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irrelevant. Are they proud and supportive of 
India’s welfarism the same way as Oppen-
heimer? We don’t know. For most voters, 
party manifestos promise more welfare (if not 
more freebies). There is no use pointing out 
the increase in tax filers every year. Since the 
exemption threshold is so high, a person pays 
more than zero income-tax only after earning 
more than ₹7 lakh, which is nearly 4 times 
India’s per capita income. On this metric too, 
India is an outlier—it provides too high an 
exemption threshold. The flip side of this is 
that the effective tax rate goes from zero to 
the maximum incremental rate of above 42% 
very rapidly. The graded tax slabs of 10%, 20% 
and 30% should be spread over taxable 
income from say ₹5 lakh to ₹50 lakh. But that 
is not the case, and the government stands to 
lose big if it raises the threshold for the high 
marginal tax rate of 30% plus surcharge. 

The original sin was making income up to 
₹7 lakh tax free, which it is politically impossi-
ble to turn back. We can afford welfarism and 
even UBI, but not on the back of regressive 
and distorting indirect taxes and non-sharea-
ble cesses. It should be based on direct taxes. 
And there should be a greater overlap 
between beneficiaries and benefactors. Only 
then we can merge political democracy with 
fiscal democracy.

ries. What is the overlap between welfare 
beneficiaries and those who fund pro-
grammes in India? Let us examine.

India’s economic trajectory over the past 
10 years has been distinctly welfarist. The 
idea of a universal basic income (UBI) 
became big news as it was prominently dis-
cussed in a chapter of the Economic Survey of 
2016-17. The then chief economic advisor, 
Arvind Subramanian, wrote: “[UBI] is a radi-
cal and compelling paradigm shift in think-
ing about both social justice and a produc-
tive economy. It could be to the twenty-first 
century what civil and political rights were 
to the twentieth.” The proposed scheme had 
three major themes: universality, uncondi-
tionality and agency. Having agency meant 
that there was no constraint on how the 
income was to be spent by the recipient. This 
is in contrast to voucher-based approaches, 
where recipients are supposed to use welfare 
vouchers only on designated goods and ser-
vices. UBI has not yet been rolled out for-
mally, but might happen soon. Pilot projects 
were tried in 2011-12 with some success. At 
present, we see welfare spending by way of 
free foodgrains for 800million-plus people, 
and other nearly 450 direct benefit pro-
grammes that reach an estimated 900 mil-
lion, of which PM-Kisan, meant for farmers, 

I
n the award-winning movie Oppenheimer, 
the director of the atomic bomb project is 
repeatedly questioned about his commu-

nist sympathies and loyalty to his country. In 
one telling line, he says, “I am a New Deal 
supporter, not a communist.” He was refer-
ring to the massive welfare expansion and 
public-works projects undertaken by then 
president Franklin D. Roosevelt’s govern-
ment that eventually made it possible for 
America to come out of the Great Depres-
sion. Apart from massive support for indus-
trial recovery, it launched the social security 
system to provide protection for the unem-
ployed, youth, farmers and the elderly. This 
was a radical shift for an otherwise conserva-
tive America. The affluent scientist J. Robert 
Oppenheimer has no qualms supporting 
such welfare spending. The New Deal had 
support from all strata of American society, 
who did not see it as robbing Peter to pay 
Paul. It was the richer, tax-paying class that 
not only supported welfare spending, but 
also saw themselves as indirect beneficia-

Given weak purchase demand for 
public housing , the Centre launched a 
scheme under which PMAY-U houses 
are repaired and converted into afforda-
ble rental housing complexes for urban 
migrants/poor. However, this faced low 
demand too. What may be the reasons?

First, a housing subsidy in rural areas 
is used to build homes on land owned by 
families in their native places. The loca-
tion of a residence is not decided by the 
government, but by individuals. Urban 
public housing can’t offer such choice.

Second, rural homes under the 
scheme are standalone units, not apart-
ment complexes as with most urban 
housing. In complexes, public space 
maintenance and shared-resource use 
are often subject to the ‘tragedy of com-
mons.’ Public resources tend to get mis-
used and suffer from poor upkeep.

Third, people may not prefer to live in 
neighbourhoods that do not suit their 
aspirations of upward mobility. Evi-
dence from the US shows that moving 
to a better neighbourhood improves 
schooling and labour market outcomes.

Fourth, migrants from other states 
often stay together and form a small 
local community, since assimilation in 
the larger urban community takes time. 
That may discourage migrants from 
other states from applying for public 
housing rental apartments. Migrants 
may also find it difficult to deal with 
local public officials, especially in their 
early days, given language and cultural 
barriers. It is also unclear if there is 
proper dissemination of information on 
the rental housing available, the process 
of applying for it, and so on.

Can public policy take a new 
approach so that our rental housing 
markets work more efficiently? With-
out this, the expansion of Indian cities 
would become unsustainable.

The 2015 National Urban Rental 
Housing Policy mentions the provision 
of a fund to set up a rental voucher 
scheme and a pilot project in selected 
cities. The vouchers were meant to par-
tially offset the cost of private housing 

rent incurred by the urban poor and 
migrants. Several countries have suc-
cessfully used a housing voucher policy 
to help families move to locations that 
best meet their needs.

Little information about the Indian 
pilot of the rent-voucher scheme is 
available in the public domain. One 
concern may be that rents in our cities 
are so high that even after a rent sub-
sidy, private housing remains largely 
unaffordable to the urban poor.

If that were the case, then the reason 
for rental housing being out of reach 
would be a shortfall in it supply. The 
supply of urban housing can be 
increased via two measures that the 
government has duly acknowledged. 
First, a stockpile of private accommoda-
tion can be unlocked that remains 
locked up because of unfavourable 
terms for house owners under rental 
laws. Second, regulations can be eased 
that control and thereby slow the con-
struction of new homes in big cities.

Another issue that policymakers 
should discuss is whether a push for 
home ownership under the PMAY-
Gramin lowers the incentive for labour 
mobility. If a family has a village home, 
it would make sense for the family to 
stay there, as it is unlikely to find rental 
tenants, rather than incurring a high 
urban rent by moving to a city. Families 
splitting up because of one member’s 
migration is not welfare-enhancing 
either. Since the jobs on offer are in 
urban and semi-urban areas, it may be 
worthwhile to reconsider the policy of 
creating housing stock in rural India 
and instead offer monetary support for 
urban housing rents.

Successfully implementing an urban 
rent voucher scheme, or any other such 
policy for urban housing, is easier said 
than done. But then, most major reforms 
are always cumbersome and met with 
opposition. If India is to become a pros-
perous nation, our cities would be at its 
core. It is therefore imperative to rethink 
the country’s urban public housing 
policy once national elections are over.

C
ities occupy 3% of India’s land 
and contribute about 60% to the 
economy, as per a 2019 UN 

report. In recognition of the need for 
affordable and quality housing, the gov-
ernment launched the PM Awas Yojan-
a-Urban (PMAY-U) in June 2015 to pro-
vide housing for all by December 2024. 
Around 8.2 million of nearly 11.7 million 
houses approved under the scheme 
have been completed, as per the PMAY 
website, as of 7 April. In contrast, 25 
million houses of the 29.5 million 
target under the scheme’s rural version, 
PMAY-Gramin, had been completed by 
November 2023. Not only is the urban 
version’s completion rate lower, many 
houses constructed under it remain 
unoccupied.

Why explains the difference? Let us 
see why there appears to be low urban 
demand for public housing, despite 
the high cost of private housing in our 
cities. The Standing Committee on 
Housing and Urban Affairs noted in 
2022 that many houses under PMAY-U 
are not in “liveable condition,” pointing 
to missing windows and doors, and ille-
gal occupation by “anti-social ele-
ments.” In the same year, a Comptroller 
and Auditor General  report noted sev-
eral issues related to the selection of 
beneficiaries under PMAY-U. In Karna-
taka, for example, some beneficiaries 
got multiple benefits while ineligible 
people got allotments.

Reforms must take migration into account, enlarge urban supply and make use of rental vouchers

VIDYA MAHAMBARE
is a professor of economics and director 

(research) at Great Lakes Institute of 

Management. 

Beneficiaries and benefactors: The twain need to meet
AJIT RANADE

A
sked in an interview last week 
with Hindustan Times how rele-
vant the current economy—and 
how people felt about it—was to 
India’s Lok Sabha polls, finance 
minister Nirmala Sitharaman 

replied, “It’s very relevant because, probably for 
the first time, people have seen issues pertain-
ing to their economic well-being being taken 
up and implemented. The word ‘beneficiary,’ 
laabharthi, is everywhere in the country.” The 
FM went on to cite instances of how people had 
benefited from various central schemes, such as 
for housing, cooking gas, piped water, toilets 
and loans for tiny businesses. “The economy 
matters to the common man.” Asked about 
inflation as a factor, she said it was within the 
central bank’s tolerance band, outlined a set of 
measures taken by the government to contain 
food prices, and raised a rhetorical question on 
the bank’s policy stance to play down price tags 
as a worry. To observers who lay store by an old 
American line, “It’s the economy, stupid,” the 
Indian FM’s answer might sound unsatisfying. 
If so, the local context would urge a rethink.

From a political perspective, data on eco-
nomic growth and its drivers is far less salient 
than what it achieves by way of budget expan-
sion for the upliftment of multitudes in need of 
government aid. We have more than 800 mil-
lion Indians on our rolls as beneficiaries of free 
food handouts. Whatever the poverty line, this 
number suggests that welfare help needs to 
cover a majority of Indians. Since the needy are 
so numerous, a dashboard of macro variables 
tracked by investors would fail to reflect what 
matters to most voters. Before the Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP) led by Narendra Modi came 
to power in 2014, rightist critics of Indian policy 

spoke of “premature welfarism” as a drag on our 
economy’s emergence. Modi’s slogan of “Mini-
mum government, maximum governance” 
was taken to presage minimal intervention in a 
market economy, a capitalist turn away from 
public grants and do-gooder outlays. The roll-
out and enlargement of various schemes by the 
Modi administration did surprise analysts who 
were expecting a break from the socialist tem-
plate put in place by Congress rule, but it was a 
call of judgement in sync with an imperative of 
politics: The benefits of progress must palpably 
be delivered to the electorate. The classic con-
straint on this approach is the inflationary pres-
sure that fiscal excesses can result in. However, 
a central bank mandate for price stability issued 
in 2016 by the Centre was designed—at least 
partly—to stem voter discontent on this front.

That economic performance pales in front 
of the BJP’s saffron ideology as a vote-puller is 
another argument often made. The party’s con-
fidence in victory, though, might not have been 
the same without its welfare emphasis. Fiscally 
speaking, this looks like the default setting to 
govern a country of so many have-nots. What’s 
left contestable is the role that inequality plays 
in our economy and the well-being of citizens. 
India’s demographic profile is a portrait of dis-
parity. A flatter pyramid would let India emerge 
as a larger market, reducing the risk of an eco-
nomic plateau caused by uneven avenues for 
upward mobility, but we have not been able to 
find a path that flattens the pyramid without 
flattening growth. Welfare packages, while vital 
to this aim, might not suffice. Do social condi-
tions need to be supportive? If so, politics and 
economics may be inextricably linked not just 
from one election to the next, but also in deter-
mining the prosperity we eventually attain.

Economy’s relevance to 
polls: A two-way street?
As India’s FM indicated, the economy matters as a welfare enabler, above all. While politics 

has settled this point, how politics itself could shape our economic destiny is open to contest
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The Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) has

assiduously been trying to
project itself as a more
inclusive party that has the
maturity to rule the
country. It perhaps even
smells the sweet scent of
victory in the national
election. But it should also
pay far more attention to
the stench emanating from
its extreme fringes.

Praveen Togadia has
been out threatening
Muslims again. Giriraj
Singh has indicated that
everyone who does not
support Narendra Modi
should go to Pakistan.
Then there was the sorry
episode of Pramod
Muthalik’s short-lived
entry into the party. These
are people who have no
respect for the fact that
India is a constitutional
republic that guarantees
equal rights to every
citizen.

Their views are not those
of the party, but the BJP
leadership should realize
there are people at the
Hindutva fringes who
could be itching to raise
the political temperature in
case the party forms a
government in May.

QUICK EDIT

The loony
fringe

ELECTION EFFECT

Sebi, RBI ready
for results day
market shocks

BY ANIRUDH LASKAR

anirudh.l@livemint.com
·························
MUMBAI

India’s financial regulators
and stock exchanges have
formed a special committee

to ensure that sharp swings in fi-
nancial markets on the day the
results of the ongoing general
elections come out (Friday, 16
May) do not cause any systemic
or liquidity risks.

The Reserve Bank of India
(RBI) and the Securities and Ex-
change Board of India (Sebi) will
jointly monitor and review risk
management systems for the
country’s financial markets
through special stress tests for
equity, currency and bond mar-
kets even as the results come
out, according to two people fa-
miliar with the matter who asked
not to be identified.

In 2009, stock markets cele-
brated the return to power of the
United Progressive Alliance
(UPA).

On Monday, 18 May 2009,
benchmark equity indices hit the
upper circuit within 30 seconds
of the market opening for the
first time after the results were
declared, and trading was halted
for two hours. The indices again
hit the upper circuit within min-
utes of the markets re-opening,
and trading was called off for the
day.

BSE’s 30-stock benchmark
Sensex opened up 10.73%, or
1,305.97 points, on the day. On
resumption of trading, it shot up
another 17.34%, or 2,110.79
points. That day also saw the ru-
pee rise as much as 3.08% while
the benchmark 10-year bond
yield fell 2.43% or 16 basis
points. One basis point is 0.01%.

On 14 May 2004, when the
Congress party-led UPA
emerged the surprise winner in
the general elections, the Sensex
fell as much as 6.1% or 329.60
points. It plunged another
11.14% or 564.71 points the next
day.

It is only natural that financial
markets react to the election re-
sults, but the special committee
will attempt to prevent any li-
quidity risks arising out of such
volatility in the rupee, bond and
equity markets.

“If you are RBI or Sebi, it is
only right that you anticipate all
possible scenarios and be pre-
pared about it. Back in 2009,
when the stock market hit the
circuit twice and had to be
closed, there was significant
margin pressure, and banks had
to bail out brokerages. Clearly,
the authorities were not pre-
pared that time. It is a smart
move that they are going to be
prepared now,” said the head of
treasury at a foreign bank, speak-
ing on condition of anonymity.

“Overall all the opinion polls
are pointing towards one out-
come and the market is bullish
on that as can be seen in the
surge in F&O (futures and op-
tions) segment of equities, but
just in case the polls turn out to
be wrong, there will be signifi-
cant volatility in the equities seg-
ment,” he said.

The committee has met once
already and started a review on
risk management systems at ex-
changes and other market plac-
es, said one of the persons cited
above.

“The work of the committee
will include an extensive review
of all risk-management aspects
of financial markets. The re-
quired stress tests for markets
have just begun under the com-
mittee’s supervision,” this per-
son added. According to him, the
committee may continue their
work till a few days after the elec-
tion results are declared.

The index-based market-wide
circuit breaker system comes
into effect in three stages, in ei-
ther direction (up or down), at
10%, 15% and 20%. These circuit
breakers, when triggered, halt all
trading in equity and equity de-
rivative markets nationwide.
Trading stops for 45 minutes if
the benchmark index moves 10%
either way before 1pm and for 15
minutes if it happens between
1pm and 2.30pm. Trades are
halted for 1 hour 45 minutes if
the benchmark equity index
moves 15% either way before
1pm, for 45 minutes if such a
movement happens between
1pm and 2pm, and for the day if
this happens after 2pm.

If the bellwether index moves
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Regulators plan to
conduct stress tests for
markets, form special
panel to prevent risks
from sharp swings

GlaxoSmithKline,
Novartis unveil
transformative
$20 billion deal

BY MARTA FALCONI &

HESTER PLUMRIDGE

The Wall Street Journal
·························
ZURICH

Novartis AG and Glaxo-
SmithKline Plc are helping

each other get stronger.
On Tuesday, the drug giants

unveiled a series of transactions
worth more than $20 billion that
fundamentally transform both
companies, focusing Novartis’s
scope without significantly hit-
ting its revenue and turning
Glaxo into a vaccines-and-con-
sumer-drugs powerhouse.

Basel-based Novartis will ac-
quire Glaxo’s oncology unit for
around $14.5 billion, adding
strength to the company’s al-
ready-potent line-up of cancer
products. After the deal closes,
Novartis will get roughly a fifth of
its nearly $54 billion in expected
revenue from cancer drugs.

In return, London-based
Glaxo will pay $5.25 billion for
Novartis’s vaccines business, ac-
quiring the company’s promis-
ing Bexsero meningitis B vac-
cine. In still another transaction,
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In an e-mail interview with
Hindustan, a Mint affiliate

and the country’s second larg-
est newspaper by readership,
Gujarat chief minister and the
Bharatiya Janata Party’s
(BJP’s) Narendra Modi, whom
many expect to be the coun-
try’s next prime minister, field-
ed questions on a range of is-
sues—from his economic pri-
orities to his approach to for-
eign policy and internal
security, from the fallout of the
2002 riots in his state to the
discomfort some of his own
senior colleagues have ex-
pressed about his candidature.
Edited excerpts from a Mint
translation of the interview:

There are huge expectations of
your party all over the country. Are
you scared of this?
There has been a feeling of

disappointment and contempt
towards the (current) govern-
ment for many years. People
have become interested in

TURN TO PAGE 5®

NARENDRA MODI/BJP

Whatever is possible in
Gujarat is possible in India
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dhamini.r@livemint.com
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The Supreme Court on
Tuesday agreed to hear ar-

guments on admitting a cura-
tive petition challenging the
apex court’s December verdict
criminalizing same-sex inter-
course.

In December the court up-
held the colonial-era Section
377 of the Indian Penal Code,
which penalizes same-sex in-
tercourse with up to 10 years of
imprisonment. A curative peti-
tion, which is typically heard
by judges in chambers, is the
final recourse for challenging a
Supreme Court judgment.

On Tuesday, a four-judge
bench comprising chief justice
P. Sathasivam and justices
R.M. Lodha, H.L. Dattu and S.J.
Mukhopadhaya considered the
plea for an open hearing of the
curative petition filed by the
Naz Foundation Trust, film-
maker Shyam Benegal, parents
of lesbian, gay, bisexual and
transsexual persons, academi-
cians, mental healthcare pro-
fessionals and Voices Against
377, an umbrella of non-gov-
ernment organizations.

The hearing in the Koushal

case, as the Section 377 case is
known, is fixed for next week;
where the bench will hear the
petitioners and decide if there
is merit in their argument to
reopen the case.

If the court agrees with the
petitioners, it will issue a no-
tice to the other side—astrolo-
ger Suresh Kumar Koushal and
some religious organizations—
for a full hearing by a new
bench.

Tuesday’s move follows a 15

April ruling by another bench
of the Supreme Court, which
granted third gender status to
transgenders, declaring that
they must be guaranteed
healthcare, jobs and education
by both the states and centre.

The National Legal Services
Authority (Nalsa) vs Union of
India judgement—which re-
ferred to how the “colonial
era” Section 377 law had been
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RAY OF HOPE

SC agrees to hear arguments for
curative petition on Section 377
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Facing critics: Modi says for the people who believe in India’s judicial
system and respect it, the clean chit he has received should be adequate.

High stakes: A file photo of a protest against the Supreme Court’s De­
cember 2013 verdict criminalizing same­sex intercourse.
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We should measure 
welfare’s success by 

how many people leave 
welfare, not by how 

many are added. 

RONALD REAGAN

is a Pune-based economist.

PTI

This column is neither about the efficacy of 
welfare spending nor what we can afford fis-
cally. Both are valid issues and can be exam-
ined separately. Here, we look at an aspect 
that was also highlighted in the Economic 
Survey of 2016-17. It pointed out that India has 
only 7 taxpayers for every 100 voters, and that 

ranks us No. 13 out of 18 of 
our democratic G20 peers. 
In a remarkable chart 
shown of taxpayers versus 
voters, India ranks 45 out of 
51 countries. Countries like 
Norway, Sweden and 
Canada have nearly 100 tax-
payers for every 100 voters. 
The Netherlands and Aus-
tralia have close to 80. The 
US, Oppenheimer’s coun-
try, has 60. But India is an 
outlier. Of course, this 
refers to income-tax payers. 
And it is common knowl-

edge that consumption tax in the form of 
goods and services tax is paid by almost 
everybody. The GST, being an indirect tax, is 
regressive and also too high. Not surprisingly, 
there is hardly any talk of reforming income 
tax this election season. Direct taxpayers con-
stitute a tiny minority and are electorally 

alone covers 100 million people. These are 
direct cash transfers and mostly uncondi-
tional. The total of all such welfare spending 
could be in excess of 5% of GDP. It is possible 
that there may be duplication or redundancy 
in some schemes, or more efficiency can be 
attained with the same budget. Improve-
ments could be made by 
reorienting other subsidy 
schemes. For instance, 
why not make fertilizer 
pricing market-oriented 
(currently it sells at a steep 
75% discount to the cost) 
and transfer direct cash to 
poor farmers, who are the 
intended beneficiaries? 
This will incentivize pro-
ducers and bring more 
investment into a sector 
that still sees massive 
imports. However, shifting 
to direct benefit transfers 
(DBTs) for fertilizer is easier said than done, 
since the land tiller is not the same as the 
land owner. And how to distinguish between 
rich and small farmers? The PM-Kisan 
scheme makes no such distinction. And con-
ditionality in any case goes against the spirit 
of a UBI.

We can afford  

greater welfare 

and even a UBI 

but the tax 

burden should 

be borne by 

a larger base

Our housing policy framework 
needs a comprehensive rethink
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I
t is time for Israel to recognize the force of 
the rapidly growing international movement 
to recognize Palestinian statehood, not as the 
final outcome of a political settlement, but as a 
path to achieving it. Were Israel to get serious 
again about pursuing a two-state solution, it 

would not be rewarding Hamas, but benefiting 
itself.

The awful reality, as the horrendous attacks of 7 
October 2023 made clear, is that without a political 
solution that satisfies legitimate Palestinian 
aspirations, Israel will never be free of the spectre 
of terrorism.

My decades of experience with conflict preven-
tion and resolution, including years of talking to all 
sides in the Middle East, have drummed home the 
truth that despair can all too easily turn into rage, 
and then into indefensible outrage. By the same 
token, the threat of violence diminishes rapidly 
during those periods of genuine hope for a just and 
dignified settlement.

To understand the roots of 7 October is not to 
justify the slaughter of innocents, then or ever. 
Israel was undoubtedly entitled to respond with 
all the force that international law allows. But for 
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu’s 
government—and those who blindly support it—to 
remain in denial about those roots, and to offer no 
political way forward, is simply to invite more of 
the same. This is especially true now that so many 
ordinary decent Palestinians have been displaced, 
traumatized and angered by the disproportionate 
savagery of the Israeli response.

As I have argued elsewhere, the moral, legal and 
political case for recognizing Palestinian statehood 
has always been strong. Some 140 United Nations 
member states—albeit nearly all of them from the 
Global South—have already done so. The Gaza war 
has now lent the issue new relevance and urgency. 
More and more countries see Israel’s intransigence 
as not only perpetuating Palestinian misery but 
also guaranteeing its own.

Australia, in a pathbreaking speech by Foreign 
Minister Penny Wong on 9 April, became the latest 
of a host of formerly cautious countries—including 
the United Kingdom, Ireland, Spain, Norway and 
even the US—to make clear that it is actively con-
sidering early recognition of Palestinian statehood. 
True, the timing is an issue. With UN votes on full 
membership for Palestine expected at the Security 
Council and in the General Assembly this month, 
the US and some others may not yet be willing to 
issue formal declarations. Still, the direction of 
travel is clear and momentum is building.

Many argue, nonetheless, that recognition of 
Palestinian statehood is an empty, quixotic ges-
ture. Practically, a two-state solution now looks 
unattainable, owing to the territorial fragmenta-

tion created by Israel’s increasingly unrestrained 
West Bank settlement-building programme. And 
Israeli hostility to a two-state solution, and Pales-
tinian support for its own one-state solution, have 
both grown steadily and likely become more 
entrenched since 7 October.

All true enough, but the dream of a two-state 
solution must be kept alive, not only because it 
remains overwhelmingly the preferred policy 
internationally, but also because it is so obviously 
in Israel’s own long-term interest. 

As many commentators over the years have 
pointed out, Israel potentially can be a Jewish 
state, a democratic state and a state occupying the 
whole of historical Judea and Samaria. But it can-
not be all three at the same time. (This was a 
favourite line of my old boss, Australian Prime 
Minister Bob Hawke, in offering tough love to the 
Jewish community here.)

The argument for recognizing Palestinian state-
hood is that doing so is vital to restore a balance 
that has tipped overwhelmingly in favour of Israel. 
No peace negotiation can succeed if the parties at 
the table are completely mismatched. For the fore-
seeable future, the best—and possibly the only—
way to counter the current mismatch is to show 
that Palestine has legitimacy not only in the 
Islamic world and the Global South, but globally as 
well, including in traditional pillars of the Global 
North, like the UK, Australia and other US allies 
and partners.

While it is not necessary for a state to be recog-
nized as such to have a government in effective 
control of its entire territory, the issue is made 
more complicated by governance problems on 
the Palestinian side. The Palestinian Authority is a 
gerontocracy in desperate need of reform, and 
Hamas has dealt itself out of any international 
acceptance with its military wing’s terror excesses.

Constructing a viable pan-Palestinian govern-
ment—preferably with the support of key regional 
players—will certainly be a long haul. I am among 
those who have long believed that the imprisoned 
Palestinian activist Marwan Barghouti, popular 
in both Gaza and the West Bank, could be the 
Mandela-like unifier that Palestinians desperately 
need. But for precisely that reason, persuading 
Israel to release him will be a Herculean task, at 
least as long as Netanyahu remains in power.

Regardless of whether the two-state solution 
proves to have any life left in it, conferring Pales-
tine the extra legitimacy, leverage, and bargaining 
power inherent in recognized statehood would 
help achieve for both sides a future that is better 
than the awful status quo.

If it does still have life, as we must all hope, 
Palestinian leverage will be crucial in producing 
just and sustainable solutions to the outstanding 
issues, including those concerning boundaries, 
credible security guarantees for both sides, the 
protection of holy sites, and the fraught question 
of refugee rights.

But even if the only remaining option is to 
negotiate a new, democratic, non-apartheid single 
state (in which Palestinians enjoy fully equal rights 
alongside Israel’s Jewish population), giving Pales-
tinians more legitimacy and heft at the bargaining 
table serves the goal of securing a sustainable 
peace.

At a time of dramatically heightened tension with 
Iran, and all the renewed sense of insecurity that 
comes with it, it has never been more important 
for Israel to defuse the visceral anger of Palestinians 
in the Occupied Territories. Most of the rest of the 
world is now telling Israel that the best way to start 
is to accept the force of Palestinians’ claim to state-
hood. If Israelis really want a more secure future, it’s 
time for them to listen. ©2024/PROJECT SYNDICATE

 Palestinian statehood should be  
an urgent goal for today’s world 

It has never been more important for Israel to defuse the visceral anger of Palestinians in territories under its occupation
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I
ndia’s general elections kicked off on 
Friday with voting in 102 of the country’s 
543 constituencies. The outcome is not 

really in doubt. Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi has maintained, if not increased, his 
favourability ratings since he last won 
re-election in 2019. Such enduring popu-
larity, in an age when most democratically 
elected leaders are struggling, can appear 
mystifying.

The standard argument doesn’t explain 
Modi’s success. While India’s economy 
might be posting impressive growth num-
bers, employment and wages haven’t kept 
up. Government data shows that, for the 
past decade, Indians’ average monthly real 
earnings have either declined or remained 
stagnant. Almost half the workforce is still 
paid below the official minimum wage. 
This implies that too few Indians have ben-
efited from policies for economic reasons 
alone to account for his popularity. In fact, 
while Modi’s Hindu nationalist rhetoric is 
wildly popular, especially in India’s north, 
his economic management may indeed be 
what’s keeping him in power. And the les-
sons from that success could usefully be 
studied by leaders elsewhere.

Modi’s biggest macroeconomic priority 
hasn’t been to juice growth or wages. 
Instead, he has focused on controlling 
inflation. Even though his government has 
not been too keen on independent regula-
tors or institutional reforms, it did push 
through legislation early on that set an 
inflation target for the Reserve Bank of 
India, whose six-member monetary policy 
committee has since been left mostly on its 
own to manage rates, in spite of occasional 
grumbles from New Delhi. Meanwhile, the 
government has deployed a mix of macro- 
and microeconomic levers to keep prices 
from spiralling out of control, including 
during supply disruptions brought on by 
the covid pandemic. Federal budgets have 
sought to shrink the deficit. Fuel taxes are 
high but have also largely insulated users 
from inflationary swings in energy prices.

The government insists that trade with 
Russia after it invaded Ukraine also keeps 
energy costs down. Even India’s attempts 
at industrial policy have been on the cheap: 
Elon Musk appears to have been lured to 
the country by the promise of lower tariffs 
on Tesla’s cars, not government handouts.

Not all of the government’s anti-infla-
tion efforts have been sensible or responsi-
ble. The export of agricultural goods, for 
example, is frequently shut down at the 
first sign of higher domestic prices, causing 
chaos for fragile food supply chains across 
the developing world. Unpredictable trade 

policy is a reason that a promise to double 
farmers’ incomes couldn’t be met. Yet, this 
underscores a will to prioritize stable prices 
over employment and household income 
growth. In this, Modi seems to have learned 
from his predecessors’ mistakes. Previous 
governments failed to manage prices and 
faced widespread popular discontent as a 
result. Even if their record on growth and 
wages was better, inflation higher than 
Indians expected weakened support for 
past administrations.

For politicians seeking office, it may still 
be “the economy, stupid,” but how we 
think about the interplay between the 
economy and voting patterns needs to 
change. The instability of inflation pretty 
clearly seems to alienate voters from their 
government far more than a stagnant 
economy and high unemployment.

US economists such as Paul Krugman 
have argued that Biden has delivered a 
“good economy” that isn’t being recog-
nized because of “negative vibes,” fuelled 
by right-wing media. And it is also true that 
the US continues to see robust job growth: 
Bidenomics prioritizes full employment 
over deficit reduction or price-reducing 
free trade.

Biden’s campaign may discover, how-
ever, that’s not necessarily what makes 
most voters happy. Lavish government 
spending and near-shoring efforts have 
kept US prices high and unpredictable— 
the true source of the mysterious ‘vibes’ 
that threaten Biden’s re-election. While 
real incomes may have increased, Ameri-
cans seem to care even more about nomi-
nal prices. That’s illogical—but who says 
voters are rational?

Politicians in the West don’t seem to 
have worked this out. In Europe, leaders 
faced with restive populations are doubling 
down on spending packages and industrial 
subsidies. Meanwhile, polls ahead of this 
summer’s elections to the European Parlia-
ment suggest that rising prices are what 
really concern voters. Mainstream parties 
may face a debacle in Europe and Biden 
might lose. Meanwhile Modi, despite sky-
high youth unemployment and declining 
real wages, is being rewarded for keeping 
prices predictable. The lesson of India’s 
polls should reverberate well beyond its 
borders: Elections are won through price 
stability, not subsidies. ©BLOOMBERG

What Biden could learn from 
Modi: Prioritize price stability

Inflation control may be a bigger vote winner than leaders think

Modi’s inflation-targeting RBI mandate has 

been a case of good politics too AP
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be a far-off concern. And yet, India has no 
choice but to plan for a variety of scenarios 
where its diplomatic positions and ‘no first 
use’ nuclear doctrine might be tested. 

India has begun to establish a broad air-
defence system. Five S-400 air defence sys-
tems were acquired from Russia at a cost of 
nearly ₹39,000 crore in 2018. This system 
comes with a mix of missiles and radar 
defences that lets it knock down threats at 
various heights and ranges. Other weapons 
in India’s arsenal include the SpyDer, an 
Israeli short and medium range system (one 
critical component of Israel’s own Iron 
Dome defence), as well as the Indian made 
MRSAM system. India has also put in place 
the Akashteer system, which is an auto-
mated control-and-reporting system for all 
air defences. While India has made signifi-
cant progress in air defence capabilities, it is 
an enormous challenge to protect such a 
large area with a ‘dome’ equivalent compre-
hensive system. This should be an area of 
focus in an increasingly belligerent world 
that appears to be on a nuclear hair-trigger.

P.S: “I know not with what weapons World 
War III will be fought, but World War IV will 
be fought with sticks and stones,” said Albert 
Einstein in a chilling forecast of what might lie 
ahead.

diplomatic compound in Syria that killed 
several people, including two Iranian Quds 
Force Generals. Until then, Iran was waging 
a covert war through proxies such as Hamas 
and Hezbollah, and Israel was striking back 
at those militia groups. With Israel’s attack 
on a diplomatic facility in Syria, Iran’s retali-
ation with directly targeted missiles and 
drones, and then what may have been a 
small Israeli strike on targets in the Iranian 
city of Isfahan on Friday,  Israel and Iran are 
already in a form of unstated war. Israel had 
obliterated the Damascus facility with an air-
strike, whereas Iran responded with a bar-
rage of 130 drones, 30 cruise missiles and 110 
ballistic missiles. Both these countries are 
widely believed to be nuclear powers, even 
if they have not declared themselves to be so.

An awkward coalition of Arab countries 
like Jordan, Saudi Arabia and the UAE 
helped the US, France and UK defend Israel 
against the aerial barrage from Iran. Beyond 
supplying munitions and materiel, this has 
already drawn this uneasy coalition into 
direct combat. Several countries, including 
Jordan, are against Israel’s war in Gaza, but 
extended support to mitigate the impact on 
Israel so that Tel Aviv did not feel the need to 
respond forcefully. The ‘fog of war’ is only 
going to escalate if, for instance, direct Isra-

S
uddenly, a mushroom cloud of nuclear 
risk is upon the world. It is 80 years 
since the Manhattan project and the 

US’s deployment of two nuclear bombs in 
Japan. That horrific event marked the end of 
World War II. World War III could quite 
plausibly start with a tactical nuclear strike 
or a mistake. A nuclear war scenario has not 
really threatened the world for the last eight 
decades, except briefly during the Cuban 
Missile Crisis of the early 1960s. A global 
nuclear deterrent has held the line until 
now, even as nine countries have become 
declared nuclear powers with a stockpile of 
some 13,000 weapons and a dizzying array 
of delivery methods.

Beginning in 2022 with the Ukraine war, 
followed last year by hostilities erupting in 
West Asia, opposing sides have been trying 
to poke each other’s eyes out, resulting in a 
general blindness to the unimaginable con-
sequences of a nuclear war. The proximate 
cause of the so-far-conventional escalation 
in West Asia was Israel’s attack on an Iranian 
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responds in a damaging way. Iran’s actions 
could then take the form of an attack on 
Israel’s nuclear facilities and/or include a 
tactical nuclear strike. After that, all hell 
could break loose.

In the Ukrainian theatre of war, President 
Vladimir Putin of Russia threatens a tactical 

nuclear strike every time 
he has some war stress. A 
revanchist Russia’s attempt 
to integrate its ‘Little Rus’ 
already appears a failure 
and more aid from the US is 
coming Kyiv’s way. A des-
perate Putin may resort to 
tactical nuclear weapons to 
realize his Tzarist ambi-
tions. The US and China 
have an outsized role to 
play in de-escalating the 
nuclear risk in both loca-
tions. The US has a respon-
sibility with its ally Israel, 

and China has a similar one with Russia and 
Iran. What both superpowers need to come 
to grips with is that an escalation in conven-
tional war from here on risks a nuclear mis-
take that may be beyond their control.

For India, self-absorbed with its massive 
multi-phase election, nuclear war seems to 

eli action in Iranian territory causes damage 
that Tehran decides it must hit back for. The 
escalation up to this point has been the result 
of a strategic misjudgement by Israel in 
attacking a diplomatic facility. Prima facie, 
it appears that Israel’s action was in breach 
of the 1961 Vienna Convention on Diplo-
matic Relations. Even 
though Iran’s use of prox-
ies has been abetting war 
for quite some time, in this 
instance, it appears that its 
direct response was both 
telegraphed and calibrated 
with an intention to miti-
gate further escalation.

We are now poised at a 
knife’s edge (a quaint met-
aphor in a nuclear age). 
While Israel’s strike in Isfa-
han was limited, the US, 
UK and other Western 
powers are said to be 
readying a new round of sanctions. Beyond 
this, if Israel uses covert and other quiet 
methods of response, or exercises strategic 
restraint, the immediate nuclear threat may 
well pass. A senior Revolutionary Guard 
Commander has already said that Iran could 
review its “nuclear doctrine” if Israel 

Two theatres 

of war with 

geopolitical 

dimensions 

spell a danger 

unseen since 

the 1960s 



There is a raging meme-
fest in the Arab world
about the Jordanian
King Abdullah II. One of

the most caustic meme images
is of the Arab King wearing an
Israeli Military uniform. It is par-
ticularly damaging for the Hash-
emite King Abdullah, who is
considered the 41st direct des-
cendant of the Holy Prophet.
But King Abdullah’s recent and
unprecedented act of authoriz-
ing the shooting down of Iran-
ian drones that were targeting
Israel has puzzled, shocked, and
riled average emotions on the
Arab street.

As it is, most Arabs had
been disillusioned at the meek,
platitudinous and pusillani-
mous reaction of their leaders as
Israel has gone about pulveriz-
ing the Gaza Strip (killing over
30,000 Palestinians) ~ but for a
Arab leader to shoot down Iran-
ian missiles that were aimed at
Israel (not even at Jordan) tanta-
mount to defending Israel, even
as Tel Aviv has been relentless
with its attacks on the Palestini-
ans in the Gaza Strip.

The Arab monarchies have
been widely discredited and are
unpopular with their own mass-
es for their excesses, illiberality,
and duplicitous anchorages. 

In 2021, the infamous Pan-
dora Papers revealed a disturb-
ing amount of the Jordanian
King’s stashed wealth through
offshore entities and dodgy Swi-
ss accounts, but as always, the
news led to a combination of
suppression, deflection and
contextualisation to remain
unanswerable. 

However, this recent act of
being seen to be aiding Israel (at
the cost of fellow-Arab Palestin-
ian interests) is bound to worsen
perceptions about the Jordanian
Royal Family even further. 

The Jordanian citizenry is
smarting under the latest betra-
yal of its leader while comment-
ing, for example, “Jordan follow-
ing the money as usual”. Even
though the Iranians are not par-
ticularly popular, shooting down
Iranian drones to help Israel is
altogether different.  

The Jordanians have had a

complicated and inconsistent
history with all three principal
parties in the recent conflict i.e.,
Iranians, Palestinians, and
Israelis. 

Almost always, the Jordani-
ans have seemingly forsaken
morality, commitments and
even purported official positions
at the altar of short-term gratifi-
cation, unsavoury side-deals,
and regime-protection instincts.

Even though
Jordan had fought
four wars with Isra-
el (all ostensibly for
Palestine) in its
short history, it had
also signed the
peace treaty with
Israel in 1994 and
was amongst the
first Arab countries
to open reciprocal
embassies. Howev-
er even prior to the
official normalisa-
tion, clandestine
‘back-channels’
between Amman
and Tel Aviv were
thriving. Historically, many Arabs
have dissed the dubious commit-
ment of Jordanians towards
Palestinians after Jordan annexed
the West Bank and East Jerusalem
(Old City) in the 1948 Arab-Israeli
War only to lose these areas in the
1967 Six-Day War. 

More importantly, the Jor-
danians had done precious lit-
tle to create the Palestinian state
when they had occupied the old
Palestinian swathes, other than
annexing the same, and then
humiliatingly losing them in
another 18 years or so. If the
Israelis denied the Palestine
state with forced occupation
since 1948, the Jordanians in the
interim till 1967 did no better.

More importantly, even
though there are an estimated
three million Palestinians out of
a total population of 12 million
in Jordan, the relations internal-
ly are testy. 

The fact that King Abdul-
lah’s wife, Queen Rania, is also a
Palestinian does not help fray
nerves within. But perhaps the
most wounded emotion (till the
recent ‘support’ to Israel) was

the unforgettable memory of
‘Black September’ 1970-71.
Then Jordanian King Hussein
(the current King’s father) had
responded to louds calls by
Palestinians to overthrow the
Hashemite monarchy with bru-
tal counter attacks to drive out
Palestinian fedayeens (and an
estimated 5000 were killed).

King Hussein had stated
that the Palestinians in Jordan

had become the
foremost security
risk. The memo-
ries of the assassi-
nation of his gra-
ndfather, King Ab-
dullah I, at the
hands of a disg-
runtled Palestinian
in 1951 would cer-
tainly have played
a role. Years later,
when Jordan sign-
ed a peace treaty
with Israel in 1994
~ many Palesti-
nians perceived it
to be a ‘sell-out’,
and more recently

with the virtual impracticality of
a ‘two-state’ solution, the Jorda-
nians did not want the Palestini-
ans’ predicament to be at their
expense.

Beyond all posturing and
purported concern for the Pales-
tinians, the Jordanians have had
the most accommodative, thaw-
ing, and non-confrontationist
equation with the Israelis in the
last three-four decades. 

With the invisible but sure
hand of their mutual ally i.e.,
USA (also the strongest ally for
both countries), the publicly
posited differences against Israel
are quietly handled away from
the media glare. 

The fact that Jordan was
amongst the foremost Arab
nations to join the ‘War on Ter-
ror’ and subsequently in taking
on the religious extremist organ-
isations like Al Qaida, ISIL and
other offshoots adds a lot more
commonality between Amman
and Tel Aviv.

Relations between Jordan
and Iran are given to natural
sectarian differences (Sunni-
Shia respectively) and post the

Iranian Revolution in 1979, Jor-
dan supported Saddam Hussein
in the decade long Iran-Iraq
War. Later Iran despised Jordan
for its proximity to its staunch
enemies like the US and Saudi
Arabia, and the fact that Jordan
had normalised relations with
Israel.

Later Jordan was pitted on
the exact opposite side to
Tehran in the Syrian Civil War
where Iran was supporting co-
sectarian Bassad-al-Assad’s Syr-
ian forces. In 2004, King Abdul-
lah coined the term ‘Shia Cres-
cent’ (with the crescent shape
landscape beginning in Iran,
moving to Iraq, and thence to
Syria and Lebanon).

It envisaged a post-Saddam
Iraq now controlled by Shiite
powers, running up Syrian
swathes controlled by Alawite
(Shia-offshoot) Bassad-al-As-
sad’s forces and completion of
the dreaded arc with Shia Hez-
bollah ruling the roost in Leba-
non. Clearly, King Hussein
spewed more venom and con-
cern at Iran then he did practi-
cally against Israel.

In a way, the Jordanian
King Abdullah’s action of down-
ing Iranian drones only con-
firmed the worst kept secret in
the region where Arabs have had
more fear of the Iranians then
they did of the Israelis, the actu-
al oppressors of Palestinians.

The tight rope could also be
owing to the cash-strapped situ-
ation in Jordan which survives
on a $1.5 billion annual US aid
package. It will be mindful of the
danger of the same getting with-
drawn should it adopt a belliger-
ent stand against Israel. 

So, while a balancing act of
keeping the US and the Israelis
on the right side is understand-
able given their socio-economic
and monarchical predicament,
to shoot down Iranian drones
that were targeting Israel is sim-
ply another level of brazen obse-
quiousness. 

The worms are coming out
of the woodwork. The hypocrisy
of the Arabs in general and of
Jordanians in particular towards
the Palestinian cause is getting
exposed.        

The South Korean currency’s
sharp drop Tuesday triggered
a flurry of warnings and state-
ments from financial authori-

ties, which helped stabilized the won
to some extent in the following two
sessions. But vigilant monitoring is in
order as volatility may not fade out
soon. It was a resounding red flag that
the Korean won weakened to hit the
psychologically important 1,400 won
per dollar during an intraday trading
Tuesday, affected by the sales of more
assets by foreign investors here, the
escalating Middle East conflict, the
outlook that the US Federal Reserve
would keep the restrictive monetary
policy longer than expected.

Authorities were duly alarmed as
the Korean currency hit the alarming
1,400 won level before ending down at
1,394.5 won per dollar Tuesday, the
weakest level in 17 months. The Korean
won had touched the 1,400 won level
only three times until Tuesday: during
the global rate hike trend led by the US
Fed in 2022, the global financial crisis in
2007-08 and the Asian financial crisis
in 1997-98. Although the Korean cur-
rency regained its value Wednesday to
close at 1,386.8 won and further recov-
ered Thursday to end at 1,372.9 won,
experts warn about the overall weak-
ening of the local currency in the com-
ing months ~ a negative outlook for
Korea’s government officials already
struggling with rising consumer prices
and high energy prices. But there were
some positive developments aimed at
countering the continued slide of the
Korean currency. On Wednesday in

Washington, the finance chiefs of South
Korea, the US and Japan addressed the
sharp depreciation of the Korean won
and Japanese yen during their first tri-
lateral talks. Korea’s Finance Minister
Choi Sang-mok, US Treasury Secretary
Janet Yellen and Japan’s Finance Min-
ister Shunichi Suzuki issued a joint
statement: “We will also continue to
consult closely on foreign exchange
market developments in line with our
existing G20 commitments while
acknowledging serious concerns of
Japan and the Republic of Korea about
the recent sharp depreciation of the
Japanese yen and the Korean won.”

The strong signal from the three
countries helped calm the jittery senti-
ment of financial market players, a
much-needed move to bring back sta-
bility to the volatile foreign exchange
markets in Seoul and Tokyo. One day
before the trilateral talk, Choi and
Suzuki met on the sidelines of the G20
Finance Ministers and Central Bank
Governors Meeting in Washington and
expressed their intention to “take
appropriate actions against excessive
moment,” sharing their concerns
about the recent depreciation of their
currencies against the US dollar.

In addition to the two verbal inter-
ventions, the Bank of Korea Gov. Rhee
Chang-yong, who was also in Washing-
ton to attend the IMF International Co-
nference, gave his helping hand Tues-
day by saying that the Korean won is
“slightly off the level that is acceptable
by the market fundamentals.” Rhee ad-
ded the central bank has resources and
tools to soften the volatility of the Kore-
an currency against the US dollar.

Rhee’s Tuesday comment came a
day after he said the sharp deprecia-
tion of the Korean currency is “excess-
ive” and the central bank is ready to
take steps to stabilize the foreign exch-
ange market in an interview with
CNBC. But it is too early to stop worry-
ing about the Korean currency. Major
currencies are weakening against the
US dollar amid the heightened geopo-
litical risks in the Middle East and
other negative factors, but the Korean
won is suffering a particularly drastic
decline in value compared with other
Asian currencies. 
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Aid Victory

In the face of geopolitical turmoil and escalating
threats, the passage of a $95 billion aid package by
the US House of Representatives stands as a bea-

con of hope and solidarity for the country’s allies in
distress. With Ukraine teetering on the brink of a per-
ilous military imbalance and Israel grappling with
regional tensions, this comprehensive aid initiative rep-
resents a critical lifeline in a sea of uncertainty. At the
heart of this legislative triumph lies a tale of bipartisan
cooperation and decisive leadership. Despite the chal-
lenges posed by internal divisions and political brin-
kmanship, lawmakers united in a shared commitment
to safeguarding global security and upholding demo-
cratic values. In a display of adept stewardship, the Re-
publican speaker of the House, faced with daunting
odds and internal dissent, rose to the occasion, guiding
the aid package through the tumultuous waters of con-
gressional debate. Central to this landmark legislation
is its multifaceted approach to addressing the diverse
needs of key allies. With Ukraine facing an existential
threat from Russian aggression, the allocation of $61
billion in aid represents a strategic investment in bol-
stering its defense capabilities and fortifying its resili-
ence against external pressures. From replenishing am-
munition supplies to procuring advanced weapons sys-
tems, the aid package promises to provide tangible sup-
port to Ukrainian forces in their struggle with Russia.
Equally significant is the provision of $26 billion in sup-
port for Israel, a steadfast ally in a volatile region plag-
ued by conflict and instability. As tensions simmer on
multiple fronts, from Gaza to the Golan Heights, the
replenishment of missile defense systems and the deliv-
ery of humanitarian assistance to Gaza signal a firm
commitment to Israel’s security and well-being. Amidst
the complexities of the Israel-Hamas conflict, this aid
package offers a glimmer of hope to Tel Aviv.

Beyond the immediate imperatives of crisis resp-
onse, the aid package underscores a broader commit-
ment to advancing US strategic interests and counter-
ing emerging threats. With a dedicated focus on the
Indo-Pacific region, including provisions for subma-
rine infrastructure and support for regional allies such
as Taiwan, the legislation reflects a nuanced understan-
ding of the evolving dynamics of great power competi-
tion. By bolstering regional deterrence capabilities and
fostering closer partnerships, the United States seeks to
maintain a position of strength and influence in an in-
creasingly contested strategic environment. As the aid
package moves forward for Senate approval and even-
tual enactment, its passage heralds a new chapter in US
foreign policy ~ one defined by proactive engagement,
determined leadership, and a commitment to the de-
fence of allies. 

In an era of geopolitical flux and uncertainty, the
unity of purpose demonstrated in an election year by
lawmakers sends a powerful message of resolve and
solidarity to allies and adversaries alike. With the stakes
higher than ever and the challenges mounting, the pas-
sage of this aid package serves as a testament to the
strength and resilience of strategic alliances.

Indo-Pacific Tensions

The recent assembly of naval officials from around
the globe in China’s Qingdao, hosted by the Chin-
ese Navy, is an emblematic event that reveals the

intricacies of diplomacy and power in the contested
waters of the South China Sea. This symposium, held
amid growing military tensions and strategic manoeu-
vres, is both a platform for dialogue and a tableau of the
broader geopolitical challenges facing the Indo-Pacific
region. The timing of this gathering is particularly sig-
nificant. As tensions simmer over territorial claims and
maritime rights in the South China Sea, the world wat-
ches how major powers, especially China and the Unit-
ed States, navigate these troubled waters. The inclu-
sion of discussions on the Code for Unplanned En-
counters at Sea ~ an agreement designed to prevent
maritime incidents ~ is a nod to the necessity of main-
taining communication and protocols to avoid escala-
tion. Yet, such measures seem almost quaint against
the backdrop of advancing military technologies, such
as drones, which are not yet adequately covered by
existing agreements. Moreover, the concurrent US-
Philippines military drills, which for the first time ex-
tend beyond Philippine territorial waters, underscore a
shift toward more robust military postures in the re-
gion. These exercises, expanding in scope and scale,
signal a clear message about the US' commitment to its
allies and its readiness to counter perceived threats.
This escalation of military preparedness reflects a broa-
der trend of nations in the region bolstering their def-
ences in response to perceived encroachments and
hostilities, particularly from China.

China’s ambitions to build a “world-class” military
by 2027 and to potentially field the world’s largest
ocean-going fleet by 2035 are pivotal elements in this
geopolitical puzzle. Such ambitions are not merely ab-
out enhancing national pride or securing maritime
routes but are integral to Beijing’s vision of its role on
the world stage. As China continues to assert its claims,
not only in the South China Sea but also in its rivalry
with Japan in the East China Sea, the implications for
regional stability are profound. The presence of offi-
cials from countries like Japan, Australia, and India, all
of whom have vested interests and on-going disputes
with China, adds layers of complexity to the dialogue in
Qingdao. These countries, while seeking to mitigate
risks of open conflict, also need to assert their own
strategic interests and sovereignty claims. What
becomes clear from this symposium is that while diplo-
matic engagements such as these are crucial, they are
not panaceas. The deep-seated mistrust and strategic
competition that define current relations, particularly
between China and its neighbours, as well as between
China and the United States, will not be easily alleviat-
ed by discussions alone. As such, while we should wel-
come efforts to foster dialogue and cooperation, we
must also be realistic about the limitations of these
gatherings. True progress in regional security will
require not just agreements on paper but also a funda-
mental respect for international norms. 

Jordanian Duplicity
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SIR, I refer to “Will AI tip the
scales in this election?” by Kalyani
Shankar, published today.

“Avatars are addressing vot-
ers by name, in whichever of In-
dia’s many languages they speak.
Experts see potential for misuse
in a country already rife with dis-
information”, says a recent arti-
cle in the New York Times. The
purveying  of realistic fake videos,
often called deepfakes, with elec-
tions ongoing is already happen-
ing. They are changing many as-
pects of our media.  

This technology allows a
bunch of people sitting in their
offices or in some obscure town
to deploy deepfake videos that
can sway voter sentiment in any
poll-bound constituency thou-
sands of miles away. Some peo-
ple will believe the fakes. Other
people ~ celebrities and politici-
ans ~ will be caught doing and

saying things on camera that
embarrass them but will then
claim that the video/audio is fake.
Few people will know what's real,
and by the time the video/audio
is authenticated or shown to be a
fake, the damage is done.  

All  political parties are aware
of how common these deepfake
videos are but not much is being
done to stop or ban them. 

If no action is taken to curb
them, the biggest election ever in
the world’s largest democracy
may well set the ground for  large-
scale  use of AI/deepfakes for
elections. 

Yours, etc., H N Ramakrishna,
Bengaluru, 21 April.

MY SPACE

SIR, It was a pleasure to see a rash
of letters under the “Letters to the
editor” column today, even thou-
gh mine did not make it to the

hallowed space. Usually, just one
or two letters at best are featured
here. H.G. Wells had said ~ No
passion in the world is equal to
the passion to alter someone
else’s draft. Nevertheless, a letter
that makes it past the finish line,
even if brutally edited, is a writer’s
trophy. It gives one the joy of tak-
ing possession of a plot of land in
a particularly posh colony. 

I request you therefore, to
satisfy the fond hopes and aspira-
tions of more than just one hope-
ful person each day. I for one go
to page six even before I read the
headlines. Because that’s where I
hope to find “my plot of land”. 

Yours, etc., Avinash Godboley,
Dewas, 21 April.

CONGRESS FAILS

SIR, I refer to your editorial  “Op-
position space”, published today.
I fully subscribe to to your view
that the future of India’s demo-
cratic health relies significantly
on resurgence of an effective
opposition. But the Congress has

failed to rejuvenate itself. 
Even after losing many state

assemblies to the BJP, the party
failed to introspect. Secondly, it
failed to lead the INDIA front in
the required manner. Now the
party is fighting fewer seats. It
takes on its allies like the TMC in
Bengal and the Communists in
Kerala. 

The party also failed to act as
a strong opposition entity. Free-
bies got some votes for it in Kar-

nataka and Telangana because of
anti-incumbency. 

At the national level, the sce-
nario is quite different. You can’t
win votes by offering freebies.
Jobs for youth and high inflation
are the people’s concerns. 

The party must reform and
see if it can take on the mighty
BJP in 2029.

Yours, etc.,
Sravana Ramachandran,

Chennai, 22 April. 

Vitiated  polls
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The writer is Lt Gen PVSM,
AVSM (Retd), and former

Lt Governor of Andaman &
Nicobar Islands and

Puducherry

Korean won
worries

READING BOOKS

SIR, World Book Day is celebrated every year on 23 April. But
nowadays we are more interested in reading on electronic gadg-
ets rather than reading physical books. It’s not only harmful to
our health but also has a great negative impact on society. 

A few decades ago students were eager to wait for summer
vacations to read their favourite story books, comics and maga-
zines. But now they are busy with their electronic gadgets in
their leisure time. They are deprived of the fragrance of pages of
new books which would mesmerise us. On 23 April, we should
take a vow to revive our book reading habits. 

Yours, etc.,  Sourav Malik,
Chandandaha, South 24 Parganas, 21 April.




