dreamt of a life of a star ericketer and saw gen-
teel penury at the end — own apartment, apen-
sion from BOCT, but with no money at all.

Uttar Pradesh's Obaid Kamal, who came
close toplaying for India, swears he was haunt-
ed by a ‘chudail “when he had fallen into partie-
ularly hard times — one night in Chandigarh,
outside his window was an old woman: “She
was planang at me, ike a mother busy with
chores glances at her sleeping child.”.

Massive guif between
superstars and those who
fail is a distinct Indian trait

In his worst days, Kamal contemplated sui-
cide; he was saved by thewords his motherhad
uttered when he was a child — “suiade is
‘hamam’, a sin that won't be forgmen”.

The underbely ofendeet is dirty. Corruption
and favountismmar sedection, and players can
be destroved by an antagonistic coach or cap-
tain — a batsman can be ordered to play slow-
Iy or to attack wildly, and this could later be
held against him: a bowler might not be given
the ball when the conditions are helpful, and
asked tobowl when the batsmen are set —and
failure would be held against hirn. Kamal, for
instance, said that when he playved for Pungab

and lost the confidence of his coachicaptain, he
was asked to bowl only from the end which
didn't offer pacers such as him assistance,
Every cricketer knows there's prave injustice
mencket, every failed encletercamries aheavy
burden of injustice on his soul.

Eamal aor Mishra would have given their left
hands to play just one Test — but one abways
wants more, deesn't one? Johnson played two
Tests and that's far too few; 1t's unjust that a
player who's deemed good enough to play for
the cauntry is dropped after just one match, as
Johnsonwas, and thatwas an abiding complaint.

British wnter David Frith, whose seminal
book ‘The Silence of the Heart’ details death by
suicide of over 150 cricketers, says that cricket
“is unique in its propensity to take over a
man's psyche” and, thus, encketers are more
vulnerable to depression than other sportsper-
sons. He writes that the suicde mte among
British cricketers is nearly double the national
average., Winter gloom could be a factor in
Bntain; the massive gulf between the super-
stars and those who've failed is an Indian trait.

Duie to the stigma and secrecy, it's difficult
to accurately compute figures of Indian enck-
eters who died by suicide, but many famous
ones have said they did contemplate it —
men such as Parveen Kumar Mohammed
Shami, Robin Uthappa, to name three.

Dodda Ganesh, Johnson's teammate for
Rarnataka, hit rock bottom after being
dropped from the Indian team, Fhur vears ago,
hewmte: “T was dmoppedin 1997, And I did not
step out of my house for a month. .. Forme, it
was the end of the world... Tt was a dagger
through my heart to see bowlers who'd picked
much lesser wickets than me being rewarded
with the Indian cap.” Tb those battling depres-
sion, Ganesh had some advice: “Live for vour
loved ones.” Mishm and Johnson may have
reached the conclusion they had none

Selecting the first Army Chief

LT GEN BALJIT SINGH (RETD)

T the end of Wordd War II, there

emerged  approximately 20

“native” Indian Army officers in

their forties, most of whom had

led infantry battalions and a few
tank squadrons, with utmaost courage and dis-
tinction, over seething battlefields in Eumpe,
Africa, Middle East, South Asia and South-
east Asia All of them except one were sdons
of elite feudal families or progeny of moyalty,
who were granted King's Commission on
graduation from the Royal Military College,
sandhurst, ar the Royal Military Academy,
Woolwich, both in the UK. But the lone and In
time the towering exception was a child of
destiny, bom into a modest but proud house-
hold in the erstwhile Coorg state (present-day
Eodagu), who never left the shores of Tndia till
drafted for service in WW-I1.

On the night of his birth (January 28, 1800),
his maternal prandmother had in a dream
“heard the sound of homes thundering
hooves and drum beats. .. She was convineed
that the newbom was destined to be a preat
military man”. Be that as it may, the child, KM
Cariappa, bornand schooled at Mercaravillage
in Coorg, next joined the Presidency College,
Madras. Soon after, he qualified for the first
batch of teenagers to enter the Temporary
School for Indian Cadets' at Daly College,
Indore, in 1918, Ongrant of Commi ssion as 2nd

Lieutenant in the Indian Arny on December 1,
1919, he aggregated two decades of baptism
under fire across the waywand North West
Frontier Concomitantly, he also bumnt the mid-
night oil to become the first Indian to graduate
from the Defence Service Staff College, Quet-
ta, and by Apnl 1942, on promotion to Lt
Colond, was placed in command of 17 Rajput
battalion, becoming yet again the first Indian to
attain that benchmark !

Durmg the course of WW-IL he served inthe
operational logisties branch, first at HQ 10Indi-
an Infantry Division in Img and Syria, and Lat-
er at HE) 26 Indian Infantry Division in Gener-
al 8lim's 14th Army in Burma. It was in this
latter appointment that heimbibed the spint of
the 14th Army's dictum: “We shall tackle the
impossible immediately, the difficult later! In
recognition ofhis services, 1 Col Canappawas
Mentioned-in-Dispatches thnce, followed by
the Urder ofthe British Empireon Apnl 5, 1945,

In the run-up to Independence, when it
wisdedded to expose one Army officer and
three bureauerats to hone the politico-mili-
tary duality paradigm of the higher defence
stratagem at Imperial Defence College,
London, in 1846, here again Brigadier Cari-
appawas the chosenone. Hewas to put that
learning to good use as shortly the subeon-
tinent was driven into another savage war
over J&K in October 1947,

As Pakistan had the advantage of the first
mover, the Indian Army's inttial response was
found madequate to the challenge and the fall
of Ladakh seemed imminent. Mg Gen Cariap-
pa, who at the time was overseeing the Army
Reorganisation Committee, was promaoted to
command the newly created Westem Com-
mand in January 1948 (once again, the first for
an Indian'), charged to conduct the J&K war,

As was the General’s wont, the very next
day he was at Srinagar, providing Inspiring
leadership with a resolve that “we will not
allow Gen Tariq to capture Leh, We have got
to stop this and we will stop it... we have
decided to take tanks up the Zoj Pass, a
kind of operation which has never been
done before.” The rest is history.

The end of the J&K war on January 5, 19489,
provided the much-anticipated moment for
the Ammy to have an Indian C-in-C as the
tenure of Gen FR Roy Bucher was about to
terminate. The choice appeared olwious as
among the distinguished pack of about 20, Lt
Gen Canappa stood out. Yet, “there were two
other names that were proposed. The first was
Lt Gen Maharaj Rajendrasinhji of the Caval-
ry, brother of the Jam Sahib of Nawanagar
The second was Lt Gen Thakur Nathu Singh
of Dungarpur. .. That stated, it must go to the
eternal credit of both Geneml officers, who
nsisted that the honour of being India's first
C-in-C should nghtly be ‘Kipper's' because
he was the sentormost Indian officer” — this
was placed on record by Air Marshal KC Cari-
appa{retd) in his father's biography.

The Government of India had not been lack-
ing in grace as evidenced from Sardar Patel's
letter: “. . your record of achievements inspires
our confidence in vour ability o lead vour men
at such a entical period of the country’s histo-
ryand I can assure you that we on our part will
extend to you all goodwill and cooperation.”

S0, on January 15, 1949, a rammod straight
man, along with a boy not yetin histeens and
a seven-year-old gid were perhaps the first vis-
itors at the Gandhi Samadhi. After dropping
his children home, Gen KM Cariappa walked
into theappointed high office sans any ceremo-
nial trappings or Guard of Honour!

D

The two pillars of
MclLeodgan|

RAAJA BEHASIN

HERE have been repeated

moments across history

when people have had to

leave their homes as a

result of manmade
seourge. Here 15 the result of one such.
This, by fate, circumstance and event,
has also bestowed an aura of sanctity
upon a crowded hatl

Long before Mceleodgan) (Upper
Dharamsala) became a smart ity and
atrash-maker's paradise, NN Nowro-
jee had a shop at the entrance to the
bazaar. Even in the late 1990s, the
shop lived in a world of its own and its
owner, the affable Nauzer Nowmjee,
carefully preserved a legacy that went
back to the mid- 19th century.

Placards of JB Mangaram s biscuits,
cutouts endorsing Vimto, tins of
Craven A cigarettes, all belonged to a
time kong gone, It was at the end of the
Anglo-Sikhwars in 1849 that the lands
that were to become the twin towns of
Dharamsala and McLeodgan) were
absorbed into British India. When the
Great Upnsing of 1857 had come toan
end, Nowrajee's ancestors moved up
from Pungab to MeLeodganj in 1860,
with the British ammy. As the place
steadily grew, for dose to a century, the
establishment of Nowrojee and Son
were the pimary purveyors of a vark
ety of goods to the residents of the area.

NN Nowmjee belonged to the fifth
peneration. With the end of the colo-
nial rule in 1947, many of the area's
European residents emigrated amd
maost left the keys of their properties
with the manthey had grown to trust
and like. For a couple of decades,
Nowrajee kept watch over the bunga-
lows in his charge and was often
called the ‘unofficial custodian of
McLeodganj'.

When His Holmess the Dalai Lama
was compelled to leave Tibet and
came to India, he began searching for
a place for himself and his people.
seeing something fall into place,
Nowmjee supposedly wmte to the
Prime Mimister Pandit Nehru, and
suggested thatthe Dalai Lama takea
look at McLeodgan). Soon after he
had sent off that fateful missive, three
large Landmaster cars drove uptohis
shop — and this was a time when a
solitary vehicle in MeLeodgang would
have attracted attention. The men in
the cars are believed to have gone up
to the now rather nervous Nowrojee.

“Did vou write a letter to the Prime
Minister?"” asked one.

“Yes" rephed Nowrgjee, as he
recounted to me in 1996,

“We are from the povernment,” saud
one of the now very-obvious sleuths.

They took a look at McLeodgang
and retumed to wherever they had
come from. Then, the Dalni Lama
himself came to inspect the place in
1960 and approved it. His Holiness,
thus, became perhaps the most
prominent of dignitaries that have
made Himachal Pradesh their home.

Next came the 1ssue of security. On
Juby 11, 1963, a comprehensive set of

standing orders was prepared by the
SP of Kangra. In the normal course of
things, a set of these orders was sent to
the DIG, CID, of Punjab, as Kangra
was still a part of that state.

These standin g orders noted that His
Holmess had taken up residence at a
house known as ‘Swarg Ashram’ and
noted: “In view of the widespread
sympathy for the Dalai Lama and the
present strained Sino-Indian rela-
tions, it 15 necessary that proper secu-
rity arrangements for the person of
the Dala Lama should be made.”

The basis for these standing orders
were the ‘Rules and Instructions for
the Protection of the Dalai Lama
when in Resdence and on Tour’ that
had been formulated by the Intelli-
gence Bureau and had been received
by the SP. Kangra, in 1960.

When the Dalai Lama
came to India,

NN Nowrojee
supposedly wrote to
PM Nehru and offered
the vast estates he
was looking after

A noting by hand on the file
observed that rooms to be occupied
by His Holiness were to be searched
by the Private Secretary or by the
Confidential Secretary. All mail and
parmels were to pass through the
hands of the Security Officer before
being handed over to the Private Sec-
retary —whao, in turn, was expected to
open these before handing them over
to His Holiness. A speaal note was to
be made of persons who were granted
interviews with His Hobness Not
unexpectedly, the officer was told to
be extremelyvigilant asonce a visitor
passed the Enquiry Office, he could
move unchallenged right up to the
security condon. An unarmed consta-
blewas detailed onduty both day and
night by this point.

This section of the file ended with
the observation that “itis particular-
Iy necessary for the Enquiry Office
staff to be polite, courteous and tact-
ful in their dealmgs wath visitors”. It
added that they should abstain from
entering mmto an arpument that
could lead to an embarrassing situa-
tion. As ‘Swarg Ashram’ was sur-
rounded on all sides by woods, for
safety, an outer cordon was marked
on the ground and was divided into
four patrolling beats, each with an
armed constable,

Today, the issues of security and the
world's political contours are some-
what different. Yet, as the years have
gone by, in more ways than one,
Himachal and MeLeodgang have
come to be closely associated with His
Holiness the Dalal Lama. The man
who was supposedly responsible for
bringing him there, Nauzer Nowrojee,
passed away on October 24, 2000, The
shop has also gone. His Holiness, the
second pillan constantly challenged
yvet gently firm, unwaveringly wise
and compassionate, still stands tall,

The Siblings, and their many adventures

KULBHUSHANSINGH SURYAWANSHI

OLITARY, ghostly, shy, alone,

hard-to-see, and even lonely, are

some of the words that are often

used to describe the snow leop-

ard. But, the Siblings, as the two
snow leopards of Kibber came to be
known, were none of that.,

Kibber 15 an idvllic village tucked on a
rocky knoll at an elevation of 4 200m inthe
sSpitivalley. Th the north of it 15 the summit
of Mt Kanamo, standing just 5m short of
6000, To the south of it is the wide ‘U-
shaped’ valley formed by the Spiti river.
For the past 25 vears, this village has been
the epicentre of research on snow leopands
and community-led effort s to conserve this
speces. Thanks to these efforts, Kibber is
today one of the best places in the world to
see snow leopamds, This vear, the stars of
the show were the Siblings, or Chunnu and
Munnu, as some of the local people and
tourists had started calling them.

The firsttime [ saw the siblings was in Feb-
ruary last vear. That winter was mild. and
tempermatures barely dipped below -15°C.

There was hittle snow on the ground. My
good frend, Prasenjeet Yadav, was filming
for the BBC and 1 was playing an advisory
mle, given my 15 years of experience work-
ing in the region. The Siblings were then
cnby a vear old, We would see them almost
every day. They spent most of their days
sleeping under anoverhanging rock oron a
ledge high above a chiff. Their mother, also
sleeping nearby, was always vigilant.

One evening, at around 4 pm, the mother
and the Siblings twitched their ears, and all
the tourists and filmmakers dicked away,
which was the most exating thing that had
happened all day. Then, they woke up and
stretched like house cats, and exatement
built up in therr audience. A cub walked a few
steps and hunched down to poop, and only
cats can look cute while pooping. I made a
mental note to go down to that spot laterand
get a sample for penetic analysis.

A half-freeen stream flowed past the
three snow leopards. We watched them
from a cliff high above. Arross a bed in
the river, on a small grassy meadow, a
herd of ibex were grazing in the golden
light of the evening sun. We could seethe
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Two snow leopards,
Chunnu and Munnu, and
their mother are the
stars of Kibber village
in Spiti valley
ibex and the snow leopards, but the ibex

could not see the snow leopards,
The mother, however, seemed to know

FHOTO BY THEWRITER

about the ibex, and she started walking
deliberately and carefully towards them.
She could not have seen them because of
the bend in the cliff along the river. She
either heard them or knew that they
grazed there at that time. The Siblings
followed her with equal care and atten-
tion. I was impressed with the discipline
the cubs were exhibiting. As they got clos-
er, the mother pot into stalking mode, and
the cubs followed.

This was the most important thing they
would have to learn if they had to survive
in the wild.

Tension built up, and we all watched it
from across the bank from an overlooking
cliff, as if watching a nail-biting cncket
match from the high stands.

Now. the mother was within 30m of three
big male ibex. With thetr samitar-shaped
horns, these goats are formidable prev even
for a veteran snow keopard mother The Sib-
lings stayed back and watched their mother
I wondered how she communicated to them
that they need to stay back now

She got closer 20m; the cubs were watch-
ing. and all of us were holding our breath.

The attack could come any moment now.
This was going to be more spectacularthan
the cheetah coursing down an impala in
the Serengeti. Now, Sm., and the ibex have
still not seen her, she is only one leap away
from making a kill. She is being careful to
avoid those big horns of the ibexxwhich can
cause a Sserious injury.

And just the moment when we expected
her to commit to the leap, the Siblings got
impatient and started chasing the rest of
the ibex herd in the open meadow which
was still 40m away from them. The dement
of surpnse was lost. There was chaos, 25
ibex munning around and two yvear-old
snow leopards bounding ungainly after
them. The mother sat glum.

It was outrageous that the cubs had spealt
her hard work because of their impatience,
After the dust had settled, the Siblings
approached theirmotherwith tentative steps.
[ was expecting her to repnmand them, but
she wastheir mother after all, She bicked them
clean and the threewalked awayvintothe dusk
that was spreading over the mountams,

— Thewrileris diredor of the India

Programime of the Snow Leopard Trust
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Rahul Gandhi's elevation as Leader of the Opposition, the first to occupy the post in 10 years, is a booster shot for him
personally and the Cong, but he will be tested on both fronts — how he takes on the Modi govt and keeps the INDIA bloc intact

SHUBHADEEP CHOUDHURY

N June 8, after the Congress
Working Committee passed
a resolution urging Rahul
CGandhi to take up the post of
Leader of the Opposition
{(LoP). he refrained from agreemng to the
proposal there and then, saying he would
think about it. This gave rnse to specula-
tion that Rahul was onee again trving to
evade responsibility. Names of various
MPs, from the competent Gaurmv Gogoito
some uninspinng vetern leaders, started
domng the munds. Just ahead of the inau-
punl session of the 18th Lok Sabha. it was
announced that the Gandhi scion would
take the plunge — asmall step in the esti-
mation of the Bharativa Janata Party-led
National Democratic Alliance perhaps,
but a giant leap for Rahul Gand hi person-
ally and the Congress. His leadership
skills will be put to test at once on howhe
takes the INDIA {(Indian National Devel-
opmental Inclusive Alliance) bloe along,

The Lok Sabha has a Leader of the
Opposition after 10 years. There's palpa-
ble enthusiasm and hope in the Con
gress rank and file that the BJP's
favourite whipping boy could turn out to
be athornin its flesh,

Rahul had sprung another surprise ear-
hier by not taking off for a foreign trip soon
after the seven-phase Lok Sabha elections
got over and the results were announced.
The former Congress president has often
drawn eriticism for poing missing at cru-
cial junctures. Rahul stayved put in the
country after a hard-fought election cam-
paign spread over nearly two months,

The 18th Lok Sabha, unlike the two pre-
vious Lok Sabhas, has an impressive pres-
ence of Opposition members. The INDIA
blochas 234 members (and has the support
of three Independent MPs) in the b4d3-
member House to NDA's 202, The numer-
ical strength got reflected when a voice
vote was taken for the Speaker’'s election.
The sound of the Opposition MPs' “nays”
quite matched the“ayes” from the treasury
benches. Pro tem Speaker Bhartruhan
Mahtab could promptly announce the ver-
diet in favour of the NDA nominee only
because he knew that the number of NDA
MPs in the House was more than thenr
INDIA counterparts.

NEK Premachandran, Revolutionary
Socialist Party (RSP} MP from Kollam i
Eerala, says the BJP can already sense
the changed atmosphere in the House.
“It is fearful of the large presence of
Opposition MPs, signs of panic are vist
ble.” he claims. “They had Lok Sabha
Speaker Om Birla make a reference to
the Emergency just to give the impres-
sion that nothing has changed. But the
reality 15 different and the BJP cannot
ignore it by pretending that there is noth-
ing amiss,” he adds.

HE IS NOT TAKEN SERIOUSLY: BJP

8 Rahul Gandhi is not taken
seriously by members of his own
party, not to speak of Opposition
leaders. The Congress has been going
downhilland has now hit rock bottom.
Rahul as LoP does not augur well for
the Opposition... every party learns

something from results, we are reviewing ours. 99
Samik Bhattacharya, BIPRS MEMSER FROM WEST BENGAL

| EADING THE NEW
OPPOSITION

‘KEEP THE FAITH'

8 Congratulations
to the new Leader of
the Opposition
@RahulGandhi. May
you always keep the
faith. God bless...
Om Birla Ji is NDA
Speaker candidate. Hope he realises
that with 234 of us this time, his
‘Naw Baithiye' won't be as easy to
implement®®  1ic MP Mahua Moitra on X

‘MATTER OF GREAT JOY’
6 Congress leader

elected asthe Leader
of Opposition. ltisa

- will benefit from a
personality with unwavering loyalty
to the Constitution and the values of

democracy. Congratulations to him and
best wishes for future endeavours. 99

NCP{SP} MP Supriya Sule on X

In the past two Lok Sabhas, the Con-
gress lacked the numbers to stake daim
to the post of LoP This time, having 99
MPs (98, with Rahul Gandhi giving up
his Wayanad seatin favour of Hae Bareli),
the Congress, the largest Opposition par-
ty, was eligible to claim the post.

ROLE CALL

The person holding the post of Leader of
the Opposition is party to crudal appoint-
ments like those of the chiefs of the
Enforcement Directomate, Central Bureau
of Investigation and the Central Vigilance
Commission, Anabysts say Rahul donning
the mle of LoP would fuel talk of compar-
isons with Prime Minister Narendra Modi,
butwith very different connotations thanin
the past, when any such conversation
mevitably favoured PM Modi and lam-
pooned Rahul. Notanymere, they pomnt out.

“Age s not on Modi's side. Rahul has this
advantage over him,"” feels John Brittas, the
CPTM) Rajva Sabha member from Kerala.

Though any talk of PM Modi's retire-
ment, when he crosses the age of 75, was
firmly dismissed by Amit Shah during the
election campaign, the party's lower-
than-expected seat tally has fuelled spee-
ulation that the prospect of Modi leaving

Rahul Gandhi has been

matter of great joy that
the Opposition parties

Sonia Gandhi, Akhilesh Yadav and Faizabad MP Awadhesh Prasad in Parliament. /114 an

space for a relatively younger personis no
longer just an Opposition fantasy.

STATURE GROWS

First the two editions of his ‘Bharat Jodo
Yatra', then the turnaround in the Lok
Sabha election results and now becoming
Leader of the Opposition, Rahul Gandhi
has grown in stature, The BJP's favourite
maoniker for him — Pappu’ — seems to
have lost its currency. There is now much
reduced resonance to the memes and
jokes portraying him as an immature
politician who lacks seriousness.

Narendr Pani, political analystanda pro-
fessor at the Bengaluru-based National
Institute of Advanced Studies, feels Rahul
as LoP would create a hink between
demands raised outside Parliament and
inside it. “He has created a pro-equal ity nar-
rative with the hdp ofhis yatras. Now that
he is the LoP one can expect that the agen-
daof the yatraswould be taken up forceful-
Iy inside the Lok Sabha also,” Pani says.

The challenges Rahul faces are many.
the biggest being finding common
ground within the INDIA bloc and acting
as a bridge. The Congress fumbled at the
very start by not intimating the bloe con-
stituents in advance about Rahul accept-

ing the post of LoP Shortly before Con-
gress general secretary KC Venupgopal
made the announcement about Rahul
being made the LoP a meeting of the
INDIA bloe parties was held at Congress
president and Leader ofthe Opposition in
Rajva Sabha Mallikarjun Kharge's resi-
dence to discuss the alliance's strategy
for the Speaker's election. Even though
the Congress had alread v taken the dect-
siontoappomnt Rahul as the LoP and Con-
gress Parliamentary Party chairperson
Sonia Gandhi had communicated the
dedsion to Pro tem Speaker Mahtab, the
alliance partners were not informed
about the decision.

“*This is the problem with the Congress.
There is often a communication gap. They
coild have easly told us about the dect-
sion, which was announced shortly after
our meeting got over,” a floor leader of an
Opposition party said.

The Congress’ propensity to not take its
partners into confidence was also ated as
the reason for the early hiccups from the
Trinamool Congress camp. The THMC was
upset about not being informed about the
Congress’ deasion to field K Sureshinthe
the election for the Speaker's post.

The issue of not keeping the alliance part-

ners in the loop is likely to get addressed
with Rahul taking over as LoP, the alliance
partners hope. “We think Rahul Gandhi
will be mindful about the point of view of
smaller parties and pay attention to what
they say,” opines Premachandran, the sole
member of RSP in the Lok Sabha and a
member of the INDIA bloc.

MAKING PRESENCE FELT
Gaurmav Gogol the Congress MP from
Jorhat 1n Assam. feels Rahul 15 the “natu-
ral leader” and his appointment as the
Leader of the Opposition only amounted
to formalising the position. “The two
yatras and other campaign strategies
devised by Rahul Gandhi proved very
useful in the elections,” Gogoi adds.

On the mood of the Opposition inthe
Lok Sabha, Gogoi, who was Deputy
Leader of the Congress in the last Lok
Sabha, said, *We are upbeat and
robust. We will force the government
to take up existential issues like unem-
ployment and price rise.”

Awadhesh Prasad. the Samapvadi Party
MP who sprang a surpnse by defeatingthe
BJP nominee in Faizabad, feels Rahul is
the most competent person to lead the
Opposttion, T congratulated him. He has
passion. Hewill be able to keep the nefari-
ous designs of the Modi government in
check. We are all part of the INDIA bloe
and weare one,” Prasad adds.

Dayvanidhi Maran of the DMEK and
Akhilesh Yadav of the Samajwadi Party
are among the top Opposition leaders who
would like to make their presence felt in
the current Lok Sabha, While Sudip Ban-
dopadhyay is the leader of the Trinamool
Congress in the Lok Sabha, all eveswill be
on Mahua Mot the firebrand TMC MP
from Krishnana gar in West Bengal.

Maoitra, who was expelled from the last
Lok Sabha following a complaint by a
BJP MP has made a triumphant return,
vowing not to back down in her tirade
apain Prime Mmister Moda.

While the mrregularities in the NEET
examination will be a mllying point for the
Opposition in both Houses of Padiament,
the recent train accident in West Bengal
and the soon-to-be-Aimplemented new
criminal codes are other i1ssues that the
Opposttion 18 hkely to take up strongly in
the ongoing session. Many Opposition par-
ties, including the Congress and TMC,
have demanded a review of the new laws.

IMPACT IN RAJYA SABHA

The upbeat mood of the Opposition inthe
Lok Sabha is likely to make an impact in
the Rapva Sabha too. Mano) Kumar Jha,
leader of the Rashtriva Janata Dal (RJD)
in the Rajya Sabha, promised fireworks
mn the Upper House. “Just wait and see.”
he said when asked about the Opposi
tion's action plan. On the Biju Janata
Dal’s decision to act as an Oppositionpar-
tv in the Rajva Sabha, Jha said even occa-
sional aid coming from any quarter dur-
ing stand-offs would be a good thing.

Sasmit Patra, leader of the BID, claimed
the party had abways been in the Oppose
tion. *I do not know how the word spread
that we were supporting the BJE” Patra
zaid. He, however, admitted that their seat-
ting plan in the Rajyva Sabha chamber got
changed after it was announced that BJD
would act as an Opposition party.

Other Opposition parties brush aside the
Naveen Patnaik-led party's claim. “They
supported the BJP on key 1ssues in the past,
Let's see what they do.” a CPI) MP said.
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Specific PET scan for TB for more effective treatment

The Hindu Bureau

A more accurate way to
scan for tuberculosis has
been developed by re-
searcher based in the U.K.
and the U.S. using positron
emission tomography
(PET).

The team has developed
a new radiotracer, which is
taken up by live TB bacte-
ria in the body. Radiotrac-
ers are radioactive com-
pounds which give off

radiation that can be de-
tected by scanners and
turned into a 3D image.
The new radiotracer,
called FDT, enables PET
scans to be used for the
first time to accurately pin-
point when and where the
disease is still active in a
patient’s lungs.

The researchers have
put the new radiotracer
through extensive pre-clin-
ical trials with no adverse
effects and it is now ready

to go into Phase I trials in
humans. The study has
been published in the jour-
nal Nature
Communications.
Currently, two methods
exist for TB diagnosis: test-
ing for the TB bacteria in a
patient’s sputum using
smear microscopy or a mo-
lecular test. The other is
the use of a PET scan to
look for signs of inflamma-
tion in the lung, using the
common radiotracer FDG.

While a sputum test can
show a negative long be-
fore the disease has been
fully treated in the lungs,
which could result in pa-
tients finishing treatment
too early, scanning for in-
flammation can be helpful
in seeing the extent of the
disease, but it is not specif-
ic to TB, as inflammation
can be caused by other
conditions. Inflammation
can also persist in the lung
after the TB bacteria has

been eliminated, leading to
treatment continuing lon-
ger than necessary.

The new approach de-
veloped by the researchers
is more specific as it uses a
carbohydrate that is only
processed by the TB bacte-
ria. A key advantage of the
new approach is that it on-
ly requires a hospital to
have standard radiation
control and PET scanners,
which are becoming more
available throughout the

world. The new molecule
is created from FDG using
a simple process involving
enzymes developed by the
research team. This means
it can be produced without
specialist expertise or labo-
ratories and so would be a
viable option in low- and
middle-income countries
with less developed health-
care systems. These coun-
tries currently see over
80% of global TB cases and
deaths from the disease.

India lacks diagnostic tests for
emerging infectious diseases

Zika virus is a mosquito-borne pathogen belonging to the flavivirus family of viruses which also includes dengue; India’s

lack of significant Zika surveillance means we might never fully understand its spread

Bani Jolly

Vinod Scaria

recent case of

Zika virus infec-

tion in Pune has

renewed con-
cerns about India’s prepa-
redness for diagnosing
emerging infectious diseas-
es. After experiencing
symptoms like fever and
rashes, the 46-year-old
doctor was hospitalised
and diagnosed with Zika vi-
rus infection after his sam-
ples were sent for testing to
the apex virology institute.
Subsequent testing of his
family members revealed
that his 15-year-old daught-
er was also infected. This is
not the first time Zika has
been identified in India.
Cases have been identified
in multiple States in India
in the past, with larger out-
breaks occurring in Kerala
and Uttar Pradesh as re-
cently as 2021.

Zika virus is a mosquito-
borne pathogen belonging
to the flavivirus family of
viruses which also includes
dengue. Clinical symptoms
of Zika infection in many
cases could be mild and in-
distinguishable from other
infectious diseases includ-
ing dengue. However, for
pregnant women, the Zika
virus poses a significant
risk as it can be transmit-
ted from mother to child,
potentially leading to mi-
crocephaly in the
offspring.

Due to climate change,
it is not surprising that
multiple dengue outbreaks
are making headlines. The
same vectors that spread
dengue could also spread
Zika. However, India’s lack
of significant Zika surveil-
lance means we might nev-
er fully understand its

Flying blind without diagnostic tests

There is over-reliance on apex institutes for diagnosis of Zika, Nipha and avian influenza due
to lack of widely available diagnostic tests

Zika cases have been identified
from multiple States in the past.
Largest outbreaks occurred in
Kerala and Uttar Pradesh in 2021

Since India lacks significant Zika
surveillance, the actual spread
might never fully understood

In March 2023, the drug
regulator confirmed that there
is no approved diagnostic test
for Zika

Multiple avian influenza
outbreaks in poultry have been
reported this year. Human
testing and surveillance have
remained limited partly due to

lack of diagnostic tests and over-

reliance on apex institutes

Kerala has had Nipah

‘ outbreaks in 2018, 2021,
and 2023, Each time,
virus identification
relied heavily on clinical
suspicion. Some cases
were missed initially as
diagnostic facilities were
not readily available

it

For the rapid
development of
diagnostics, whole
genome sequences

should be made "
available in the public
domain soon after I,

outbreaks / ;:'
/

Dangerous vector: Aedes aegypti mosquito that spreads dengue can also spread Zika virus

spread. In March 2023,
CDSCO, India’s apex organ-
isation for diagnostic ap-
provals, confirmed that
there is no approved diag-
nostic test for Zika. This
limitation hinders our abil-
ity to diagnose Zika, rely-
ing only on classical symp-
toms and high clinical
suspicion, making it com-
plex as we see a concur-
rent upsurge in dengue
cases across the country.
Surveillance by ICMR on
Aedes mosquitoes showed
Zika virus positivity follo-
wing human cases, indicat-
ing that many cases are
likely being missed. Zika is
not an isolated case. A case
of avian influenza A/H5N1
was recently reported from
Australia in a child who
had traveled to India, hint-
ing at more undetected in-
fections. Despite multiple
avian influenza outbreaks

in India this year affecting
poultry, and an ongoing
outbreak in Kerala, human
testing and surveillance
have remained limited.
This is partially com-
pounded by the lack of
widely available diagnostic
tests and over-reliance on a
few apex institutes.
Consider the case of the
Nipah virus, which has
seen multiple outbreaks in
Kerala. India has expe-
rienced several Nipah virus
outbreaks, notably in West
Bengal (2001 and 2007)
and Kerala (2018, 2021, and
2023). In Kerala, identifica-
tion of the virus relied hea-
vily on clinical suspicion.
Some cases were indeed
missed during initial ad-
missions due to the lack of
routine testing. Rapid iden-
tification and isolation of
cases, contact tracing, and
targeted screening of con-

tacts are key to the effec-
tive containment of Nipah
outbreaks.

While many countries
grant emergency appro-
vals for diagnostics based
on synthetic genomic ma-
terial, India requires vali-
dation on clinical samples,
which are not readily ac-
cessible. These limitations
hamper rapid develop-
ment. Although there have
been multiple publications
on Zika and Nipah out-
breaks over many years
now, the genomes from
these outbreaks are still
not rapidly released in pu-
blic repositories. For exam-
ple, the Nipah virus ge-
nome from the 2023
outbreak in Kerala was on-
ly released last month.
Even with ongoing avian
influenza outbreaks in
multiple States, we do not
yet have the whole genome

sequences available in GI-
SAID, the primary reposi-
tory for influenza sequenc-
es, hampering our
understanding of the dis-
ease and spread and more
importantly, our ability to
rapidly develop and de-
ploy diagnostics.

During the COVID-19
pandemic, India swiftly ex-
panded its testing infras-
tructure by rapidly decen-
tralising and leveraging the
existing network of hospi-
tals, medical colleges, and
private laboratories nation-
wide and tapping into the
industry with a systematic
approach for approvals of
diagnostic tests making
diagnostics widely availa-
ble and accessible. The ex-
perience gained from the
COVID-19 pandemic can be
a stepping stone for im-
proving testing capacities
for  other  emerging
diseases.

By decentralising testing
facilities particularly at the
district and sub-district le-
vels, and developing acces-
sible and affordable diag-
nostic tests for Zika, Nipah,
avian influenza, and many
more emerging infectious
diseases, India can ensure
a more effective response
to future outbreaks. There
has never been a better
time to swiftly establish a
decentralised system for
diagnostics, genomic sur-
veillance, and data sharing
to enable preparedness
and public health response
to emerging infectious
diseases.

(Bani Jolly is a senior
scientist at Karkinos Health-
care, and Vinod Scaria is a
senior consultant at Vish-
wanath Cancer Care Foun-
dation and Adjunct Profes-
sor at IIT Kanpur and DY
Patil Vidyapeeth)

SNAPSHOTS

Anti-measles antibody

prevents viral fusion: study

Cryo-electron microscopy (cryo-EM) structures
of an anti-measles antibody reveal its therapeutic
potential by blocking the virus’s fusion process, a
new study reports. The work paves the way for
the next generation of measles virus therapeutics
and illuminates a mechanism that may be shared
by antibodies against other viral pathogens. The
structures generated by the researchers also
revealed an important epitope that may provide
a new druggable target for MeV as well as other
paramyxoviruses like mumps.

Proteins in cerebrospinal fluid

offer markers of Alzheimer’s

By mapping out the landscape of proteins in
cerebrospinal fluid, researchers have discovered
potential markers of Alzheimer’s disease that
appear as many as 20 years before symptoms.
The scientists generated a robust map of protein
activity, consisting of 34 “modules”. They
identified three that correlated with disease and
with the genetic risk factor APOE-e4. Also, shifts
in these modules in blood samples were linked to
arisk of dementia more than 20 years before the
patient was diagnosed.

Antibody shields hamsters

from SARS-CoV-2 variants

Scientists show that a new antibody therapy for
COVID-19 can neutralise the Omicron strain of
SARS-CoV-2 in hamsters and is safe in humans,
according to their research. The antibody
(AZD3152) could provide an additional layer of
protection to vulnerable groups at risk of severe
COVID-19. The antibody binds to the back “left
shoulder” of the receptor binding domain on the
SARS-CoV-2 spike protein, and is designed to be
more potent against emerging variants.

inStem’s fabric offers protection from pesticides

R. Prasad

Researchers at the Institute
for Stem Cell Science and
Regenerative Medicine (in-
Stem), in Bengaluru have
developed an anti-insecti-
cide fabric that effectively
neutralises organophos-
phate-based pesticides. In
an earlier work published
about six years ago, the
team had developed a gel
for topical dermal applica-
tion to deactivate the pesti-
cides. But considering that
compliance might be poor,
the researchers looked at
another alternative that is
as effective in deactivating
the insecticide but at the
same time does not reduce
compliance.

When esters present in
organophosphate-based
pesticides enter the body
they bind and inhibit an
enzyme (acetylcholineste-
rase or AChE) critical for
neuromuscular function
from working. Therefore,
inhibition of this important
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enzyme is implicated in
learning deficits, suffoca-
tion, paralysis, muscle
weakness among others.
In a paper published re-
cently in Nature Communi-
cations, the team led by Dr.
Praveen Kumar Vemula
from inStem coated the
cotton fabric with small
molecules, rendering the
final product the ability to
deactivate the insecticide.
“The small molecules are
covalently bonded with
the cellulose of the fabric
making the cloth not only
breathable but also dura-
ble,” says Dr. Vemula. The
small molecules that are
covalently bonded with
the fabric are nucleophile
in nature, and can detoxify
the pesticides upon con-
tact through nucleophile-
mediated hydrolysis, says
Dr. Vemula. “The fabric at-
tacks the pesticide mole-
cule and breaks it into non-
toxic products. The pesti-
cide is deactivated even
before it reaches the skin

into non-toxic products. AP

surface,” he says. The fa-
bric with covalently-bond-
ed small molecules was de-
veloped in collaboration
with Sepio Health Pvt Ltd,
a spin-off company from
inStem.

“The fabric retains the
anti-insecticide property
even after washing 150
times.” Though the reusa-
bility after 50 cycles was
reported in the paper, the
researchers continued the
reusability testing and
found the effectiveness to
last up to 150 cycles of

Right way: The fabric deactivates the pesticide and breaks it down

washing. “Unlike the gel,
the reusability will make
the fabric an affordable so-
lution to prevent insecti-
cide-induced toxicity to
farmers. It will also in-
crease compliance,” he
says.

According to Dr, Vemu-
la, the small molecule-
coated fabric does not act
as a physical barrier to or-
ganophosphate-based in-
secticide. Instead, the fa-
bric hydrolytically
deactivates the insecti-
cides, causing the preven-

tion of insecticide-induced
AChE inhibition.

To investigate the effi-
ciency of the fabric con-
taining the small mole-
cules, the active AChE in
the blood before and three
days after exposure to the
insecticide was measured
in rats. While direct expo-
sure or when normal cloth
did little to halt the drop in
active AChE in blood, no
reduction in blood active
AchE level was observed in
the presence of the fabric
coated with small mole-
cules. Several organs from
the exposed and unex-
posed rats were studied
and compared, and the re-
searchers found that the
active AChE levels in the
organs did not drop in the
case of rats that were ex-
posed to the insecticide in
the presence of the fabric
coated with small mole-
cules. Also, while rats that
were repeatedly and di-
rectly exposed to ethyl pa-
raoxon (an activated orga-

nophosphate insecticide)
or through the normal fa-
bric died within four days,
none of the rats exposed to
the insecticide in the pre-
sence of the special fabric
died.

Farmers get repeatedly
exposed to the insecticide
due to frequent usage, and
this can cause chronic tox-
icity and severe adverse
health effects. The animal
study results show promise
that the fabric containing
the small molecules can
prevent chronic toxicity in
farmers, he says.

“The design of one nu-
cleophile that can deactiv-
ate a wide range of organo-
phosphates and
carbamates was challeng-
ing. Subsequently, optimis-
ing the industry-friendly
chemistry to covalently at-
tach on the fabric was the
key in developing anti-pes-
ticide fabric,” says Dr. Ke-
tan Thorat, a former re-
search student at inStem
and coauthor of the paper.

Question Corner

Marsquakes

Can meteorite strikes
cause quakes on Mars?

Using seismic data,
researchers have derived
the first estimate of global
meteorite impacts on
Mars. Their findings
indicate that 280 to 360
meteorites strike the
planet each year, forming
impact craters greater than
26 feet across. Using data
from the seismometer
deployed during the NASA
InSight Mission to Mars,
researchers found that six
seismic events recorded
near the station had been
previously identified as
meteoric impacts. Now,
researchers have found
that these six seismic
events belong to a much
larger group of

marsquakes, so called very
high frequency events. The
source process of these
quakes occurs much faster
than for a tectonic
marsquake of similar size.
Where a normal
magnitude 3-quake on
Mars takes several
seconds, an
impact-generated event of
the same size takes only
0.2 seconds or less, due to
the hypervelocity of the
collision. By analysing
marsquake spectra, a
further 80 marsquakes
were identified that are
now thought to be caused
by meteoroid strikes.

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

M ND-NDE
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What was the

tussle over
Covaxin IPR?

What are the rules for patenting the
intellectual property rights of a vaccine?
Why was the ICMR not included?

Jacob Koshy

The story so far:

he maker of the indigenous coronavirus
T vaccine, Covaxin, Bharat Biotech

International Limited (BBIL), has
admitted to an “inadvertent error” in patent
filings to protect the vaccine’s Intellectual
Property Rights (IPR). One of India’s leading
biotechnology companies, it had failed to
include scientists from the Indian Council of
Medical Research (ICMR) as co-inventors in the
Covaxin patent filings.

What kind of rights govern vaccine patents?
India’s patent laws govern both product and
process patents. Product patents grant an
inventor a monopoly over, say, a drug. Process
patents bar competitors from making a similar
drug using the same sequence of steps. In
response to queries from The Hindu, Bharat
Biotech said it had patented the process, namely
of making a batch of vaccines from the virus
strains that were provided by the ICMR-NIV
(National Institute of Virology). This is the lab
that has expertise in extracting viruses from
blood samples, identifying its characteristics,
conducting various tests to gauge its
infectiousness and qualify it in comparison to
related strains. However, preparing a vaccine
out of this at an industrial scale is beyond the
capabilities of a lab and requires a different

order of facilities
Bharat Biotech that only
International Limited established vaccine
had collaborated with ~ manufacturers

have. Covaxin is an
inactivated version

the Indian Council of

gledlcalh-N donal of COVID-causing
esearch-Nationa coronavirus; once

Institute of Virology for jpjected into the

all the steps in body it coaxes it
developing a vaccine into producing
antibodies that can

potentially protect against severe disease from a
coronavirus infection. To do this effectively, an
‘adjuvant’ is added which increases the vaccine’s
potency. Vaccine makers may have their own
ways of bringing all of these steps together and,
given the competitive nature of the field, strive
to ward off competitors from imitating these
processes to gain a temporary monopoly in the
market and rake profits.

To be sure, while companies are free to file for
a product or process patent in as many
countries as they can afford, a patent is only
granted after regulatory authorities grant them
one or are convinced that this process is indeed
novel or inventive. BBIL, as far is publicly
known, hasn’t yet been granted these patents.

What were the roles of BBIL and ICMR?
BBIL had collaborated with the ICMR-NIV for all
the steps in developing a vaccine. The two
organisations had signed an agreement that
spelt out each entity’s responsibilities. As ICMR
is a public entity and because of the scale of the
COVID crisis, there were Right To Information
requests to make this agreement public.
However, it was only in July 2021, that parts of
the agreement were made public in Rajya Sabha.
Beyond transferring the strains and making
vaccines, the agreement said, ICMR would also
test these vaccines on animals — rodents to
monkeys — and then on people to establish that
the vaccine worked as intended. The ICMR also
funded these clinical trials — I35 crore — and
incurred costs in developing Covaxin. In return
it was to get 5% of royalties that BBIL earned
from the sale of Covaxin. Since the
announcement of the BBIL and ICMR
collaboration, it was generally accepted that
both entities would contribute to the vaccine
and would therefore hold “joint intellectual
property rights,” as was stated in Parliament.
However, BBIL first told The Hindu that it
made a distinction between the rights governing
the making of the vaccine and the rights over
the data generated from clinical trials. The ICMR
hadn’t invested in the actual making of the
vaccine and so wasn’t included in patent
applications. However, a day after the matter
became public, BBIL said it had made a mistake,
and that it would be making amends by filing
fresh applications that listed ICMR personnel as
inventors. It is unclear what prompted this.

Why does being cited as an inventor matter?
IPR is a vast, complex domain and spans the
minutest parts of the product invention process.
As the development of pharmaceutical products
involves a wide range of expertise, it is hard for
single firms or entities to develop everything
in-house. Just like the BBIL-ICMR collaboration,
companies may enter into several licensing
agreements — BBIL for instance had a
technology licensing agreement with Virovax for
the adjuvant — with other companies. If a single
product thus involves multiple entities and
collaborators, being listed as an inventor has a
bearing on the sharing of intellectual property
rights, royalties and even determining how a
product can be used. There is no field of human
activity that is untouched by disputes over IPR.
In patent filings, not listing out all the inventors
— in the U.S especially — could even lead to
patent applications being rejected.
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Why has the NTA failed to deliver?

How many examinations are under the charge of the National Testing Agency? Is it equipped to

handle the large number of students and centres? What are the challenges? What are the

loopholes in the system that can be manipulated by unscrupulous players?

Priscilla Jebaraj

The story so far:
he National Testing Agency (NTA) has
come under intense fire over the past
few weeks, with widespread
allegations of cheating, paper leaks
and other irregularities impacting flagship
examinations such as the NEET (National
Eligibility cum Entrance Test) for undergraduate
medical college admissions and the UGC-NET for
Ph.D and assistant professor appointments. The
agency’s director general, Subodh Kumar Singh,
has been removed, the CBI is probing
irregularities, and a high-level panel has been set
up to create a roadmap for a systemic overhaul.

What is the NTA?

The NTA was set up in 2017 as a specialist,
self-sustaining and autonomous organisation
under the aegis of the Union Education Ministry.
Its director general and governing body are
appointed by the Union government. However,
it is registered as a society and is a separate legal
entity, which raises questions about the
government’s legal liability for the NTA’s actions.
Its main mandate is to conduct efficient,
transparent and international standard tests to
assess the competency of candidates for
admission, and recruitment purposes. Soon
after it was established, the NTA took over the
conduct of major all-India examinations, such as
the JEE for engineering college admissions,
NEET-UG, and UGC-NET (both of which had
previously been conducted by the Central Board
for Secondary Education or CBSE), as well as the
entrance tests for Jawaharlal Nehru University
and Delhi University. The National Education
Policy of 2020 envisaged a broader role,
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Outrage and uproar: Members of the Students’ Federation of India staging a

protest in Vijayawada on June 22. G.N. RAO

recommending that the NTA conduct an
entrance or aptitude test for all universities
across the country. In all, the NTA now has
charge for more than 20 examinations.

Why have there been so many problems?
One of the main problems is that the NTA was
originally intended to conduct computer-based
tests only. “This will ensure that high volume
can be processed in a short period of time,” says
the agency’s website, claiming that such online
testing will “eliminate the possibility of leakage
of questions and question papers, post-test
malpractice of filling in the OMR sheets, late
entry of students to cheat in the test, subjectivity
errors on descriptive testing, etc...In a short
period of three years, all the tests administered
by NTA will be computer adaptive. This will
completely eliminate the problem of cheating,”
it declares. Thus, when the NTA took over
conduct of the UGC-NET examination from the
CBSE six years ago, it was converted from a
pen-and-paper examination to a
computer-adaptive test. This year, however, for
reasons that are unclear, UGC-NET shifted back
to the pen-and-paper mode. The day after it was
conducted for over 11 lakh aspirants, the
government cancelled the examination, citing
inputs from the cyber crime unit.
“Pen-and-paper is a heaven for scamsters,” said
one former official, noting that the printing
process is particularly vulnerable to leaks. It is
interesting that when the government
announced fresh dates for UGC-NET 2024 to be
held again, it also stipulated that it would be a
computer-adaptive test this time.

However, when the conduct of NEET-UG was
taken over by the NTA, the Health Ministry flatly
refused to allow it to shift to a computer-based
exam, citing concerns about students in rural
areas who would not be prepared for an online
exam, as well as Supreme Court rulings on how
the examination should be conducted. Hence,
the NTA has been forced to run a major
examination in a mode that it was never
intended to implement by design.

Officials and educationists note that the
agency is severely understaffed for the role it is
currently being asked to undertake. According
to a senior official, the agency was set up with
only about 25 permanent staff positions. A
number of its functions have also been
outsourced to technical partners from the very
beginning. Given that NEET-UG alone had more
than 23 lakh candidates writing the examination
in almost 5,000 centres across the country and
abroad, this has left the agency stretched thin,
according to some officials. “The NTA was set up
to be a lean, professional organisation. The

more people, the higher risks. The NIC [National
Informatics Centre] simply does not have the
capacity or IT infrastructure needed, so it was
always meant to engage third-party technical
partners which have the robust cyber security
expertise needed to run large-scale computer
based examinations,” said R. Subrahmanyam,
former Higher Education Secretary who was in
charge at the time the NTA was set up. However,
some educationists have complained that
engaging third-party players takes accountability
out of the government’s hands and leaves
loopholes in the system which can be exploited
by unscrupulous players.

Officials say the NTA has also failed to develop
robust mechanisms needed to handle a
large-scale pen-and-paper examination,
including the setting of the question paper and
its encryption, selection of external printing
presses and exam centres, transportation to
printing presses, storage and distribution to
examinees at examination centres and then the
collection and transportation of answer sheets
to evaluation centres. Each of these is a stage
where malpractice can occur without robust
security mechanisms.

What is the way ahead?

The high-level panel headed by former ISRO
chief K. Radhakrishnan has been given two
months to recommend reforms in the
examination process, improve data security
protocols, and overhaul the NTA’s functioning.

Educationists, however, propose starkly
different pathways for the future. One option is
to add manpower and infrastructure to the NTA
to equip it to take on large-scale pen-and-paper
examinations in an improvement to the CBSE
system that preceded it. Those recommending
this return to the past point out that
pen-and-paper examinations are more
equitable, especially for students in rural and
remote areas with little access to technology.

Another option is to dismantle the
centralisation process that seeks to move all
testing in the country under the NTA. Some
State governments, and professors from
individual universities, notably JNU, have called
for entrance tests for their institutions to be
removed from the NTA and handed back to the
institutions themselves, arguing that more
decentralised structures are needed to meet the
vastly differing needs of institutions.

However, others seek a more radical reform of
the assessment system. They suggest systemic
changes to remove the single, high-stakes
entrance examination which results in extreme
pressure on students, encourages an inequitable
coaching industry, and incentivises malpractice.
Instead, periodic assessments of knowledge,
concept-based understanding, and aptitude can
be conducted in the final years of school
education as the precursor to the admission
process, using online testing, and Al-based
proctoring which can be overseen by the NTA.

What is holding up the Teesta treaty?

What has the Indian government told Bangladesh? What is the technical team going to look into?

Why is Bengal Chief Minister protesting this development? What about the Ganga water sharing

agreement? When does it come up for renewal? What is the state of both the rivers?

Shiv Sahay Singh

The story so far:
uring the recent state visit of Sheikh
Hasina, Prime Minister of
Bangladesh, to India, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi on June 22 said: “A
technical team will soon visit Bangladesh to
discuss conservation and management of the
Teesta river in Bangladesh.” The remark
triggered fresh speculation about the Teesta
water sharing treaty with Bangladesh, a key
bilateral agreement that has been pending
between the two countries for over a decade.

What is India’s stand?

After Mr. Modi’s comment, Foreign Secretary
Vinay Kwatra told the media that the discussion
“between the two leaders was less about water
sharing per se, and more about the management
of the water flows within Teesta”. West Bengal
Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee took issue with
the Centre’s stand. On June 24, she wrote a letter
to Mr. Modi conveying her strong reservation
that no discussion on the sharing of Teesta
waters should be taken up with Bangladesh
without the involvement of the State.

Why is Bengal upset?
Ms. Banerjee pointed out that if Teesta’s water is

Bengal
claims if
Teesta water
is shared
with
Bangladesh,
lakhs of
people in
north Bengal
will get
severely
impacted
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Extreme weather: The flooded bank of the Teesta river following heavy

downpour, in Siliguri, West Bengal, on June 14. PTI

shared with Bangladesh, lakhs of people in
north Bengal will get severely impacted. This is
not the first time she has voiced her opposition
to the proposed water sharing agreement of
India with Bangladesh. In July 2019, the
Trinamool Congress chairperson admitted that
Bangladesh is hurt because the Teesta waters
could not be shared and added, “If I had the
ability, I would have definitely shared Teesta
waters with them.” In 2017, the Chief Minister
had also referred to an alternative proposal of
sharing waters of the Torsa, Manshai, Sankosh
and Dhansai rivers but not Teesta.

In all, 54 rivers flow between India and
Bangladesh and sharing of river waters has been
a key bilateral issue. India and Bangladesh
agreed on the sharing of waters of the Ganga in
1996 after the construction of the Farakka
Barrage and by the 2010s the issue of sharing of
the Teesta came up for negotiation. In 2011,
during the United Progressive Alliance-II
government, India and Bangladesh were close to
signing an agreement on the Teesta but Ms.
Banerjee walked out of the deal, and since then,
the agreement has been pending.

What is the proposal?

In 2011, when the proposal for sharing Teesta
water was drawn up, it was said India would get
42.5% and Bangladesh 37.5% of the river water
from December to March.

A tributary of the Brahmaputra, the Teesta
river originates from the Tso Lhamo Lake at an
elevation of about 5,280 metres in north Sikkim.
The river travels for about 150 km in Sikkim and
123 km in West Bengal, before entering
Bangladesh from Mekhligunj in Cooch Behar
district; it flows another 140 km in Bangladesh
and joins the Bay of Bengal. Teesta is
Bangladesh’s fourth largest trans-boundary river
and its floodplain covers an area of 2,750 square
kilometres in Bangladesh. But 83% of the river’s
catchment area lies in India and the remaining
17% is in Bangladesh, supporting 8.5% of its
population and 14% of its crop production.

What are the political considerations?
While the Awami League government in
Bangladesh is facing questions from the

Opposition about the delay in inking an
agreement on the Teesta, the dams for
hydro-electric power generation in Sikkim and
the Teesta Barrage Project at Gazoldoba in West
Bengal is making the flow of the river erratic in
Bangladesh, leading to either floods or scarcity
of water. The visit of a technical team from India
to discuss conservation of the Teesta in
Bangladesh also comes amid the backdrop of
China proposing major dredging work on the
river and building reservoirs and embankments
in 2020. The Bangladesh government has put
the proposal on hold for the past four years.
Soon after returning to Bangladesh, Prime
Minister Hasina announced that her country
would accept India’s proposal to develop the
Teesta River basin. Ms. Banerjee raised
questions about the health of the Teesta river
after the construction of a series of hydropower
projects in Sikkim, deforestation in upper
catchment areas and impact of climate change.
She expressed surprise that no concrete steps
have been taken by the Ministry of Jal Shakti to
restore the river to its original form and health
on the Indian side when a bilateral cooperation
between India and Bangladesh for restoration of
Teesta in Bangladesh is being proposed.
Environmental activists have also been raising
questions on the ecological impact of
hydro-electric projects on the river. In October
2023, a glacial lake outburst triggered floods in
the Teesta basin that claimed hundred lives and
destroyed the Teesta III hydroelectric dam.
Sharing of waters of transboundary rivers
have been mandated by international laws
including The Helsinki Rules on the Uses of the
Waters of International Rivers in 1966. Article
253 of the Indian Constitution gives powers to
the government to enter any transboundary
river water-related treaty with a riparian state.

Why is Bengal talking about Ganga treaty?
The Ganga water sharing treaty with Bangladesh
completes 30 years in 2026 and a renewal of the
agreement is on the cards. The Trinamool
Congress chairperson has pointed out that water
sharing with Bangladesh has changed the
Ganga’s morphology and affected lakhs of
people in West Bengal owing to river erosion.

“Lakhs of people have been displaced from
their habitation rendering them homeless and
also leading to their loss of livelihood. The
reduced silt load in Hooghly has impeded the
nourishment of the Sundarban delta,” she wrote
in the letter to the Prime Minister.
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Overlords of the developing world

IMF

Mass protests in Kenya, in which at least 30 people were shot and killed by police, against an IMF-backed finance Bill that sought to raise taxes on essentials bring into

G. Sampath

enya is roiled by protests
against a new finance Bill
introduced by the
government of President
William Ruto. As demonstrations
spread across the country’s 47
counties, protesters in the capital
Nairobi attempted to storm
Parliament. The government clamped
down, with 30 people killed in police
firing and over 200 injured. Mr. Ruto
eventually bowed to public pressure
and announced he would not sign the
controversial Bill, which sought to
raise taxes on essentials such as bread,
cooking oil, sugar and diapers.

Despite Mr. Ruto backing down, the
protesters have called for his
resignation. They see him as more
loyal to the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) than to the people of
Kenya. A sign from the protests
seemed to reflect the public mood:
‘Kenya is not IMF’s lab rat, it read.

In 2021, Kenya signed a four-year
loan agreement with the IMF for $2.34
billion, and with another deal signed
in May 2023, its loan volume rose to
$3.6 billion. But IMF money for
developing countries comes in
tranches, and with conditions.

As part of the 2021 loan deal, the
IMF forced a COVID-battered Kenya to
agree to austerity measures that would
raise its revenue collection to 25% of
GDP. The lender’s demands included a
combination of tax hikes and budget
cuts, including elimination of subsidies
on fuel and electricity and cuts in
spending on education and health.

Mr. Ruto, when he came to power in
September 2022, went about diligently
following the IMF diktat. He cut
subsidies on maize and fuel, with the
latter sparking a surge in inflation.
Massive protests ensued in March and
July 2023, in which 30 people were
killed by the police. Nonetheless, Mr.
Ruto stayed the course on other fiscal
consolidation measures, and earlier
this month, his government reached a
staff level agreement with the IMF. It
was expected to open the tap on
another $976 million, provided the
finance Bill — projected to raise
revenues of $2.68 billion — went
through. But with Mr. Ruto forced to
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abandon it, the future flow of IMF
funds is in doubt.

None of this, however, is new. Kenya
has been through this before, as have
much of Africa, whose governments
often find themselves caught between
the interests of their people and that of
private investors and Western
commercial banks, fronted by the IMF.
The IMF describes itself as “being
governed by and accountable to its
member countries”. But its history and
management structure tell a different
story — of an organisation that has
served as a tool of American foreign
policy, and works to further the
interests of Western financial elites.

In 1944, when the IMF was created
at a conference of 44 nations in
Bretton Woods, New Hampshire, the
U.S., the global supremacy of
American economic might was already
a reality, with the rest of the world
either devastated by the Second World
War or by colonial plunder, or both.
This power dynamic got encoded into

both the Bretton Woods twins — the
IMF and the World Bank. For instance,
the World Bank president is always an
American, while the IMF head is
always from a European ally of the U.S.

Unwritten mandate

In theory, their function is to aid
economic development and promote
monetary cooperation and stability.
But in practice, they have followed an
unwritten mandate to foster the
integration of newly independent
former colonies into a global economic
order on terms designed to serve the
interests of American capital.

Against this background, it
shouldn’t be surprising that voting
rights at the IMF don’t follow the
democratic logic of one-member
country-one vote but are quota-driven,
based on dollar contributions. The U.S.
alone has a voting share of 16.5%,
while the wealthy G-7 countries
together command more than 40% of
the voting power. This is more than

that enjoyed by all the nations in Africa
and Latin America put together, and
populations most affected by decisions
taken by IMF bureaucrats live precisely
in these countries.

As of March 2024, among Africa’s 54
countries, 31 had outstanding loans
with the IMF. But they have nothing
remotely resembling a ‘say’ in how the
IMF is run.

The UN Secretary-General Antonio
Guterres flagged the bias in the IMF
framework last year when he said the
Bretton Woods system reflected “the
power relations of 1945”.

This unfairness, and the unequal
relationship with the IMF, is partly why
so many developing countries, from
Kenya to Ghana, Zambia and Pakistan,
have witnessed protests against the
IMF and IMF-imposed economic
policies — the infamous ‘Structural
Adjustment Programs’ (SAPS).

SAPs, adopted by the IMF from 1986
onwards, typically require
governments to cut public spending,

focus, once again, the conditions the multinational lender imposes on poor countries in return for loan assistance

privatise state enterprises, reduce
import duties and tariffs, and
implement other measures so that the
country pursues export-led growth.
The predictable outcome of these
policies, documented in the IMF’s own
internal research, is extreme
inequality.

Impact of SAPs

A 2002 World Bank-funded study by
the Structural Adjustment
Participatory Review International
Network tracked the impact of the
IMF’s SAPs in nine countries across
four continents.

Its report highlighted four ways in
which they furthered
“impoverishment and marginalisation
of local populations”: one, by causing
the demise of domestic manufacturing
sectors and loss of employment for
small producers; two, agricultural,
trade and mining reforms decimated
small farms and poor rural
communities; three, they triggered job
losses; and four, the reduced role of
state in providing guaranteed access to
essential services led to increase in
poverty. Yet, the IMF, as the
international lender of last resort,
continues to impose SAP-like
requirements.

Faced with a backlash in dozens of
countries, the IMF did introduce
‘social spending floors’ to protect
public spending on education, health
and social protection from being cut as
part of its loan conditionalities. But an
Oxfam analysis of 27 loan programmes
negotiated with low- and
middle-income countries found that
“for every $1 the IMF encouraged
governments to spend on public
services, it has told them to cut six
times more than that through austerity
measures.”

In 1994, the New York Times
described the IMF and the World Bank
as the “overlords of Africa”. In the 30
years since, as Kenyans can testify,
little seems to have changed. The
overlords continue to influence
economic policies in low and
middle-income nations, with the fates
of millions determined not in their
own Parliaments but in the
boardrooms of the IMF headquarters
in Washington.
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The IMF was created in 1944, at
a conference of 44 nations in
Bretton Woods, New
Hampshire, the U.S.
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Voting rights at the IMF don’t
follow the logic of one-member
country-one vote but are
quota-driven, based on
dollar-contributions. The U.S.
alone has a voting share of
16.5%, while the wealthy G-7
countries together command
more than 40% of the voting
power
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As of March 2024, among
Africa’s 54 countries, 31 had
outstanding loans with the IMF,
but they have nothing remotely
resembling a ‘say’ in how the
IMF is run

Chair of the House

The BJP lawmaker's first term as Speaker of the Lok Sabha was known for both his inclusive
approach as well as the unprecedented punishments he handed to Opposition lawmakers

Nistula Hebbar

Om Birla
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suring everyone had their
say in the House.

All this, however, was
eclipsed when he created a

Sumeda

Rabble-rouser

Bjorn Hocke

The far-right AfD leader, who stands trial for using Nazi-era slogans, calls for a ‘180-degree turn’ in

how Germany remembers its past, including Holocaust

ok Sabha Speaker
L Om Birla’s re-elec-

tion as the chair of
the Lok Sabha after com-
pleting a full five-year term
is being seen as part of the
continuum that Prime Mi-
nister Narendra Modi is
trying to establish between
his last term and the cur-
rent one.

After repeating nearly
all Ministers in his Council
of Ministers, and reap-
pointing his earlier team of
officials at the Prime Minis-
ter’s Office, the re-nomina-
tion of Mr. Birla as the Na-
tional Democratic
Alliance’s (NDA) candidate
as Speaker was almost a gi-
ven. Mr. Birla won, but not
before some high drama
with the Opposition field-
ing its own candidate and
stopping just short of ask-
ing for a division of votes.

While this election of
Mr. Birla had an air of inev-
itability around it, it was
not always the case. The
choice of Mr. Birla for his
first term as Speaker had
taken everyone by sur-
prise, including himself.
Mr. Modi’s choice for
Speaker in his first term as
Prime Minister was the vet-
eran Sumitra Mahajan, an
eighth-term MP. In his se-
cond tenure, he picked Mr.
Birla, a second-term MP
from Kota, Rajasthan.

Mr. Birla, who began his
career in student politics,
in Kota, steadily climbed

CM
K

the party ladder while
working at the youth wing
of the BJP, the Bharatiya Ja-
nata Yuva Morcha (BJYM).

He went from the dis-
trict unit head of the BJYM
to its State president. He
was elected to the Rajas-
than legislature three
times. His appointment as
the Lok Sabha Speaker was
a leap, both in profile and
responsibility.

An RSS recruit, he was
ideologically aligned to the
Sangh Parivar, and had the
trust of Mr. Modi, who had
engaged with him on sever-
al occasions in the past
with regard to politics in
Rajasthan. Mr. Birla was
evolving as an important
resource from Rajasthan
for the BJP’s national lea-
dership, when this offer
came his way.

First session

It was perhaps his expe-
rience as a backbencher in
Parliament that helped
him conduct the House
smoothly in the early
years. In the first session
he presided over in 2019,

all first time MPs got an op-
portunity to speak as he
kept the Lok Sabha work-
ing till very late in the even-
ing. A record 1,066 sub-
jects were raised in the
Zero Hour in the first ses-
sion, another record.
When Pramila Bisoyi, a
first term MP of the Biju Ja-
nata Dal (BJD) who had not
even completed her prim-
ary education, kept avoid-
ing all attempts to make
her speak in Parliament,
Mr. Birla sought her out to
find out the reason only to
discover that her hesitancy
stemmed from her inabili-
ty to speak either in Hindi
or English. She spoke a lo-
cal version of Odia. Mr. Bir-
la then arranged an Odia to
Hindi translator from
among the Parliament
staff, to help her speak.
When Ministers of the
BJP-led government did
not come up with satisfac-
tory answers to questions
by MPs on Question Hour,
some got the sharp end of
Mr. Birla’s tongue, with
many Opposition MPs ap-
preciating his efforts at en-

new record by suspending
100 Opposition MPs in the
Winter Session of 2023.
And while everyone got a
chance to speak, least
number of government
Bills went through parlia-
mentary scrutiny. On the
day he was re-elected as
Speaker, Mr. Birla read out
a statement condemning
the Emergency- the Indira
Gandhi-led Cabinet im-
posed Emergency 49 years
ago — drawing protests
from the Opposition.

The rough start raises
questions on what ap-
proach Mr. Birla would
take in his second term.
Unlike in his first term,
when the BJP had absolute
majority in the House, this
time, the BJP has formed a
coalition government with
NDA allies, and the Opposi-
tion seems resurgent.

Opposition MPs are
hoping that Mr. Birla’s ac-
commodative  gestures
from his previous tenure,
in ensuring that all MPs get
a chance to speak, and call-
ing Ministers to account for
not doing their parliamen-
tary homework be the mo-
del he chooses to continue
in his second tenure. But if
he chooses to take the con-
frontational path, that
could lead to showdowns.
It is to be seen, which as-
pect of continuity he
chooses to enforce.

hile addressing
w a gathering late
last year, far-

right German politician
Bjorn Hocke, then on trial
for raising a Nazi slogan at
a 2021 rally, invoked the
phrase “Everything for...,”
prompting the crowd to
respond “Germany” to
complete the banned Nazi
slogan, which was in-
scribed on the knives of
Adolf Hitler’s storm troop-
ers, who played a key role
in his rise to power in the
1930s.

The former history
teacher had earlier faced
criticism for inciting racial
hatred and using anti-Sem-
itic language when he de-
scribed the Holocaust me-
morial in Berlin as a
“monument of shame”
and called for a“180-de-
gree turn” in how Germa-
ny remembers its past.

“Never, never must we
allow ourselves to let the
demagogy of a Bjorn
Hocke go unchallenged,”
the then Germany’s Vice
Chancellor, Sigmar Ga-
briel, said. The Central
Council of Jews said the
“anti-Semitic and utterly
inhuman words” had re-
vealed the true face of the
Alternative for Germany
(AfD). The party nearly ex-
pelled him, warning that
his approach could “dam-
age its acceptance.”

Despite a string of con-
troversies, the 52-year-old

rose through the ranks of
the AfD to become one of
the most powerful figures
in the shifting German pol-
itical landscape. He has
consistently pushed the li-
mits of public discourse
with controversial stances
on history, nationalism,
race and migrants.

He now stands trial for
the second time on charges
of using a Nazi slogan, just
months ahead of the re-
gional elections in Thurin-
gia, where he plans to run
for Governor.

History deeply in-
fluenced Mr. Hocke’s life
and career. He was born in
Liinen, Westphalia, in
1972, with roots tracing to
German refugees from East
Prussia. His upbringing in-
stilled a sense of displace-
ment and a longing for a
lost homeland, themes evi-
dent in his political ideolo-
gy. “Key to understanding
Hocke is his ideology-shap-
ing heritage of East Prussia
where Hocke’s forebears
originated... A second ide-
ology-shaping element is
the idea that ‘battles create

identities’... Hocke says, ‘to
be Prussian is a lifestyle’...
This means Prussian auth-
oritarian militarism,” Se-
bastian Hennig notes in the
book Never Twice in the
Same River. He described
Mr. Hocke’s life as “dutiful”
until he became aware of
“German suffering” and
felt the need to change the
national discourse. In
2013, he co-founded the
AfD's Thuringia chapter,

launching his political
career.
Revisionist views

Quickly rising to promi-
nence as one of Thuringia’s
most radical figures, Mr.
Hocke gained notoriety for
his revisionist views on Na-
zi history and rhetoric re-
miniscent of the 1930s.
During the 2015 European
migrant crisis, he warned
large crowds against “Ger-
man alienation”. His orato-
ry style drew comparisons
to Nazi propaganda minis-
ter Joseph Goebbels.

Mr. Hocke participated
in farright demonstra-
tions, made racist com-

ments, attempted to nor-
malise Nazi-era words, and
questioned national guilt
over the Holocaust. “Ger-
mans are the only people
in the world who plant a
monument of shame in the
heart of their capital... the
laughable policy of coming
to terms with the past is
crippling us,” he said. He
claimed multiculturalism
threatened Germany’s
existence.

Mr. Hocke’s divisive re-
marks caused internal
strife. In 2019, a court
ruled that it is legally justi-
fiable to label him a “fas-
cist”. The AfD’s regional
branch was placed under
surveillance as a “right-
wing extremist” group.

His relentless testing of
political boundaries
peaked when he conclud-
ed a speech at a political
event with the Nazi slogan
“Everything for Germany”
in 2021. In court he argued
he was unaware of its “cri-
minal relevance.” Howev-
er, he repeated the slogan
at another event in Decem-
ber 2023. The legal trou-
bles didn’t affect his popu-
larity, though.

Following the AfD’s
strong show in the EU elec-
tions, Mr. Hocke is now fo-
cused on Thuringia, aim-
ing for victory in the
regional polls. If success-
ful, Bjorn Hocke could se-
cure his first constitutional
post, transitioning from a
polarising figure to a po-
tential state Premier.
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{ THE BIG PICTURE }

How India can delay the
backlash that its economic
rise will inevitably bring

1l rising powers face contesta-

tion and containment. How

should India prepare for it?

China had a 10-year honey-

moon when it went from a

$1.2 trillion economy to a $6.5
trillion economy between 2000 and 2010.
The United States (US) facilitated China’s
entry into the World Trade Organization
(WTO) as US consumers benefitted from
lower prices, US companies got cheaper
supply chains, bigger profits, and ulti-
mately a large market to sell into. It was
only with Xi Jinping’s appointment as gen-
eral secretary in 2012 that there was a
change in tone and tenor in China’s atti-
tude to the US. Xi mounted a challenge to
US supremacy and sought a redrawing of
the world order to accommodate China’s
rapid rise. This led to a growing backlash
against China which is now at a fever pitch
with tariffs and non-trade barriers
imposed by the US with bipartisan support.
What should India learn from this? Can it
use its soft power to extend the honey-
moon phase to 15 years rather than China’s
10?

The 30-year globalisation phase post the
collapse of the erstwhile Soviet Union is
under major challenge today. The elector-
ate in many countries is upset by what they
believe globalisation has done to their lot.

Populist Right-wing leaders in many west-
ern countries have blamed globalisation
for the stagnation in living standards,
growing inequality, and joblessness in
their country. So, there is a return to
nationalistic jingoism and reaction against
free trade and immigration, whatever the
long-term costs. Supply chain disruptions
during Covid have further spurred self-reli-
ance and a return to industrial policy, wit-
ness the US IRA and our own production-
linked incentives-type actions
across the world. The WTO is giv-
ing way to regional and bilateral
trade deals. Geopolitical agility is
now a requirement for countries
and companies alike.

India is in a bad neighbour-
hood. China and Pakistan are hos-
tile nations. Other neighbours
such as Afghanistan, Nepal and
Myanmar are unstable. Despite
this, geopolitically, this is India’s moment.
The US has shifted its attention to the
Pacific and India belongs to useful US-led
arrangements — Quad (US, Japan, Austra-
lia, India), I2U2 (India, Israel, US and UAE),
and the Indo-Pacific Economic Corridor
(IPEC). Yet it has retained workable rela-
tions with Russia and Iran. At the same
time, it has strengthened its relations with
Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates
and has good relations with the United
Kingdom (UK) and Europe. It has also
reached out to African nations with suc-
cess.

The backlash against China has created
space and opportunity. Despite India’s fast

Janmejaya
Sinha

growth and its ascent on the Gross Domes-
tic Product (GDP) league tables, today it is
not seen as threatening as it only accounts
for 3.6% of global GDP. It remains a poor
country with a per capita income below
$3,000 and is not expected to reach devel-
oped status till 2047 even by its own esti-
mates. India must use its soft power to
extend this honeymoon period and be
allowed to grow without containment for
the foreseeable future.

A word on using soft power. Soft
power is the ability to co-opt
rather than coerce. It involves
shaping the preferences of others
through appeal and attraction. Soft
power is non-coercive, it uses cul-
ture, political values, and foreign
policies to enact change. India has
a long tradition of soft power,
which originates with its ancient
belief in Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam
or (the world is one family). During the
Independence struggle against the British,
Mahatma Gandhi’s actions and the poetry
of Ravindranath Tagore increased India’s
soft power and embarrassed the British,
creating global goodwill for India.

The world sans China and Pakistan does
not feel threatened by India’s rise. India’s
soft power is rooted in the core Indian val-
ues of secularism, tolerance, inclusiveness,
and assimilation of multiple cultures in its
civilisation. So much so that William Dal-
rymple writes, “India has always had a
strange way with her conquerors. In defeat,
she beckons them in, then slowly seduces,
assimilates, and transforms them.” Today,
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India’s soft power is rooted in the core Indian values of secularism, tolerance, inclusiveness, and assimilation of multiple cultures in

its civilisation. Today, this is enhanced by India’s democracy, food, movies, music, inclusive non-missionary religion

this is enhanced by India’s democracy,
food, movies, music, inclusive non-mis-
sionary religion, the easy use of the English
language, and respected higher education
institutions. Its technology services compa-
nies and global capability centres (GCC)
have created a strong services brand. In
fact, the number of GCCs has doubled in
the last 10 years.

Its diaspora in the US and UK is espe-
cially strong. It is rich and well-placed in
academia, business, health care, technol-
ogy, and politics. Top US companies have
CEOs of Indian origin, the US vice-presi-
dent and the UK prime minister belong to

the Indian diaspora. Just as an example, I
was in a Seattle nightclub a few years ago
and a mixed crowd were all dancing to Bol-
lywood hits.

Yet we must recognise that the soft
power of the US is, in fact, as strong as its
hard power (nuclear, military, technology,
economic, space). Despite major errors in
Iraq, Afghanistan and now Gaza, US soft
power cannot be underestimated. It is fur-
ther bolstered by the opinion-shaping role
of the Anglo-Saxon press and Hollywood
movies. I don’t know whether the US dollar
is a soft or hard power — but it is clearly a
superpower. The US still defines who the
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bad guys are!

We need to recognise that an “opportu-
nity” is not the same as an “outcome”. Our
soft power needs constant strengthening.
We must nurture our respected institutions
and take steps to fix what is currently bro-
ken, like primary education, health care
access and delivery, and strengthen corpo-
rate research and development further.
Complacence, in today’s context, is a death
wish and yet the opportunity before India
is like never before.

Janmejaya Sinha is chairman, BCG India.
The views expressed are personal

{ SUNDAY SENTIMENTS }
Karan Thapar

Claim to prohibition

is immoral,

he truth is deaths caused by the

consumption of spurious liquor

are double tragedies. Not only are

they horrific but they’re also
entirely preventable. Man has caused
them but man can also ensure they do
not occur. All it requires is the accept-
ance of a cold fact of reality. Not all
human beings are teetotalers. Many
want to drink. They enjoy doing so. And
frankly, in any mature, sensible, demo-
cratic society, they have an inalienable
right to do so. It is attempts to deny that
right or place unacceptable curbs on it
that cause the problem.

If safe, good quality and cheap or rea-
sonably priced alcohol is available for all
adults to buy, within all the acknowledged
and accepted conditions of the law, few if
any people would risk their lives drinking
hooch. The vast majority of drinkers are
not suicidal. They simply want to relax,
ease their tension and tiredness, or spend

ahistoric

an enjoyable evening. It’s because they
can’t buy what they want that they resort
to what is dangerous and even likely to
kill. But, remember, death was never their
intention. It’s just the unintended corol-
lary of what circumstances have forced
on them.

At the root of the problem is the belief
that alcohol is bad and, therefore, its con-
sumption must be stopped or, at least,
severely discouraged. Article 47 of our
Constitution says, “the State shall endeav-
our to bring about prohibition of the con-
sumption, except for medicinal purposes,
of intoxicating drinks and of drugs which
are injurious to health”.

No doubt, in excess, alcohol is bad. Only
a fool would deny that. But so, too, is sugar,
butter, cream and, indeed, even exercise.
However, taken in moderation it becomes
a different matter. And, anyway, adults are
entitled to decide for themselves. Even
make their own mistakes. Prohibition as

state policy (as in Bihar at{ld Gujarat) ifs not TRUE TRANSFORMATION
justa delipe}‘ate dgqial of the rights of citi- COMES FROM LEARNING
State makes chidren of seand it doesns FROM YOUR MISTAKES.
know best. But governments that treat BUT YOU HAVE TO FIRST
their people like toddlers in a nursery MAKE THOSE MISTAKES
S here o howevera desper problem.  TO LEARN. THIS IS THE

It explains this attitude to alcohol. It's  DIFFERENCE BETWEEN
why lgaders like Mah.atma.Gandhi and, PEOPLE WHO'VE GIVEN
e awwan Tom s ey UP SMOKING AND THOSE
consider human weakness or vice. It's  WHQO NEVER TOOK IT UP

the mistaken quest to make people per-
fect or, at least, to strive towards it. From
a moral position, this may make sense.
Perhaps from a practical standpoint, it
could prevent problems. But from a
human perspective, it assumes someone
in authority is entitled to decide what’s
right and if you differ, you're wrong.

This is true of how Mahatma Gandhi
and the governments of Bihar and Gujarat
view alcohol. It's also true of Rishi Sunak’s
foolish proposal to ban people born after a
particular year from smoking cigarettes.
They believe that if protected from their
own temptation, human beings can be
transformed. But they’re wrong.

True transformation comes from learn-
ing from your mistakes. But you have to
first make those mistakes to learn. This is
the difference between people who've
given up smoking and those who never
took it up. A lesson learnt from experience
is deeper and longer lasting than one
enforced by mummy.

The truly bizarre part is alcohol is part
of our culture and ancient traditions. Soma
ras was the nectar of the Gods. Indra was
particularly partial to it. Prohibition, on
the other hand, is foreign. America tried it
in the 1920s and failed. And that raises
another set of issues we need to address.
Why don’t we follow the way of our Gods?
That would be the perfectly desi thing to
do. Why, instead, are we imitating the
American way?

The moral of this piece is simple and
straightforward. Good governance lies in
making sure honest people can drink
safely within the prescriptions of the law.
Bad governance is making that difficult, if
not impossible, and pushing them to alter-
natives that often kill.

Karan Thapar is the author of
Devil’'s Advocate: The Untold Story.
The views expressed are personal

Colonial clubs and the
fetish about dress code

ajnath Singh, the raksha mantri,

may be a little surprised that the

Kasauli Club, whose chairperson

is the serving brigadier of the can-
tonment, could well stop him from enter-
ing the Club. This is because the Club,
founded in 1898, still persists with an anti-
quated dress code, which allows men to
enter wearing lounge suits, safaris, and
blazers, but not what is the impressive
trademark dress of the minister —an ele-
gantly worn dhoti with a starched kurta.
He may find it difficult too
because the Club also insists
only on shoes with socks, and
bans sandals, even closed
Peshawaris.

Our British rulers set up a
chain of clubs for themselves,
and for long, they were for
“whites only”. When they left,
Indians were admitted, but
mostly “brown sahibs”, who
were, as Macaulay had prophetically pre-
dicted, Indian only in colour. This class of
anglicised, English-speaking Indians was
also the new power elite — members of
the civil services, senior police and Army
officials, the old rich, and some leading
corporate figures.

Thus, nothing really changed in these
exclusionist bastions. In Kolkata, the Ben-
gal Club where Macaulay once lived,
opened its doors to Indians only in 1959,
more than a decade after Independence,
and an Indian did not displace a Britisher
as the president of the club until another
seven years after that! In Mumbai,
another leading club kept this notice out-
side its premises for many years after

Pavan K
Varma

1947: DOGS AND INDIANS NOT
ALLOWED.

Such clubs have, therefore, become
today the symbols of a cultural confronta-
tion, between a new, less anglicised and
more egalitarian India, and the colonial
traditions of the past. The Delhi Gym-
khana Club, founded in 1913, occupies 27.3
acres of prime land in Lutyens Delhi. But
in 1991, when I went to the club, wearing
asilk kurta, starched pyjamas, expensive
buttons, and Peshawari sandals, I was

asked by the burly doorman who
had known me since childhood,
to wear a Jawahar jacket as well.
Iagreed until I saw that people in
jeans and T-shirts were allowed
in, while I, dressed in formal
attire in my own cultural tradi-
tions, could not. I protested
strongly, and fortunately, the then
president, Admiral Tahliani,
revised the rules.
But old habits die hard. In 2013, the
same club stopped a high-ranking Bhuta-
nese monk from entering because of his
traditional dress. The Delhi Golf Club,
another elite citadel, had a shameful inci-
dent in 2017 when a Khasi lady from
Meghalaya, Taiin Lyngdoh, invited there
for lunch, was asked by club officials to
leave because she was dressed in the jain-
sem, her state’s formal attire. Apparently,
the officials told her that it looked like a
“maid’s dress”. The incident created pub-
lic outrage, but colonial mentalities per-
sist, and little attempt has been made to
accommodate India’s vast formal sarto-
rial diversity. For instance, the popular
Tollygunge Club in Kolkata, founded in
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The Delhi Golf Club is an elite citadel

1855, and occupying 110 acres of prime
land, does not allow a formally clad pyja-
ma-kurta guest or member in any venue
of the club but permits all varieties of
T-shirts and jeans. Nor would it allow in
former minister P Chidambaram, if he
was wearing his elegant veshti and shirt.

I am a member of most of these clubs,
and my criticism comes from an insider
as cautionary advice on the need to
change, especially since most of the mem-
bers of the current ruling party, without
an anglicised pedigree or felicity in
English, would not qualify to become
members, and quite understandably
resent these remnants of cultural coloni-
sation. The situation becomes worse
because inbreeding breeds infighting.
Allegations of financial irregularities

ARASTU GUPTA / WIKIMEDIA COMMONS

between rival groups in the clubs swirl
around, literally inviting the government
to take over, as has happened with the
Delhi Gymkhana Club.

Clubs are entitled to their autonomy,
but not to their refusal to change. It is not
coincidental that after the government
takeover of Gymkhana, Om Pathak was
appointed the administrator. A member
of the Bharatiya Janata Party national
executive, he had applied for membership
as far back as 1982 but never got it. Two of
his decisions were to keep an open copy of
the Bhagavad Gita in the library and have
a performance of the Ramayana.

Pavan K Varma is author, diplomat, and
former Member of Parliament (Rajya Sabha).
The views expressed are personal

For small islands, climate
finance is about survival

his month, sadly, more than 100 peo-
ple have died from oppressive heatin
India. At the recent Commonwealth
Health Ministers Meeting, we consid-
ered how the climate crisis is increasing the
spread of vector-borne diseases, including
malaria and other dangerous diseases.

Commonwealth leaders have been calling
for global climate action since 1989, before
international negotiations even began. In line
with their calls, climate scientists have long
warned the world of the need to limit global
warming to 15°C to avoid irreversible damage.

Worryingly, in February 2024, we
breached this critical threshold. Global tem-
peratures surpassed 1.5°C over the past 12
months, making it the hottest year on
record. This increase has intensified extreme
weather events, sea-level rise and other cli-
mate risks which disproportionately affect
Small Island Developing States (SIDS).

Despite covering only 3% of the world’s
land area, SIDS are vital for humanity and
the planet we share. They safe-
guard 11.5% of the oceans’ Exclu-
sive Economic Zones, which
include 20% of all terrestrial bird,
plant, and reptile species. Yet SIDS
experience five times more cli-
mate-attributable deaths due to
extreme weather events, and
when shocks hit, SIDS are hit hard.

A single cyclone can derail a
small State’s growth for years, if
not decades. In 2017, Hurricane Maria devas-
tated my own country of birth, Dominica,
destroying 225% of its Gross Domestic Prod-
uct. The damage of such shocks is worsened
by inadequate financial support.

Despite contributing only 1% of global
greenhouse gas emissions, SIDS struggle to
unlock climate finance. In 2019, they had
access to only $1.5 billion out of the $100 bil-
lion pledged to developing countries. With
no alternative, these countries are often
forced to obtain financing on unfavourable
terms, resulting in high debt burdens, creat-
ing a vicious cycle where debt becomes
unsustainable and access to finance
becomes more limited.

The Commonwealth is home to two-thirds
of the world’s SIDS, and this exceptional con-
vergence of hardships is at the heart of my
motivation to support SIDS at every level. SIDS
have also been saying enough is enough, and

Patricia
Scotland

are leading the charge to reset our climate
finance ambitions. At the 28th Conference of
Parties to the United Nations Framework Con-
vention on Climate Change (CoP28), the Com-
monwealth SIDS were at the forefront of hard-
won progress on Loss and Damage.

Samoa, the Commonwealth’s incoming
chair-in-office, joined other small islands and
vulnerable countries at the fourth Interna-
tional Conference on Small Island Developing
States (SIDS4), calling for “collective quanti-
fied finance goals and funding” to help them
deal with intensifying natural disasters.

The Commonwealth is working to
ensure that the SIDS’ voices are heard at the
highest level of the international system
while providing practical support in critical
areas. Our Commonwealth Climate Finance
Access Hub has unlocked $330 million for
small States, with another $500 million
worth of project proposals in the pipeline.
For years, we have seen these countries take
the steps needed to transition toward low-
carbon, climate-resilient develop-
ment. But to scale up this action,
reliable climate finance is key.

We will continue to advocate
for increased funding for adapta-
tion, mitigation, and resilience-
building. Our commitment to the
climate crisis is not new; it is part
of the Commonwealth’s DNA.

The next Commonwealth
Heads of Government Meeting
will take place in Samoa this October — the
first summit in a Pacific Small Island State
—with a focus on building resilience essen-
tial for our 56 nations. If we are to achieve
this, the world must keep its promises.
Every commitment to climate action and
finance made by world leaders is vital.
Every failure to meet those commitments is
an insult to the vulnerable. Every example
of inaction is an act of violence against
those who need us to succeed, now and for
generations to come.

The call to action on climate finance will
continue to resound from Commonwealth
SIDS at the UN General Assembly in Sep-
tember to the negotiations at CoP29 in
November. It must be heeded.

Patricia Scotland is the secretary general
of the Commonwealth.
The views expressed are personal
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Education for
future citizens

This is with reference to
“Preparing our children to
encounter the world” by

India cannot be compared with Quebec

This is with reference to “Seditious hearts and mature
democracies” by Karan Thapar (June 23). Scotland and
Quebec have a far less complex religious and ethnic
spread than India. Therefore, Arundhati Roy’s

Rajmohan Gandhi (June comments on the integrity of one of the most sensitive

23). The fact that political | regions in India could be considered irresponsible.

science textboolfs are Amol Subhedar

being "cleansed” or

revised is a troubling q

notion. As Indians, we Good transport can bridge gender gap

must introspect on the This is with reference to “A pink auto route to

kind of education that empowering women” by Lalita Panicker (June 23).

should be imparted to It is the duty and responsibility of the government to

our children. minimise the gender gap through a reform in transport.
Arun P Subhash Taneja
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There have been several
setbacks in the 20 days since
the government was formed.
The National Testing Agency
imploded and the raging fire
consumed the aspirations of

lakhs of students. There was a
horrific train accident in
Jalpaiguri. Terrorist attacks
continued in Jammu &
Kashmir..

What has changed? Apparently

THE BJP-led government under the
Hon’ble Mr Narendra Modi was sworn in
on June 9, 2024. It did not have a happy
start. Mr Modi had to share the head table
with the leaders of the TDP and JD(U) and
allot portfolios to them and other allies. In
the election of the Speaker he had to go
through the motions of consultation. Both
were unusual experiences for Mr Modi in
his 22 years as head of government.

SEVERAL SETBACKS

There have been several setbacks in
the 20 days since the government was
formed. The National Testing Agency im-
ploded and the raging fire consumed the
aspirations of lakhs of students. There
was a horrific train accident in Jalpaiguri.
Terrorist attacks continued in Jammu &
Kashmir. The prices of tomato, potato
and onionincreased, year on year, by 39,
41 and 43 per cent, respectively. The
Sensex and Nifty soared to historic highs
while the dollar-rupee exchange rate
plunged to a historic low. Toll tax on high-
ways was raised by 15 per cent.Inan ap-
parent censure, Mr Mohan Bhagwat, the
sarsanghchalak of RSS, admonished
those who displayed “arrogance”; the
BJP's leadership squirmed but decided
that discretion was the better part of val-
our. Local mutinies broke out in several
state units of the BJP.

In the first session of Parliament, save
the election of the Speaker and the
President’s Address, there was no substan-
tive business. But even the routine busi-
ness had its share of controversies. By con-

vention, the member of Parliament who
has been elected most times to the Lok
Sabha would be nominated the pro-tem
Speaker to preside over taking the oath by
elected members. That person, undisput-
edly, was Mr K Suresh (Congress-Kerala)
who has been elected for the 8th time,
though with a break. However, the gov-
ernment nominated Mr B Mahtab (BJP-
Odisha)for the office although he has been
elected only 7 times (six times on the B]D
ticket and, after he crossed over, the 7th
time on the BJP ticket).

Why did the BJP kick up the avoidable
controversy? Possible answers are: BJP
wanted to signal that the results of the LS
elections have not dented its supreme
leader’s way of doing things, namely, ‘it’s
my way or highway’. Another answer
could be that the controversy-courting Mr
K. Rijiju, the new minister of parliamen-
tary affairs, wanted to signal his arrival. The
most plausible answer is that the nomina-
tion was a reward for Mr Mahtab’s defec-
tion from the BJD to the BJP and to encour-
age more MPs to defect to the BJP.

STALE ASSURANCES

Although the election of the Speaker
concluded on a sour note, the rest of the
session need not have been affected. But
the Hon'ble Speaker added more bitter-
ness when he moved aresolution from the
Chair excoriating the Congress for the im-
position of Emergency 49 years ago (yes,
49 years, not 50)! Next, Parliament may
‘teach’ other history lessons by condemn-
ing Pakistan for the invasion of Kashmirin

1947, China for the war in 1962 and the
United States for sending an aircraft car-
rier to intimidate India in 1971. The reso-
lution was an unwarranted provocation.

The President’s Address to the joint
session of both Houses was an opportu-
nity to restore civility after false starts, but
the opportunity was missed. The speech
could have recognized the changed com-
position of the Lok Sabha, the fact that the
leading party (BJP) was short of a major-
ity by 32 seats, that the prime minister
was the primus inter pares of a coalition
government and that, after 10 years, there
would be a Leader of the Opposition in
the Lok Sabha. Disappointingly, the
President’s Address made no reference to
the altered circumstances.

The speech was a litany of claims
made by the BJP before and during the
elections. The claims were rebuffed by
the vast majority of the people. The new
government is not a BJP government but
a coalition government. The BJP has re-
fused to acknowledge the bittersweet
fact and the President echoed that view.
The word ‘coalition’, did not occur in the
speech. Other words that were conspic-
uous by their absence included ‘consen-
sus’, ‘inflation’, and ‘parliamentary com-
mittee’. There were references to
scheduled castes, scheduled tribes and
backward classes but all others — espe-
cially the minority communities — were
clubbed in the catch-all phrase ‘social
and religious groups’. There was no ref-
erence to the tragedy of Manipur. As a
small mercy there was no reference to
‘Agniveer or ‘Uniform Civil Code’. Finally,

nothing

India is no longer a Vishwa Guru, and is
content to be a Vishwa Bandhu!

MORE OF THE
SAMENESS

Apparently, in the view of the BJP,
nothing has changed, not even the mood
of the people.

Hence, it is the same Cabinet, the
same ministers, the key ministers hold
the same portfolios, the same Speaker,
the same principal secretary to the prime
minister, the same National Security
Adviser, the same chief of the Intelligence
Bureau, the same government law offi-
cers, and many others remaining in the
same positions. Besides,]am told that the
social media s full of the same paid trolls
who are semi-literate, diversionary, pro-
ficientin the science of scatology, and ob-
vious losers. That, I am afraid, is conclu-
sive proof that nothing has changed
despite the verdict of the people!

In the run-up to the Budget, the top
concerns of the people remain (1) unem-
ployment and (2) inflation. According
to,the CSDS’ post-poll survey (The Hindu
dated June 25, 2024), ‘price rise/inflation’
and ‘growing unemployment’ got 29 per
centand 27 per cent as the most ‘disliked’
work of the BJP government. On address-
ing the top two concerns, the formation
of the Cabinet and the President’s Address
let down the people. Will the Budget for
2024-25, due in July, awaken the Modi
government? Parliamentary etiquette re-
quires that we keep our fingers crossed.

inside
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EMERGENCY RERUNS

LAST WEEK, the anniversary of Indira
Gandhi’s draconian Emergency was com-
memorated in Parliament. But the outpour-
ing of condemnation from the ruling party
seemed more about scoring political points
than genuine concern over the real issues
involved. Having written a book on
Emergency,]lamoftenasked about my first-
hand experiences.lalways find it ironic that
many of those who commemorate June 26
and regret the horrors of suppression of the
media and fundamental rights, seem obliv-
ious that a dark cloud still hangs over free-
dom of expression and liberty even today.
For instance, in the last Lok Sabha session,
parliamentary correspondents were never
so ruthlessly restricted, except during the
Emergency. The difference today is in the
style of operation, but not the basic effect.

All rulers want to control the narrative.
Indira, despite her liberal upbringing, used
sledgehammer tactics,announcing upfront
that she was suspending fundamental
rights and introducing censorship.
Subsequent governments have resorted to
less in-your-face methods. Strong-arming
individuals and groups funding the media,
unjustly applying laws concerning terror-
ism and corruption, raiding media offices
and arresting scribes without following due
process, denying visas to foreign journal-
ists, using the CBIand the ED to settle scores
are some of the more draconian methods
of media regulation of late. But control of
news emanation can even be effected by
simply shutting out legitimate sources of
information. Scribes who don’t toe the line
are cut out from the loop of newsgathering,
like background briefings, interviews, and
entry to Parliament and government offices.
The media starts introspecting less than it
should on official claims. How, for instance,
did so many scribes get it wrong in the re-
cent poll results?

STRONG GOVTS
VS WEAK ONES

Politicians tend to lump the media into
two categories: those who are with them
and those who are against them. Unhappily,
the middle ground of objectivity in journal-
ism has practically disappeared. I person-
ally believe the thumb rule generally is that
the stronger the government, the more

overbearing it is, both in state or at the
Centre. The mediais far more free and fear-
less under unstable governments. PM Modi
and Indira were similar in terms of mass ap-
peal, unilateralism and a deep suspicion of
newsgathers. Some may question my the-
ory, citing the example of Rajiv Gandhi who,
despite his huge majority, was unable to
suppress the Bofors exposé that led to the
fall of his government. But that may have
beenless due tolack of intent than because
his media controllers were ham-handed
and some newspapers remained defiant.
Also, a hostile President Zail Singh was in
the Rashtrapati Bhavan for much of his
tenure. [ recall first-hand backin 1989, when
a shell-shocked Vijaypat Singhania was or-
dered by aRajiv aide to shut down his newly
started newspaper, Indian Post, where |
worked then, because a damaging lead
story had appeared against one of the PM'’s
close friends. Earlier, then editor-in-chief
Vinod Mehta was provided a list of people
who were not to be written about nega-
tively, which he shared sheepishly with me.
Past governments far more tolerant of
afree pressincluded those of Morarji Desai
and Deve Gowda. But perhaps their laissez-
faire attitude was more because they lacked
aclear majority and many from within their
own ranks were plotting their downfall.

CAN’'T CONTROL
THE NARRATIVE

Despite total censorship, with a few
courageous exceptions like The Indian
Express, Indira lost the 1977 elections be-
cause news of her regime’s excesses spread
throughout the country by word of mouth.
In2024, the age of social media, aspersions
were cast on ‘godi’ and ‘pappu’ scribesin tra-
ditional media, but the most effective
counter to government propaganda may
have came from irreverent YouTubers and
influencers, curiously some of whom
started out as travel writers and body-
builders. The new entrants attracted mil-
lions of viewers. And thousands of aspiring
writers dashed off disrespectful WhatsApp
campaign messages that went viral. The
Modi 3.0 regime should learn from
Emergency — that you cannot control the
narrative, particularly in the 21st century.
Devising new IT laws to monitor the
Internet and earning international oppro-
brium is definitely not the answer, but
Rabindranath Tagore’s powerful poem,
‘Where the mind is without fear’ is the
soundest advice. If PM Modi were to re-
strain some of his overzealous media ad-
visers (unofficial censors),itwould goalong
way in restoring goodwill and confidence
in his image as a benevolent, strong ruler.
Indira learnt this lesson the hard way, with
her ignominious Emergency defeat.

History
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Delhi churns every five years. The general
election results decide the political fate
of incumbent Members of Parliament
(MPs), and there are new public repre-
sentatives and their ideas for the coun-
try. Besides its broader impact on
Parliament and governance, this churn-
ing has a personal dimension. Electoral
loss means vacating the official housing
that outgoing MPs lived in during their
time in Parliament.

For MPs who were ministers or had
longer tenures in the national legisla-
tures, it means looking back at politics
and their time in bungalows with spa-
cious gardens, open verandahs and high
ceilings. The incoming parliamentarians
then start jostling for the most coveted
housing in the heart of Delhi, these
Lutyens bungalows.

The term ‘Lutyens bungalow’ is a mis-
nomer. Contrary to popular belief, archi-
tect Edwin Lutyens did not design them.
In the newly established capital city of
Delhi, architects like Robert Russell, W H
Nicholls, C G Blomfield, Walter Sykes
George and Herbert Baker designed the
residences of the colonial government of-
ficials. The allocation of these residences
was straightforward — the higher an indi-
vidual's position in the British government,
the larger and closer their accommoda-
tion to the Viceroy’s House. For instance,
Teen Murti Bhawan, the residence of the
Commander in Chief of the armed forces,
was the largest and the closest.

During this time, the question of offi-
cial housing for parliamentarians was not
asignificantissue. The Central Legislative
Assembly, which started functioning in
1921, had 145 members and met for less
than three months, splitting its time be-
tween Delhi and Shimla. Some assembly
members also had official responsibilities
in the colonial government and were en-
titled to government accommodation.
The government also constructed smaller
bungalows closer to Parliament House to
house the other elected members. Some
members, like Muhammad Ali Jinnah,
had the means to buy their bungalows.
The first elected President (as the Speaker
was known then) of the central assembly,
Vithalbhai Patel, was allocated the bun-
galow on 20 Akbar Road as his official res-
idence. And nearly 100 years later, it con-
tinues to be the official residence of the
Speaker of Lok Sabha.

A multi-storey apartment for MPs in
New Delhi. Praveen Khanna

In 1946, the legislature secretariat faced
the problem of accommodating almost
300 Constituent Assembly members
tasked with drafting the Constitution of
India. The end of the Second World War
provided an opportunity in this regard. A
barracks complex close to Parliament
House, which had housed American armed
forces personnel was now vacant and avail-
able. The assembly secretariat requisi-
tioned these barracks, and the building was
renamed Constitution House.

The secretariat ensured each unit had
telephones and members had access to
European and Indian food. Most
Constituent Assembly members stayed in
these barracks during their time in Delhi.
Members also had the option to stay in pri-
vate hotels like the Imperial and Maidens,
where room charges were higher than
those of Constitution House. The barracks
and its dining hall became the forum for
discussion on constitutional matters, and
active members like Hari Vishnu Kamath
and Shibban Lal Saxena exchanged notes
on their amendments with their col-
leagues. By the end of 1946, a club for
members called the Constitution Club
started near these barracks and became
another venue for these discussions.

However, not all Constituent Assembly
members resided in the Constitution
House. Rajendra Prasad lived on Queen
Victoria Road (now named after him),

How Lutyens Delhi
became a home for MPs

Jawaharlal Nehru’s official residence dur-
ing his time in the Constituent Assembly
was on York Road (now Motilal Nehru
Road), Vallabhbhai Patel on Aurangzeb
Road (now APJ Abdul Kalam Road), etc.
Post-independence, the government con-
structed houses closer to the Parliament
House complex to cater to 400 plus MPs.

In 1952, Parliament also established
procedures for allocating houses to MPs
and set up a House committee to deal
with these matters. The government also
divided the different types of bungalows
in Delhi into pools, such as those for min-
isters and officials, Lok Sabha, and Rajya
Sabha members. The two houses’ com-
mittees now decided on the housing al-
location for their members. They use cri-
teria like the number of tenures in
Parliament, previous positions like min-
isters in state or union, etc., to decide
whether an MP gets a large bungalow or
asmaller residence. The presiding officers
of the two Houses can also intervene to
getan MP an accommodation higher than
their entitlement. Contrary to public opin-
ion, most MPs now live in single and
multi-storey apartment complexes closer
to Parliament.

Over the years, MPs have used and
abused their housing privileges. Using of-
ficial accommodation also means that
members had to vacate the premises
when they left public office. In the begin-
ning, members were quite prompt in do-
ing so. When B R Ambedkar resigned as
law minister, he quickly vacated his bun-
galow. However, with time, former mem-
bers and ministers started occupying
these premises for long periods after leav-
ing office and paying minimal or no rent.

The charm of the Lutyens bungalow
has enabled the government to dangle it
as a carrot to political leaders to win their
support. Over the years, public angst
against housing privileges has grown,
prompting Tavleen Singh to comment,
“.more privileged Members of
Parliament live at taxpayers’ expenseina
style to which they should never have
been allowed to grow accustomed. No
modern democratic country pays through
its nose to accommodate its officials and
elected representatives in homes that
only billionaires can afford”.

The writer looks at issues through
a legislative lens and works at
PRS Legislative Research

On the
LOOSE
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eherkala@gmail.com

THE PRACTICE of polygamy (more than two
people consensually in a marriage) has
made a tumultuous debut on Bigg Boss OTT
3, where popular YouTuber Armaan Malik
is a contestant, along with his “wives” Payal
Malik and Kritika Malik. “Behind every suc-
cessfulman thereisawoman,” quipped the
host Anil Kapoor, “And sometimes there are
two!” The women, onscreen at least,
seemed to be on easy, good terms, and the
nonplussed husband laughed alongside
them. Of course, that they’ve decided to out
their lifestyle on Bigg Boss suggests a canny
plan of creating a stir; we know that on re-
ality TV nothing succeeds like shock value.
Sure enough, outraged reactions on Twitter

When three isn’t a crowd

atthis “gross, illegal and filthy” trio, blamed
the producers for lack of ideas that lead
them to focus on a “trashy” ménage a trois
for entertainment.

It's a thought that because many of the
users tend to be older, the Twitter landscape
nolonger accurately reflects the headspace
of India’s urban 20 to 35-year-olds. Young
singles, it turns out, are less enamoured of
old fashioned commitment, which is in-
creasingly seen as not a one-size-fits-all
model. A new generation is aware they
needn’t follow the same drill, the beaten
path of school, college, job and marriage,
the bane of Indian existence so far. Online
dating has opened up arange of possibilities
that subtly challenge traditional, Indian
middle class ambitions of owning a flat, a
car and having two children.

A quick glance through Tinder India’s

website reveals that in 2023 they intro-
duced a new feature called “Relationship
Types” to allow users to be specific about
what they're looking for. Choices include
‘monogamy’, ‘ethical non-monogamy’,
‘polyamory’ and ‘open to exploring’. A sig-
nificantly large proportion,41%of users, are
open to or are seeking non-monogamous
relationships and multiple romantic con-
nections, simultaneously. So, the data sug-
gests the Malik family arrangement isn’t
quite that unusual; there are plenty of peo-
ple out there disregarding conventional
goals and redefining their romantic futures
based on their individual needs.

Is this a cultural shift unfolding (in no
small part due to cynicism about the myth
of marital bliss), or are the youth today en-
joying themselves so much they prefer to
prolong this extended, responsibility-free

adolescence? Most likely, it’s justa phase to
notch up some life experience that will
come in handy at the point of negotiating
the complications withinreal relationships.
The upside of financial security is having the
freedom to choose, the only danger being
dating apps are like a buffet at a five-star cof-
fee shop: you want to try everything be-
cause it all looks sumptuous but nothing
tastes especially good. The paradox of choice
is that as options increase so does the diffi-
culty of knowing what’s best. But old habits
die hard. In time, the majority will get
around to marrying. At least, there is much
more acceptance for the idea that there is
no universally correct way tolive. Pressures
of timelines and labels have lost relevance.
The Tinder tagline, ‘It starts with a swipe’,
has captured imaginations and postponed
the breathless hurtling towards the altar

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

that Indians have always favoured.
Interestingly, stories about couples in
unconventional arrangements are an en-
during theme on OTT platforms currently:
in Couple to Throuple (Jio Cinema) single
people become the third wheel to couples
after a messy and long-winded process. In
Couples Therapy, intense conversations be-
tween real couples in crisis features a
polyamorous trio whose home lives are ex-
actly as difficult as anybody in a fraught
marriage. It makes one wonder whether
the unforgettable stories of romantic love,
dreamy sagas like Doctor Zhivago and Gone
with the Wind are somewhat dated; a thing
of the past, to be consigned to history. Alas,
the novel of love will have to change dra-
matically toreflect the postmodern world of
no-strings-attached and total freedom.
The wrriter is director, Hutkay Films
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Criticism
we cannot
ignore

LAST WEEK India faced censure that we
need to take seriously. The US Secretary of
State while releasing the Report on
International Religious Freedom for 2023
said that some of the things that were hap-
pening to people belonging to minority re-
ligions in India were disturbing. Anthony
Blinken’s words as reported in this news-
paper were, “In India we see a concerning
increase in anti-conversion laws, hate
speech, demolitions of homes and places
of worship for members of minority faith
communities.” Usually, when India faces
criticism from foreigners the reaction from
high officials in the Government of India
is to show fake disdain and fake bravado.

This is not a confident response from
the ‘mother of democracy’. None of the
things that Mr. Blinken said are untrue.
There are anti-conversion laws in ten out
of twenty-eight states, says the report.
And we do not need anyone to remind us
of hate speeches that have called for geno-
cide and bulldozers that somehow only
find Muslim houses to demolish.
Bulldozer justice worries me personally
to such a degree that [ have often written
against it in this column. Every time the
general reaction in the digital public
square has been to berate me for not re-
alising that the demolished homes and
mosques were built illegally on govern-
ment land. They ignore the horrible truth
that bulldozers only arrive after there has
been violence of some kind.

Demonising those of other faiths, es-
pecially Muslims, has become so routine
in the past ten years that incidents of yet
another ‘cattle smuggler’ being lynched
now barely make the news. The tragic re-
ality is that the killers are almost never
brought to justice and always remain face-
less. Now that there is a powerful opposi-
tion in Parliament, we must hope that this
changes as do a few other practices that
have given India a bad name.

Dissidents in the past decade have
been regularly arrested under laws that
were made for terrorists. It is beyond be-
lief that Umar Khalid, a student leader, has
spent four years in jail without being
brought to trial. If the government has a
good case against him, he should be tried
ina court of law instead of being allowed
torotinajail cell indefinitely. The laws un-
der which dissidents like him are arrested
are such that make it impossible to get
bail, so officials get away with lying that
itis for the courts to decide who and when
someone should be given bail. Judges have
no choice but to deny bail if the law has
no provision for it.

The latest dissident against whom
charges have been brought is Arundhati
Roy. This is a lady I have known for many
years,and I have never agreed with her po-
litical views. But she is not a terrorist. She
is arebel and often a rebel for any old
cause. She is given to making reckless
speeches. So, she once said thatin her view
the Indian Army had been more brutal
with the Indian people than the Pakistani
army had with that country’s civilian pop-
ulation. Arundhati had clearly not heard
of Baluchistan or noticed that the Pakistani
Army executed an elected prime minister.
It was not this speech that she could soon
be put on trial for but a speech she made
more than a decade ago in which she said
that Kashmir had never been an integral
part of India. She was obviously referring
to 1947 and not Kashmir’s ancient Hindu
past.Inany case it was a stupid remark. But
this does not make her a terrorist.

One of the greatest achievements of
India is that we have managed somehow
toremainaliberal democracy amid coun-
tries that have been always ruled by mil-
itary and Marxist dictators. In the old days
when relations were better between India
and Pakistan, I remember that every time
Ireturned from the Islamist republic next
door, I had this sense of suddenly being
able to breathe again. Repression and re-
ligion so filled the Pakistani air (and still
do) that it was difficult to do the most or-
dinary things. We need to be grateful that
this has not happened in India yet, but I
can report that I was part of a panel dis-
cussion on Kashmir at the Kasauli Literary
Festival some years ago and a BJP busy-
body reported me to the local police sta-
tion along with a fellow panelist. He dis-
agreed with our views.

These are not things that can or should
happen in a democracy. Especially not
when as the Prime Minister said last
week, we must resolve to never allow an-
other Emergency of the kind that Indira
Gandhi imposed. It made me happy to
hear him say this. ButI feel the need to re-
mind him that the only time, other than
then, that I have seen foreign correspon-
dents kicked out of India has been in the
past tenyears. The two French journalists
who have recently been expelled had not
justlived here for years but were married
to Indian citizens. So, their families face
being torn apart. When journalists, writ-
ers and dissidents are expelled, it dam-
ages India’s democratic credentials.

Now that the Prime Minister has won
a third term and there is a solid opposi-
tion block in the Lok Sabha, it is my fer-
vent hope that we can go back to those
days when India was confident enough to
not be afraid of foreign correspondents or
Indian dissidents.
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TRUMP-BIDEN
GERONTOCRACY AND
THE WORLD ORDER

HEY say age is just a number. Not if you are in politics.

This April, at a conference in Washington, Gordon Brown,

the former chancellor and prime minister of the UK now

in his early seventies, introduced himself as someone too

old for European politics and too young to be an American
politician. The point made only half in jest triggered some
laughs and the hiss of resigned sighs.

On Thursday, the sighs of dismay were amplified as they reso-
nated across the United States and the world as folks watched
an 81-year-old in a face-off with a 78-year-old in the first presi-
dential debate. The Thursday hustle between Joseph Robinette
Biden and Donald J Trump was a validation of the worst fears—
America’s future and that of the world order was now hostage
to oneupmanship in the race of geriatrics.

The 90-minute spectacle of rant and ramble was scarcely a
debate and hardly presidential. Juvenile jibes chased coarse
charges of the unverifiable variety. Try this for flavour. At one
point Trump chided Biden, “Let’s not act like children”; Biden

) retorted, “You are a child”. As Biden
/«"'_ o stuttered and stumbled over words
i .

and thoughts, Trump paraded per-
sonal victimhood with superlative
self-certification.

Fact-checkers had a field day—ap-
parently, Trump had 30 lies while
Biden had nine. Each called the oth-
er the worst president. Trump coined
a new epithet as he called Biden a
“bad Palestinian”. Biden paid in
kind, saying Trump had the morals
of an “alley cat”. Issues worrying
folks, ranging from inflation and im-
migration to abortion, from tariffs to
taxes, got cluster-bombed by puerile
name-calling. Trump was coherent in marketing his claims and
lies, while Biden was incoherent in presenting his facts.

Post the debate, the spin doctors went into overdrive. Trump
Republicans rushed to declare victory since the ex-president
didn’t go rogue. Biden found comfort in orchestrated applause
at an event where the banners said, “Let’s go, Joe.” Kamala Har-
ris stepped in to argue the contest was about 40 months, and not
90 minutes. The calls asking Biden to step down have been coun-
tered—for now—by Barack Obama, but the angst is real.

It was verily an exposition of the state of American politics
reflected in candidature. Trump faces multiple cases, has been
impeached and was recently convicted in a felony case. Biden
carries the legacy of u-turns and must bear the burden of his
son Hunter Biden’s actions and recent conviction. It is true that
both Trump and Biden are being chosen by the process. It is
equally true that this is a rematch people do not want—an ABC
poll shows 59 percent of voters believe both Biden and Trump
are too old, and a Pew report states nearly half the voters would
like the candidates on the ballot changed.

Yet, people in the world’s oldest democracy must suffer a no-
choice race. The fact that neither candidate moved the needle
on undecided voters underlines the pathos. In one of his last
interviews, Henry Kissinger worried about the state of Ameri-
can politics and the extreme theory of ‘America first’. The
choice of contestants is worrying allies in Europe and Asia.
Biden’s brand of protectionism, the stalling of Nippon Steel’s
takeover of US Steel and Trump’s threat to impose tariffs on all
imports are manifestations.

History is witness to the split-screen American hypocrisy in
the wars in Gaza and Ukraine, and in the rushed abandonment
of Afghanistan. In February 2021, Biden declared, “America is
back”—but US influence is waning. In 2022, Russia invaded
Ukraine, an Israeli prime minister has ignored and defied a US
president and leaders in West Asia shied away from meeting
Biden in Jordan. The ‘what if” question about China’s move on
Taiwan is blowing in the wind.

The US has conveniently switched from its evangelism of the
power of example, quoted by Biden in his November 2020 accept-
ance speech, to practise the example of power. Whether it is
through tariffs or treaties, allies in the western hemisphere are
crafting policies to Trump-proof their economies and geopoli-
tics. Elsewhere, those wedded to the idea of strategic autono-
my—for instance, India and some other emerging economies—
would no doubt seek to double down on maintaining neutrality:

Soon after the debate, a news anchor asked in dismay, “How
did we get here?” The question morphs into viral memes on the
other side of the world. Minutes after the debate, X owner Elon
Musk tweeted, “Tonight was a clear victory ... for memes.” One
of the memes had Vladimir Putin, Xi Jinping and Kim Jong Un
laughing on a conference call. In the real world, Dmitry Peskov,
Putin’s spokesman in the Kremlin, mocked with a cryptic line,
“Putin didn’t set his alarm to watch the debate.” Farther east,
the Chinese media found “the debate was very entertaining”.

There is no question the rules-based world order is unravel-
ling. China and Russia, collaborators in the propagation of a
competing new world order, were front and centre in the ques-
tions on geopolitics. Did candidates Trump and Biden debate and
deliver answers on geopolitics, on the usage of disruptive tech-
nology, on the climate crisis? The answer is a deafening NO.

Neither the choice of candidates nor the debate served as a
beacon of inspiration for the concept of democracy. The ques-
tion American people and politicians must ponder over is if
this is the best the United States of America can present for
what they proudly define as ‘leader of the free world’!
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The Democrats say government will make
you smarter, taller, richer... The Republicans
say government doesn’t work, and then
they get elected and prove it

P J O'Rourke

THE RISE, FALL AND RISE OF RAGA

PRABHU CHAWLA
prabhuchawla@newindianexpress.com
Follow him on X @PrabhuChawla

picture is worth a thousand
words. A photograph is worth a
powerful phrase: rigorous rein-
vention. The snapshot in ques-
tion is a mise-en-scene of political
theatre: the new Leader of the
Opposition (LoP) Rahul Gandhi
shaking hands with Speaker Om Birla,
as Prime Minister Narendra Modi and
Parliamentary Affairs Minister Kiren
Rijiju stand behind him. Modi and Ra-
hul together had escorted Birla to the
Speaker’s chair—a convention followed
since 1950, though there is nothing con-
ventional about either leader.

So, do the tea leaves foretell the re-
turn of Gandhi? It took over two dec-
ades in politics for Rahul to make it to
the front bench of the opposition. The
Bharat Jodo Yatra tee and chinos were
gone. Rahul wore a formal, white kurta-
pyjama on Day One of the new Lok Sab-
ha. DNA matters—father Rajiv Gandhi
and mother Sonia were also LoPs, the
latter for almost five years during the
Vajpayee government.

Rahul will have a full entourage and
Cabinet minister’s rank. He gets a fully-
furnished office in the parliament build-
ing. He will be assisted by a phalanx of
personal staff including a private secre-
tary. He will be on numerous statutory
panels that select the Lok Pal, CBI direc-
tor, vigilance commissioners, informa-
tion commissioners and election com-
missioners. He has the privilege of
Initiating any debate and responding to
the PM’s speeches. Like his mother did in
2004, maybe he listened to his inner voice
by accepting and not rejecting: “It doesn’t
matter how much wisdom you have. If
you don’t have a position, you have noth-

ing. That’s the tragedy of India.”

Once, this entitled dynast treated par-
liament as a bagatelle—over two decades
of being an MP, just 99 questions, par-
ticipation in 26 debates, and an attend-
ance record thinner than his own party
MPs’. Rahul has mostly been AWOL at
budget sessions since 2014, limiting him-
self to sudden dramatic Zorro-like ap-
pearances. The Congress failed to KO
Modi because RaGa’s nominees were in-
effective. This time, the dynasty boy
must become his party’s buoy in the tur-
bulent waters of parliamentary debate
to take on Modi’s guile. Will Rahul, like
Alaric, become a hero of his people, or a
royal wastrel like Bonnie Prince Char-
lie? Rahul’s attitude and aptitude will
determine his altitude in politics.

The Congress can’t grab power on its
own. It has not won
a simple majority
since 1984, when
Rajiv won 404 seats.
After wandering in
the political desert
for almost eight
years, the Con-
gress defeated the
BJP in 2004. The
credit goes to So-
nia Gandhi; again
in 2009, when she
led her party to
cross the 200 mark.
Year 2014 was its
Waterloo: just 44
MPs. In 2019, it was
up a few notches at 52. Modi decisively
decimated the Congress by targeting the
Gandhis more than their party.

Rahul must invent a toolkit for the
next Gandhi era. He needs the skills of
Arjuna and the wiles of Shakuni to
bring the bunch of ideologically dispa-
rate and ambitious allies to support his
cause. He has the advantage of age and
social acceptability. All INDIA leaders
are age-wise, socially and economically
compatible. Akhilesh Yadav, Tejashwi
Yadav, Supriya Sule, Kanimozhi, Omar
Abdullah, Abhishek Banerjee, Arvind
Kejriwal and Aaditya Thackerey are Ra-
hul’s natural allies. DMK and RJD have
declared Rahul their PM choice. How-
ever, each has their own turf to protect

and expand. Rahul’s advantage is that
the Congress doesn’t have much at stake
in many states. He can afford to accept
their dominance and make a tactical re-
treat in the short run. Sonia brought the
Congress to power in 2004 by reconciling
with former critic Sharad Pawar and
giving plum portfolios to UPA allies.
There is a lesson there.

Rahul’s major political perturbation
will be to blunt Modi’s mettle in the Lok
Sabha. Rahul isn’t a forceful speaker. He
must master the art of finding faults in
Modipolitics, Modinomics and Modiplo-
macy. Modi has run both state and cen-
tral governments like an unchallenged
monarch. His popularity prevents him
from diluting his mantra. Since he has to
pander to the avaricious demands of al-
lies, he may either succumb or falter. Ra-
hul can grab that
crucial moment
and can beat Modi
only with sub-
stance, not style.

As the LoP, he
would have to meet
Modi word for
word, argument by
argument, with a
narrative that tran-
scends rhetoric. He
will need a main-
frame of expert re-
searchers and ad-
visors to brief him
on economics, poli-
tics, government
management, defence, foreign relations
and the environment. He needs spin doc-
tors and oration to teach him how to ef-
fectively deliver counter-narratives. Is
Rahul’s untested ideology in sync with
grandfather Nehru’s? Going by his par-
liament questions and public speeches on
social sectors, it seems he has inherited
the Fabian socialist gene. The ‘Two Indi-
as’ trope is Rahul’s idea borrowed from
Nehru. Modi’s strength comprises mes-
merising slogans, big numbers and ver-
tiginous targets. Since both of them
would be in a confrontationist mood on a
daily basis, Rahul must acquire new po-
litical and elocution skills to confront
Modi on his own ground.

Every Gandhi built their own new
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Congress. Nehru inherited a party over-
awed by his popular persona and Mahat-
ma Gandhi’s benediction. Indira split
the Congress and created a Praetorian
guard wearing dry-cleaned homespun;
some of them became chief ministers
and Union ministers. She wasn’t eventu-
ally insecure because she was bigger
than the party. Now Sonia has be-
queathed it to her children.

“Often, as I wandered from meeting to
meeting, I spoke to my audience of this
India of ours, of Hindustan and of Bhar-
ata,” writes Nehru in The Discovery of
India. The Gandhi family’s discovery of
India is continuity through tragedy: Ra-
jiv’s premiership was the by-product of
Sanjay’s death followed by his mother’s.
As the Bofors scandal escalated, Rajiv
favourites moved to the BJP, which en-
ticed them with cabinet berths and MP
seats. Ironically, most of them were sib-
lings of Congress leaders, and like Ra-
hul, were to the manor born. With So-
nia’s tactical retreat, Rahul must keep
the Congress together and turn it into a
battle-ready army. Unlike the BJP, whose
mid-level state leadership is still learn-
ing the ropes, many Congress leaders
are young or just middle-aged, while a
few are only in their early sixties. A com-
bo of Sachin Pilot, Revanth Reddy, D K
Shivakumar, Gaurav Gogoi, Nana Pa-
tole, Deepender Hooda, Shashi Tharoor,
Bhupesh Baghel et al can individually
and collectively deliver electoral success
in their regions.

In January 2013, Rahul told reporters
in Jaipur: “[The Congress] is a funny
party. It is the largest political organisa-
tion in the world, but perhaps does not
have a single rule or regulation. We cre-
ate new rules every two minutes and
then dump them. Nobody knows the
rules in the party.” There is only one
rule Rahul must follow: channel the lost
Gandhi magic. He is just a step away
from becoming the next prime minister.
His transformation from Pappu to LoP
became credible because of his two yat-
ras. Gandhi 5.0 must remember that his
cannot be a Congress of the Gandhis, by
the Gandhis, for the Gandhis anymore.
It has survived so far. But if the Con-
gress has to thrive as well, it must be-
come a Congress of the people.

A MUNDANE WISHLIST FOR MODI 3.0

OPINIO

ANURADHA GOYAL
Author and founder of IndiTales.com
Follow her on X @anuradhagoyal

ITH the cacophony of the elec-
tions settled, the Modi-led NDA
has started its third stint and
second decade in power. Let me
take this opportunity to ask for
some mundane things that seem
to have been missed in plain
sight, but would give instant relief to a
large section of common Indians.

Make all government websites more
secure with an updated security certifi-
cate. As a small website owner, I ensure
that my site is safe for my visitors even
when there is no data collection or finan-
cial transactions done. Gol websites are
responsible for providing first-hand, au-
thentic information; they also collect
crucial and sensitive data. Many of the
websites are prone to easy hacks. It
seems no one looked into it, else it is
something that can be fixed in a day.

Stop official communication from
Gmalil or other free service providers.
Today, most official communication is
from personal or so-called ‘official
Gmalil’ IDs, including some from army

officers. This can be dangerous and is
prone to scams. When I receive such
emails, I am not sure if they are authen-
tic. Two, the content is available to a
third party in another country to be
scraped and used in any fashion.

Use technology to make uploads of
Form 26AS or similar documents on the
income tax portal instant. The moment
a company deducts TDS, it should be up-
loaded on the IT portal. So much produc-
tivity is lost in chasing the upload of this
data every summer. It is a primary rea-
son that delays the filing of IT returns.
Even the biggest banks are guilty of last-
minute uploads. I understand it is more
because the authorities allow time, and
we are a last-minute nation. We thrive in
the chaos created. At least, put a penalty
for late uploads or incentivise timely up-
loads so that people have a reason to act
in time. While on income tax, remove
double taxation on dividends; it will re-
lieve the small tax payer.

Customer service calls must be track-
able and accountable. Today, every such
call takes data from customers with no
trackability. We do not know who we are
speaking to; they can disconnect the call
or put you on hold forever. Make it man-
datory to take complaints on email, so
that there is traceability. Make it easy
for the customers to be treated like cus-
tomers and not lemons that are squeezed
and then forgotten.

Strengthen the train network for
short-distance travels and deincentivise
short-distance flights. This is good for
the economy, as well as the ecology.

On a war footing, work on reducing

the pre- and post-flight times spent at
airport, including the time spent in trav-
elling to and from the airports. It is good
to have swanky airports, but if the buff-
er time on both sides for a 2-hour flight
is 6-8 hours on average, the flights lose
their utility. It is also an inconvenience
for elderly and unwell people to go
through so many steps at airports.
Make some simple canteen like food
mandatory at airports. With so many
people travelling, you cannot treat air-
ports as luxury-only facilities for the

Some simple things that affect
a large section of citizens need attention.
They range from making government
sites more secure and reviving libraries,
to incentivising short-distance travel
by train and making airports
more efficient

elite. When we take pride in the fact that
those wearing chappals can also fly, we
must also cater to their basic needs dur-
ing the time spent at airports.

I would like to see flexible fares go
away, and fixed fares bringing predicta-
bility for travellers as well as airlines. At
least put an upper limit to the fares for
each sector. Stop convenience fees
charged for work a customer ends up do-
ing, which the airline staff once did. Do
not extend this menace to the railways.

Work on preventive wellness more
than building hospitals. It may sound
counter-intuitive for the pharma indus-
try, but I think it is time we call it a well-
ness industry than a disease industry. It
is time we incentivised preventive medi-
cine and healthy lifestyles, so that fewer
hospitals are required.

I see alot of focus on the food process-
ing industry, with the argument that it
will enhance farmer incomes. But can
we push both the Fit India movement
and an increased consumption of proc-
essed food? Can we focus on local pro-
duction and local consumption similar
to the “Vocal for local’ initiative?

As a bibliophile, can we ask for reviv-
ing the state, city, district libraries as
vibrant public places? We can also fill
them with books that are relevant, that
the area’s populace wants in their librar-
ies. We need to bring back the days of
borrowing libraries and increase read-
ing in the age of ubiquitous screens.

Make roads walkable. It will help
reduce traffic and parking woes, espe-
cially in urban areas, if people can walk
at least a 1-km radius around their
homes and offices.

I want to say ‘reduce corruption’, but
one must first acknowledge the prob-
lem. It might reduce the lure of sarkari
naukri (government employment) and
push entrepreneurship.

Finally, as a Bengaluru resident, may
Ithrow a challenge that the Namma Met-
ro’s Blue Line be functioning before elec-
tions are back in 2028 and 2029? The pace
at which the work is happening, it might
still be a dreamy promise even then.

@ QUOTE CORNER

| did [go to a psychologist] for a while when | was at
Barcelona, a long time ago. | was very reluctant at

first. 'm someone who keeps everything bottled up.
But the truth is, when | went, it did me a lot of good, :
| really liked it, and it helped me.

Lionel Messi, Argentinian footballer, about seeking help during his time playing
for Barcelona FC (2004-21)

Mummy kehti hai‘greens khao'.. Sun rahe ho na, Team India?
(Mom says eat your greens... Are you listening, Team India?)

Delhi Police, on its official X.com handle, referring to the T20 World Cup final
with South Africa, a team that wears green jerseys

've written this moment down and wished for it and dreamt it and worked so
hard... Little me would just be beside herself right now.

Dua Lipa, 28-year-old British singer of Albanian origin, at her headline show in
the Glastonbury festival, UK, where she voiced support for the Palestinian cause

@'_ M Al I.BAE II nind_uanm_[prar;s..mm

Mocking diversity

Ref: Micro racism 2.0 (Jun 29). While youngsters
from southern states used to migrate to the north
mainly seeking office jobs, it is an irony that the
current mass migration from the so-called ‘heart-
land’ is mostly for menial jobs. Lampooning the
language and culture of others is not limited to
northerners. Their southern counterparts are not
far behind in laughing at the language and habits
of their neighbouring states. It’s perhaps an inher-
ent trait of our diversity.

A Kasu, Nemmara

Newfound love

Not many may remember that there was talk of
changing the Constitution during the Emergency 50
years ago. Those indulging in this talk were Con-
gressmen, including the then heir apparent, Sanjay
Gandhi. Now we find a newfound love for the Con-
stitution among the same people. The Constitution

is a dynamic document and has gone through more
than 100 amendments. Whether these amendments
should be considered as ‘changing’ it is nothing
more than indulging in semantics.

K R Jayaprakash Rao, Mysuru

Defining vegetarianism

[ am based in Washington D C and happened to read
C P Surendran’s article, ‘Debating empathy at the
dining table’, at a public library in Visakhapatnam
on a week’s visit. It made my day and | shared it
with friends. | liked how it took a humane approach
to the question, not viewing it through the lens of
caste or creed. Defining vegetarianism as that which
produces the greatest pleasure with the least pain
is a nice way to frame the topic.

Mohan P K, email

Sengol significance

That the Sengol, a golden sceptre symbolising mon-
archy, is placed in parliament is significant for the
BJP, as its ultimate goal is to achieve a ‘One Party,
One Leader’ system. It is incongruent in a demo-

cratic republic. Amuseum is its right place. The Sen-
gol is also a symbol of righteousness in ruling. A
Pandian king died the moment he realised his mis-
take of having killed an innocent Kovalan. Do we
have such great personalities in the House?

A G Rajmohan, Anantapur

Probe NTA

Ref: Opposition stalls parliament to make NEET
point (Jun 29). It is clear that the National Testing
Agency has failed miserably in conducting and up-
holding the integrity of the prestigious national
medical entrance exam. The entire system is mired
in corruption and the rot runs deep. It is the duty
and right of the opposition to press for a proper in-
vestigation. The government’s line that the NEET
discussion should follow protocols is out of sync
with the gravity of the situation.

Biju C Mathew, Thonnakkal

Keep NEET

The government should not dismantle NEET. Re-
form its terms and conditions so that students can

appear for the exam without fear and doubt. But do
not hand over the exam to state governments. As-
pirants will have to face lot of inconvenience. And
the standard of education will go in the drain.
Jayamani Atta, Chennai

Principal lessons

Ref: (Bl arrests 2 from Jharkhand, says origin of
leak established (Jun 29). After the NEET-UG paper
leak, the (BI's probe of the likely role of a school
principal and vice-principal along with an infamous
gang exposes the rot in the education system. It
underscores the need to impart moral lessons to
schools principals in the first place.

Palicherlu V Prakash, Mumbai

Caste aside

With the leaders of two major castes in Karnataka
commenting on the CM, the caste cauldron seems to
be on boil again. The country has achieved stupen-
dous progress, but is unable to unshackle itself
from the clutches of a deep-rooted caste system.

R Sriramprasad, email
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