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W
ith 80 Lok Sabha seats, Uttar Pradesh
is critical in all political calculations,
and more so for the Bharatiya Janata

Party (BJP) which on its own won 71 seats from
the State in 2014 and 62 in 2019. Fronts led by the
BJP and the Samajwadi Party (SP) are the princi-
pal poles in the elections spread over all seven
phases. The Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) led by
four-time U.P. Chief Minister Mayawati is going
solo, even as it battles decline. The All India Maj-
lis-e-Ittehadul Muslimeen (AIMIM) is trying to
make its presence felt, in alliance with another
regional out�t. Several sub-regional out�ts that
largely draw their support from a single caste
group in a con�ned area are vying for autono-
mous space in alliances with other parties. The
BJP-led National Democratic Alliance (NDA) got a
shot in the arm with the induction of the Rashtri-
ya Lok Dal (RLD) which commands a considera-
ble following among the agrarian Jat community
in western U.P. that had been agitated against the
Centre’s farm laws. The Apna Dal (Sonelal) led by
Anupriya Patel, Suheldev Bharatiya Samaj Party
(SBSP) led by Om Prakash Rajbhar and Nirbal In-
dian Shoshit Hamara Aam Dal (NISHAD) party of
Sanjay Nishad are other platforms that enable the
BJP’s outreach to speci�c subaltern communities.

The SP and the Congress, which are consti-
tuents of the INDIA bloc, have roped in the Ma-
han Dal led by Keshav Dev Maurya. The out�t en-
joys the support of some sections of Other
Backward Classes such as Mauryas, Shakyas and
Kushwahas in central and eastern Uttar Pradesh.
The broader rainbow coalition that the SP
formed with multiple sub-regional parties in the
2022 Assembly polls is missing this time and two
of its former allies, the SBSP and the RLD, have
crossed over to the NDA. One faction of the Apna
Dal is in alliance with the AIMIM. This front and
the SP-Congress axis are both pivoting around a
social coalition of backwards, Dalits and Muslims
to counter the Hindutva consolidation behind
the BJP, but similar e�orts in the recent past have
been largely ine�ective. The BSP is staring at a
dead end, with its leaders joining other parties,
and its social base massively eroded. Despite the
consolidation that the BJP has achieved in the last
decade, U.P. politics remains fragmented along
caste, religious and regional fault lines. The State
also happens to be home to the most strident
form of BJP politics and the party expects to
make gains from the opening of the Ram temple
in Ayodhya, and win more seats in the State than
it did in 2019. The Opposition needs to win a sub-
stantial number of seats in U.P. to be viable as an
alternative at the national level. 

The big �ght  
Uttar Pradesh is critical as a

battleground at the national level 

T
he April 1 attack on an annex of the Ira-
nian embassy in Damascus was a major
point of escalation in the multifaceted

con�ict that has been spreading across West Asia
since October 7, 2023. Iran blamed Israel for the
strike, in which 13 Iranians, including Mo-
hammed Reza Zahedi, a top commander who
was in charge of the Quds Force’s Syria opera-
tions, were killed. Israel neither con�rms nor de-
nies claims that it was behind such attacks, but it
is an open secret that it has been carrying out op-
erations across the region targeting Iranian mili-
tary and nuclear �gures. On December 25, a sus-
pected Israeli strike killed Razi Mousavi, senior
adviser in Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard
Corps (IRGC), in Syria. What makes the April 1 at-
tack di�erent from Israel’s past strikes is that an
embassy complex was targeted this time. Embas-
sy and other diplomatic premises have a protect-
ed status under international law. Even during
the Second World War, diplomatic premises were
spared by hostile powers. When the Chinese em-
bassy in Belgrade was bombed in May 1999 by the
U.S., the then U.S. President Bill Clinton issued a
public apology, stating it to be an accident. But in
the case of Damascus, the attacker’s precision
strike was aimed at killing a group of IRGC �-
gures. Many in Iran see this as an act of war.

Even before the October 7 Hamas attack in Is-
rael, there was a shadow war going on between
Israel and Iran in West Asia. After October 7, Is-
rael launched a two-pronged o�ensive — a full-
throttled invasion of Gaza, the tiny Palestinian
enclave of 2.3 million people on the one side, and
dozens of air strikes in Syria and Lebanon against
Iran and its network of militias on the other. Is-
rael sees Iran as the lynchpin of all the non-state
militias of the region, be it Hamas, Hezbollah, the
Houthis or the Palestinian Islamic Jihad, and
seems determined to roll back their in�uence in
its immediate neighbourhood. Israel’s war on Ga-
za is not proceeding as planned. Six months of
�ghting has turned Gaza into an open graveyard
with a death toll of over 33,000, a majority of
them women and children. As Benjamin Neta-
nyahu, Israel’s Prime Minister, under whose
watch the October 7 attack unfolded, is coming
under increased pressure at home and abroad to
cease �re and resign, he appears to be more eag-
er to escalate the regional crisis. This is a danger-
ous slope. An open war between Israel and Iran,
which could drag the U.S. in, would be a security
disaster for the whole region and an economic
nightmare for the wider world. Iran should not
walk into the trap set by Israel. It should show
strategic patience and restraint and the U.S., Is-
rael’s most important diplomatic and military
supporter, should restrain its closest ally from
acting rogue again. 

Escalation ladder 
The U.S. must rein in Israel, and Iran

must show restraint  

I
n an atypical departure from its usual
�ve-day working schedule, the 17th Lok
Sabha (2019-2024) concluded its
proceedings on a Saturday, marking the

culmination of a journey with unexpected twists
and turns. Echoing a historical parallel, the
previous Lok Sabha too also concluded with an
extended parliamentary session. As the nation
gets ready for the general election, the question
arises: will history repeat itself? Or, will a new
precedent be set? This prompts us, as citizens of
India, to re�ect on the performance of our
Parliament in recent years as we wait to usher in
the 18th Lok Sabha.

How Ministries fared
Re�ecting on legislative activity so far it was
apparent that the polity of the nation was in a
state of �ux. The O�ce of the Prime Minister
found itself inundated with 1,146 questions from
Rajya Sabha Members of Parliament, of which
only 28 were answered. Interestingly, just as in
the the House of Elders, the notices directed at
the Prime Minister’s O�ce witnessed a sharp
decline also in the House of the People — from
5,000 during the 15th and 16th Lok Sabhas to a
mere 1,700 in the 17th Lok Sabha — underscoring
waning interest in seeking answers from the apex
executive o�ce.

In the bustling corridors of Parliament, where
policy debates and national concerns intersect, a
notable shift in parliamentary focus has been
quietly underway. Over the past three Lok
Sabhas, a discernible trend has emerged,
shedding light on the evolving interests and
priorities of our elected representatives.

At the forefront of this transformation are the
Ministries of Health and Family and Agriculture
and Farmers’ Welfare. These portfolios have
ascended to prominence, becoming the top two
Ministries with the highest number of questions.
Notably, scrutiny of the country’s health-care
system preceded the COVID-19 pandemic,
highlighting consistent monitoring by our
representatives. But despite being the Ministries
with the most number of questions, where
farmers to former Ministers seek answers, the
number of questions in the House of the People
was noticed to be declining marginally.

Yet, the most startling revelation is in a
declining interest in matters of national security
and internal a�airs. The Ministry of Home A�airs,
which was the Ministry with the second most
number of questions directed towards it till the
15th Lok Sabha, has now faded into near
obscurity. It is conspicuously absent from the list
of the top �ve most questioned Ministries in the
Upper House, with a decline in notices by 32%.
This shift raises questions about the nation’s
priorities, particularly as the implementation of
pivotal legislation looms on the horizon.

Meanwhile, as India charts its course towards
economic resurgence from being one of the
fragile �ve economies to aspiring to be one of the
top �ve economies of the world, another

narrative unfolds within the Ministry of Finance.
Tasked with steering the nation’s �scal destiny,
the Ministry has witnessed a gradual erosion of
parliamentary interest, declining to the fourth
and �fth position in the Rajya Sabha and the Lok
Sabha, respectively. Yet, amidst this apparent
disengagement, a glimmer of hope emerges with
an increasing rate of questions being admitted for
deliberation, signalling a newfound commitment
to transparency and accountability in �nancial
matters.

In addition to the profound impact on health,
the COVID-19 pandemic has gravely disrupted
India’s educational landscape. Nevertheless,
amidst these challenges, a steadfast commitment
to accountability and transparency has endured.
Education remains entrenched among the top
�ve Ministries that are subject to rigorous
questioning, re�ecting its enduring signi�cance in
parliamentary discourse. However, regrettably,
there has been a notable uptick in the number of
questions disallowed, casting a shadow on the
e�cacy of oversight in this vital sector.

Delving deeper into the statistics, a pattern
becomes apparent. In the Lok Sabha, the
percentage of disallowed questions has shown a
downward trajectory across successive Lok
Sabhas. 

The trend is signi�cantly reversed for the
Upper House where the percentage of disallowed
questions is growing consistently. In the 17th Lok
Sabha, Ministries such as Health and Family

Welfare, Home A�airs, Defence, Agriculture and
Farmers’ Welfare, and Finance, made up 36.6% of
all disallowed questions in Rajya Sabha, while in
the Lok Sabha, they made up 37.8% of the
disallowed questions, underscoring systemic
challenges in parliamentary oversight.

The use of interventions
As the landscape of Indian parliamentary
proceedings undergoes a metamorphosis, it is
not only ministerial priorities that are in �ux but
also the utilisation of various interventions
available to lawmakers (as shown in the Graph).
Amidst these interventions, there is one aspect
that stands out in terms of soaring usage: Zero
Hour. 

Over 15 years, the Rajya Sabha has witnessed a
remarkable 62% in this, while the Lok Sabha has
seen a signi�cant rise of 34%. This surge re�ects a
positive signal, indicating heightened focus in
addressing pressing issues and grievances, and
also seeking clari�cations from the government.
This coincides with a dwindling usage of
interventions such as ‘Half-an-Hour Discussions’,
‘Short Notice Questions’, ‘Calling Attention’,
‘Short Duration Discussions’, and ‘Special
Mentions’.

Despite its popularity and usage in addressing
key issues, Zero Hour has its inherent limitations.
To strike a balance, it is imperative to leverage
other interventions such as the ‘Calling
Attention’, ‘Short Duration’ and ‘Half and Hour’
discussions which provide a platform for other
members to participate in, enhancing the quality
of debate and reaching amicable solutions.

In summary, the 16th Lok Sabha demonstrated
a relatively higher level of proactivity compared
to the other sessions. It displayed notable
performance in the admission of questions and
the discussions on various interventions within
the House.

However, a closer look at the functioning of the
House also unveiled a series of overlooked
opportunities. Instances of oversight, such as the
failure to raise privilege motions against
misleading remarks, underscore a larger
narrative urging accountability from the
government. The Winter Session, 2023 of the
Rajya Sabha missed a crucial discussion on the
sensitive and key issue of ‘Suicides among
students due to competitive exams’. Despite the
Chairman’s readiness to have legislative nuances
on the topic, our representatives let slip the
opportunity to �le for a half-hour discussion. It
marked a failure to address societal concerns
through parliamentary channels.

There was a time when a strong Opposition
could ensure the withdrawal of Bills such as the
Communal Violence Bill, 2014. Changing
parliamentary dynamics only point to the need to
revitalise legislative engagement, where every
opportunity should be seized to ensure
accountability, foster constructive debate, and
enact policies that prioritise the welfare of the
nation and its citizens.

Parliaments past, a mirror to changing dynamics 
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The conduct of
business in
both Houses so
far only points
to the need for
a revitalisation
of legislative
engagement
and more
constructive
debate
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I
n today’s Middle East, one thing is certain
and another, highly probable. The certainty
is that there will be no independent,

sovereign Palestinian state, ‘living side by side
with Israel’, as the cliché goes. Before October 7,
2023, there was some possibility of a Palestinian
state emerging at some time, even with several
caveats. Many rounds of negotiations took place
between the two sides to work out a detailed road
map of how the two-state solution would look. In
January, 2001, in Taba, they came close to
reaching an agreement.

Hamas versus the Palestinian Authority
Post October 7, governments around the world
have resurrected the two-state formula and are
repeating it parrot-like. However, the formula is
as good as dead. As of today, there is hardly
anyone in Israel supporting a Palestinian state.
Their reasoning is logical from their point of view.
Hamas today is more popular in the West Bank
than it ever was. This means that if and when the
war ends on whatever terms, elections will have
to be held in the Palestinian territories to elect a
government. Even before October 7, Hamas had a
good following among West Bank Palestinians.
Now, support for Hamas has grown many fold. No
Israeli is prepared to countenance that
eventuality.

What about the Palestinian Authority based in
Ramalla? It is a much more moderate group and
has in fact been cooperating or collaborating with
Israel. The Palestinian Authority is thoroughly
discredited among Israelis and Palestinians as
being corrupt and ine�ective. In even a
reasonably open election, Hamas is sure to
emerge as the party with a majority. Only if
Hamas is totally and e�ectively eradicated would
Israelis be willing to consider the possibility of a
Palestinian state. And, the eradication of Hamas
is just not going to happen.

This means that the war will go on. Rafah will
be razed in the process of the Israel Defense
Forces (IDF) destroying the remaining four
battalions of Hamas militia. Even respectable
revisionist Israeli scholars and historians support
the invasion of Rafah.

But what about the 80 or 90 Israeli hostages
that Hamas still holds? On this, the Israeli public
seems divided. Nearly an equal number give
priority to the return of hostages just as there are
those who consider the eradication of Hamas to
be of higher priority. Israel Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu assures his people that he
will secure both these objectives and a�rms his
determination to proceed with the attack on
Rafah, despite a public warning by Israel’s
strongest supporter, United States President Joe
Biden.

The danger of wider con�ict
The probability is of the Gaza war escalating into
a wider, regional con�ict. Mr. Biden is very
concerned about this possibility and his Secretary
of State, Antony J. Blinken, has been travelling in
the region to prevent such an escalation and to
secure some sort of a cease-�re. The
much-delayed United Nations Security Council
resolution of an immediate cease�re, adopted on
March 25, and made possible because of
American abstention and supported by all the
other 14 members, does not amount to much. It
demands a pause in �ghting only until the end of
the Muslim holy month of Ramadan. Thereafter,
the resolution, in e�ect, expresses the hope that
the cease�re will be extended and become lasting
and comprehensive. Mr. Biden was forced to take
this step out of domestic political considerations.
Domestic politics everywhere increasingly guides
and determines foreign policy.

Hamas does not seem to care about the huge
loss of innocent lives and the destruction of

infrastructure and housing. It might either
underestimate Mr. Netanyahu’s determination to
proceed with the Rafah operation or to agree to
its terms for a cease�re such as the permanent
withdrawal of Israeli forces and so on. Hamas is
banking on the continued support of the
international community for a quick and lasting
cease�re. For his part, Mr. Netanyahu will not
stop the war until he accomplishes his objectives.

Already, Israel and Hezbollah in Lebanon have
been going at one another for some time now,
causing casualties on both sides. Hezbollah has
thousands of rockets and missiles aimed at Israel.
It might see the Gaza war as an ideal opportunity
to launch a more deadly attack on Israel in
support of Hamas.

Wars make strange bedfellows. Here, a
staunchly Shia movement is supporting an
equally staunch Sunni group! Tens of thousands
of Israeli citizens have been evacuated from
northern Israel. Given Israel’s deadly attacks on
Syrian territory including on the Iranian embassy,
Syria and Iran will surely retaliate, leading to
another strong response by Israel. If that were to
happen, there would be tremendous pressure on
Egypt to join the fray. Egypt is under pressure to
permit the people from Rafah to enter Egyptian
territory when the IDF invades there. That,
combined with the pressure of other Arab states,
might make it di�cult or even impossible for
Egypt to stay out. Iran has missiles with a range
that is long enough to hit Israel. All these actors
might feel that such a ‘golden’ opportunity to
eradicate Israel might not come again.

If this were to happen, the U.S. will go to
Israel’s help with whatever it might take. If this
happens, can Russia be far behind?

Such a frightening scenario should scare
everyone, everywhere. It might appear
far-fetched at present, but we would be
disregarding its probability at our own peril.

There will be no independent, sovereign Palestine 
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Governments
across the world
may be backing
the two-state
formula, but it is
as good as dead

Bonds, reflections

Opinion and impressions
may vary, but not facts and
data (Opinion page, ‘Data
Point’, April 5). Political
donation is not a problem
but quid pro quo is. The
larger issue in the electoral
bonds scheme is social
insensitivity and the ‘mute
mode’ of large sections of
the population to a big

CJI has posed an excellent
question that each one of
us has to ask in di�icult
times. If one were able to
answer to one’s conscience,
as and when the
opportunity presents itself,
the world would be free of
conflicts and moral
degradation.

Saurabh Sinha,
Kolkata

Express Newspapers Pvt Ltd
vs Union of India, that the
press’ right to freedom of
speech reached the people. 
Fali Nariman was a great
libertarian who led an
inspiring life. 
N.G.R. Prasad,
Chennai

By invoking Martin Luther
King Jr. in his tribute, the

an eyelid when he resigned
as the Additional Solicitor
General of India, unmindful
of the consequences. When
the lease of the Indian
Express newspaper building
in India was terminated and
the Government decided to
take possession forcibly, it
was Mr. Nariman who, true
to his spirit, fought to the
finish and ensured, in

Fali S. Nariman

The glowing tribute paid by
the Chief Justice of India
(CJI) to senior advocate Fali
S. Nariman before a packed
court hall is indeed moving
(Inside pages, “Fali Nariman
was a pillar of the
community, says CJI”, April
5). Fali Nariman’s role
during the Emergency is
noteworthy. He did not bat

government legalised scam.
Unfortunately, our
countrymen seem to digest
news on corruption and
inequality as destiny. We
need to wake up and
respond or else this termite
of a ‘lethargy of destiny’ will
destroy the integrity of
India’s democratic fabric.

Buddha Jagdiah Rao,
Visakhapatnam, Andhra Pradesh
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U
ncertainty for Katak Bahadur Chhetri
begins where India’s longest road un-
der the Pradhan Mantri Gram Sadak
Yojana, the Miao-Vijaynagar Road,

ends near the border with Myanmar. While the
1,57.56 kilometre-long road connecting Vijayna-
gar on the border to inland Miao in Changlang
district of Arunachal Pradesh has improved con-
nectivity since it was opened in 2022, the work to
elevate it from a 157.56 km dirt track coincided
with a push for ejecting the ‘settlers’, who, like
the local residents, were o� the ‘mainstream ra-
dar’ for almost six decades due to the remote-
ness of the terrain.

Katak Bahadur Chhetri, 84, is one such settler.
He has been worried about the rising tensions
between his community, who are primarily fami-
lies of Gurkhas who served in the Army and the
paramilitary Assam Ri�es, and the Yobins, a
trans-border community known as Lisu in Myan-
mar and China and given Scheduled Tribe status
in India, since 2020. Both the settlers and the Yo-
bin consider each other as “foreigners”.

Katak Bahadur is one of the last surviving
members of the �rst 23 families of soldiers of the
Assam Ri�es who were settled by the Indian go-
vernment in 1967-68 in the Vijaynagar valley. The

government’s plan was to settle armed forces
personnel and their families in a strategically

important “vacant” land in the North-East
Frontier Agency, which became Arunachal Pra-
desh in January 1972. A total of 200 families

were settled in nine villages of this valley in three
more batches.

Now, Katak Bahadur is worried for his future.
In 2020, a mob, allegedly led by the All Yobin Stu-
dents’ Union (AYSU), attacked properties near
his house as they wanted all the settlers to be dri-
ven out of Vijaynagar. It also wanted them to be
barred from participating in the panchayat elec-
tions on December 22 that year. The AYSU ar-
gued that the State’s rules did not allow former
servicemen who are not Arunachal Pradesh
Scheduled Tribes (APST) to contest the pan-
chayat polls. It also said that the 30-year lease on
the land on which they had settled had ended in
2020. The AYSA supports the Yobin. A majority
of some 5,000 Yobin people live in Vijaynagar.

Following this violence, panchayat elections
were not held in Vijaynagar. The upcoming As-
sembly elections in Arunachal Pradesh are the
�rst since the the violence. The ex-servicemen
fear that the denial of land documents and the
demand to scrap residential certi�cates to them
could eventually impact their voting rights.

Katak Bahadur says settlers are now some-
times being asked to show the inner-line permit
(ILP) whenever they move out of Vijaynagar,
even to visit other parts of Arunachal. The ILP is a
travel document for non-residents who visit the
State for a limited period of time. “An atmosph-
ere of distrust prevails here,” he says.

Litany of woes

The need to demarcate the boundary with Bur-
ma, now Myanmar, was felt after India attained
independence. It took until 1960 to initiate such
an exercise when a 7th Assam Ri�es team mount-

ed an unsuccessful expedition to present-day Vi-
jaynagar from Miao. The next expedition led by
Major Sumer Singh in February 1961 was partly
successful; the team returned from a place now
called Gandhigram, about 22 km short of Vijay-
nagar. A third team led by Major General A.S.
Gauraya reached the targeted place in October
1961 and named it Vijaynagar after his son. An As-
sam Ri�es camp was established and a scheme to
populate an “unprotected” part of India was
worked out.

The Ministry of Home A�airs’ settlement plan
entailed 10 standard acres of non-transferable
land for each family for farming and an addition-
al acre for a homestead and kitchen garden, and
full free ration for the settlers at government-ap-
proved rates for the �rst year, at 50% or more for
the second year, and up to 50% for the third year
as the “settlers would be expected to be self-su�-
cient” from the fourth year.

According to the plan, the proposed settlers
would be transported by air to the destination
and provided ₹2,500 per family for necessary
household equipment apart from farm tools, im-
plements, seeds, fertilizers, and livestock worth
₹3,000 per family as one-time grants. The other
proposals included a one-room tenement per fa-
mily, machinery to make the land suitable for
farming, and construction of inter- and intra-co-
lony link roads.

About 95% of the settlers were Gurkhas, most-
ly from Nepal. A few were Kumaoni and Garhwali
from Uttarakhand, Mizos from Mizoram, and
Koch-Rajbongshis from Assam. After the last of
the families were �own in, no settlers were al-
lowed to move out of Vijaynagar without escort.

“For 10 years thereafter, the settlers were not
provided with any rights like land-holding certif-
icates and permanent residence certi�cates
(PRCs) as promised during the settlement. In
1980, the settlers �led a writ petition in the Su-
preme Court, which issued an order seven years
later seeking the visit of a Central team to Vijay-
nagar to hear the grievances of the people,” says
Bhagat Chhetri, a spokesperson of the Gorkha
Welfare Society.

The issue dragged on until the State govern-
ment issued a land allotment order for the ex-ser-
vicemen in April 1990 but on lease for 30 years.
In its compliance report before the Supreme
Court in August 1990, the government did not

mention that 164 land allotment orders were is-
sued to the settlers on a 30-year lease.

“The apex court was kept in the dark about the
lease. But what pained the settlers most was that
a lease for any speci�c period was not discussed
at the time of the settlement process. Otherwise,
the Assam Ri�es personnel would not have
agreed to quit their jobs and settle in such a re-
mote area,” says Chet Narayan Upadhyay of
Buddha Mandir village.

“The land allotment system in the State
changed with The Arunachal Pradesh (Land Set-
tlement and Records) Act, 2000, and a person
holding a land possession certi�cate (LPC) came
to be declared as the owner of the land. With an
amendment in 2018, the Act indirectly gives ow-
nership rights to only the indigenous tribal com-
munities of Arunachal Pradesh. In between, we
approached various authorities to convert our
land allotment issued on a 30-year lease to LPCs
or permanent titles over land. All our e�orts went
in vain,” says a member of the All Settlers’ Wel-
fare Association.

The association says the settlers have not been
able to avail themselves of the bene�ts of any go-
vernment scheme as they are not indigenous.
“There is no mechanism to issue any domicile
certi�cate to us. The permanent resident certi�-
cate issued by the Changlang district administra-
tion was discontinued a few years ago and re-
placed with a residential certi�cate (RC) so that
our people can apply for jobs, especially in Cen-
tral forces, as the quota for the settlers in the As-
sam Ri�es was done away with,” he says.

“In a nutshell, we are landless people. We are
denied participation in panchayat polls and we
are likely to be thrown out of a remote part of the
country where our parents were settled with un-
ful�lled promises. There are demands now to dis-
continue the RCs too and the government has
been silent about it. We are paying the price for
having defended our international borders in iso-
lation and without connectivity,” says S. Chettri,
an advocate.

The Gorkha Youth Committee asks why the
settlers have been reduced to temporary resi-
dents with minimal rights after having been alleg-
edly sold a dream by some o�cers to relocate
and give up their lands in India or Nepal. “It is all
the more painful as foreigners entering as late as
the 2010s are enjoying APST status and accessing
the government schemes,” a member says. The
foreigners he refers to are the Yobins.

‘Going by the law’

Changlang is probably the only district in the
Northeast where the people from India’s neigh-
bourhood outnumber the indigenous people. As
per the 2011 Census, Chakmas and Hajongs, who
were displaced by the Kaptai Dam in erstwhile
East Pakistan in the 1960s, constitute 29% of the
district’s population of 1.48 lakh. Gurkhas consti-
tute more than 7%. Many of them are descen-
dants of soldiers from Nepal employed by the In-
dian armed forces. The district also has more
than 2,600 Tibetan refugees. Yobins, concentrat-
ed in the Vijaynagar area, number about 5,000.

The ex-servicemen claim there were hardly
any Yobin or Lisu families around when they
were �own in to settle in the Vijaynagar valley.

Lisu organisations say the theory that they are
foreigners is based on the fact that members of
their community inhabit parts of Myanmar and
China. “It is wrong to tag our people as foreigners
just because some of us inhabit neighbouring

countries. We have been living in the Vijaynagar
area for decades before the Indian armed forces
came across our people. Disconnected from the
rest of India, many of our people realised that
they were Indians after the two countries demar-
cated the India-Myanmar border in 1972,” says
AYSU president Ngwazosa Yobin, one of the 45
people arrested for arson, rioting, and vandalism
in Vijaynagar on December 11, 2020.

Avia Ngwazah, the general secretary of the Yo-
bin Tribe Fundamental Rights Forum, says the
State government acknowledged the contribu-
tion of Yobins to the demarcation of the India-
Myanmar border and awarded a gold medal to
one of them, Akhi Yeliyeh, in 2019 for suggesting
the locations of the border pillars. Yeliyeh also
donated a large portion of Dawodi (the Yobin
name for Vijaynagar) for the construction of an
advanced landing ground at Vijaynagar in 1962,
he says. The citation that accompanied Yeliyeh’s
medal says he and other Yobin men declared
their allegiance to the Indian �ag and vowed to be
loyal Indians.

However, as Tifusa Yobin of Yobin Welfare So-
ciety points out, members of the community
were subjects of suspicion and were often de-
tained by security forces for allegedly being fo-
reigners as their existence was not recorded for a
long time and their Indian citizenship was with-
drawn temporarily in the 1970s. Despite their
age-old connection to the land, they were recog-
nised as APST in 1979 only to be de-recognised
soon after. The status was restored in 2015, but
withdrawn again in 2017 owing to a faulty noti�-
cation. The State government started issuing
Scheduled Tribe certi�cates to the Yobins again
in December 2018 following directives from the
Tribal A�airs Ministry and the National Commis-
sion for Scheduled Tribes.

“We are not against the Gurkhas or the ex-ser-
vicemen but letting them contest the rural polls is
against the provisions of the 73rd Amendment re-
lated to Panchayati Raj as well as the Arunachal
Pradesh Panchayat Raj Act, 1997, which empower
local people. We are just going by the State law,”
Nwgazosa says.

Improving connectivity

Residents say the occasional con�icts between a
mix of Hindu, Buddhist, and Christian Gurkhas
and the Christian Yobins and their run-ins with
the security forces and forest o�cials have often
escaped the attention of the world because of
poor communication, both terrestrial and tele-
com. The December 11, 2020 violence could have
been averted had there been no communication
failure, say o�cials.

“The Miao-Vijaynagar road has helped cut
down travel time although the unpaved portion
within the national park where the tribal com-
munities live becomes di�cult to navigate during
the rainy season. But the condition of the road is
much better than about two years ago when I
joined,” Vijaynagar’s Circle O�cer Chownein
Maio says, adding that a project to expand the
road and realign it further to avoid the national
park as much as possible is in the works.

The road trip costs a passenger ₹1,000 one
way. A twice-a-week subsidised chopper service,
prone to cancellation because of the unpredicta-
ble weather, o�ers a cheaper alternative for Vijay-
nagar residents to reach Miao and beyond.
“BSNL o�ers 2G calling and messaging facility for
200 users at a time. There are 10 VSAT Internet
facilities for paid WhatsApp messaging. Mini hy-
dropower projects and solar power stations have
changed the electricity scenario to a large extent.
A new gas agency has 752 households as clients.
Road connectivity, despite the bumpy ride
through the national park, has opened up the
area for tourism with the Gurkhas and Lisus of-
fering homestays,” Maio says.

“Connectivity and opportunities are changing
the local economy,” Yaofu Yobin says. But what
apparently has not changed is the perception
that the Gurkhas began outliving their utility as
the road from Miao reached Vijaynagar in 2022.

The rubble beyond the milestone is what remains of one of the properties that was burned down by a mob, allegedly led by the All-Yobin Students’ Union, which wanted to drive away all the settlers from Vijaynagar, in December 2020. RAHUL KARMAKAR 

The unsettled settlers

of Arunachal Pradesh 
Tensions between the settlers, who are primarily families of Gurkhas who served in the Army and the Assam

Ri�es, and the Yobins, a trans-border community that was given Scheduled Tribe status, have been rising since

2020 in Vijaynagar. Rahul Karmakar reports on how the settlers, whose families once guarded the borders, now

live in fear of being ejected as some of them have been asked to show permits to travel elsewhere in the State 

We are not
against the
Gurkhas or the
ex-servicemen.
We are just
going by State
law

NGWAZOSA YOBIN
President,
All Yobin Students’
Union

A statue of Mahatma Gandhi. Shidi village, about 22 km inland from

Vijaynagar, is now Gandhigram. RAHUL KARMAKAR 

What pained the settlers most was that a
lease for any speci�c period was not
discussed at the time of the settlement
process. Otherwise, the Assam Ri�es
personnel would not have agreed to quit
their jobs and settle in such a remote area. 

CHET NARAYAN UPADHYAY
Buddha Mandir village



L
ong-term investors in India
take certain big-picture
trends for granted. They
assume real GDP will grow at
6-7 per cent a year. Inflation

will average 4-6 per cent. The rupee will
depreciate by 3-4 per cent a year against
the US dollar.

But sometimes these long-held
assumptions get challenged by shifts in
underlying fundamentals, which fly
under the radar. India’s balance of
payments, which decides the exchange
rate, has been undergoing such changes
lately. 

After sinking by 10 per cent against
the dollar in 2022, the rupee depreciated
by less than 1 per cent in 2023 and has
held steady this year. Lately, Reserve
Bank of India (RBI) actions have been
aimed at stemming unruly gains in the
rupee rather than declines. This is
because of four fundamental shifts
underway in India’s balance of payments
equation. 

SURGING SERVICES EXPORTS

The primary factor that keeps India’s
demand for dollars higher than supply is
the merchandise trade deficit. Between
FY15 and FY20, India ran up a
merchandise trade deficit of between
$112 billion and $180 billion. With the
Covid freeze, this shrank to $102 billion
in FY21. After re-opening, imports
ballooned while merchandise exports
remained sluggish. This saw the goods
trade deficit rocket to $265 billion in
FY23.

Despite the record deficit, India
managed to contain its CAD or current
account deficit to $67 billion or 2 per
cent of GDP. It shrank further to 1.2 per
cent in the first nine months of FY24. 

Folks who were in the markets in 2013
will remember the panic about India’s
balance of payments and a run on the
rupee that year. In FY13, India reported
a merchandise trade deficit of $195
billion (much lower than FY23) and this
resulted in a CAD of $88 billion (much
higher than FY23). 

The invisible number that has made
all the di�erence between then and now,
is services exports. Unlike India’s
merchandise trade, its services trade
earns a dollar surplus, which has soared
from $64 billion in FY13 to $143 billion

in FY23. In the first nine months of
FY24, the services surplus at $45 billion
amounted to two-thirds of the goods
deficit of $71 billion. 

The continued rise in the services
surplus, even as the goods deficit charts
a zigzag path, o�ers the hope that the
two will meet sometime in future. 

NOT JUST SOFTWARE

The success story of Indian software
services is well documented. Lately
though, there have been signs that the
global market for India’s IT services may
be maturing, with growth moderating to
single digits. There’s also worry that the
elusive US recession will finally arrive
this year. 

But thankfully for India’s balance of
payments, its services exports are no
longer reliant only on IT. Scores of
MNCs setting up Global Capability
Centres (GCCs) to source operations,
product and research services from
India have sparked o� a boom in
‘business services’ exports. RBI data
show that exports of business, financial
and communication services netted $24
billion in FY23, up from $9 billion in
FY22 and $3 billion 10 years ago. 

A December essay from the Chief
Economic Advisor noted that business

services exports may prove resilient to
global crises, as they provide both cost
savings during downturns and
value-added services during boom
times. 

Business services have added a new
leg to India’s services trade surplus,
which can cushion against slowing IT
exports. 

RESILIENT REMITTANCES

With a vast diaspora, India has always
been a topper in inbound remittances.
But it was traditionally believed that,
with the bulk of remittances flowing in
from oil-reliant GCC nations, these
inflows were a fair-weather friend. 

This thesis was proved wrong during
Covid, when the World Bank issued a
warning that India’s remittances would
fall by 23 per cent and found itself far o�
the mark. Remittances saw just a 0.2 per
cent blip in 2020 and rose 8 per cent in
2021. Between 2021 and 2023, they have
further expanded from $83 billion to
$125 billion. 

Later RBI research attributed this to a
material shift in the profile of Indian
emigrants. Between 2015 and 2020, even
as India saw a material decline in
blue-collar emigration to the GCC
region, an increasing number of
emigrants from the metros headed to
white collar work in the US, UK and
Singapore. As a result, India’s
remittance flows post 2020 have been
originating more from white collar
workers in the advanced economies than
lower-income workers in the GCC
region, imparting greater resilience to
these flows. The US has been the top
source, followed by UAE, UK and

Singapore. Given that Indian parents
continue to send large cohorts of
teenagers abroad to pursue higher
education in the advanced economies,
this shift in remittances may be here to
stay. 

FPI IN BONDS

The dollar shortfall that India runs up
with its CAD is usually financed by its
capital account surplus. Two
heavyweight contributors to the capital
account surplus are foreign direct
investment (FDI) and foreign portfolio
investment (FPI). Until FY22, with
ample global liquidity, India attracted a
large influx of FDI into its thriving
start-ups. But with liquidity reversing,
FDI flows have dwindled.

But new FPI flows seem to be rushing
in to fill this gap. After stampeding out in
the last two years, FPIs poured $41
billion into Indian stocks and bonds in
FY24. 

FPIs have traditionally been a fickle
source of capital flows — moving in and
out based on global rates, returns on
alternate assets and the rupee outlook. 

But one fundamental change in the
past year, is Indian government bonds
netting $14 billion in FPI flows. Until
2020, FPI in Indian bonds was strictly
controlled through a quantitative
ceiling. In April 2020, RBI had a change
of heart and opened the doors for FPIs in
domestic gilts without any strings
attached through a new Fully Accessible
Route. It took three more years for
global bond index providers to include
Indian gilts in their indices. But with JP
Morgan and Bloomberg making the first
moves starting this year, Indian gilts are
set to attract regular passive flows. 

The timing for this is opportune. US
interest rates have peaked, Indian rates
are still high and government finances
on the mend, making a sound case for
global funds to allocate to Indian bonds.
Many global equity managers are already
overweight on India after the recent
spell of 7 per cent plus GDP growth. 

Of course, it is early days yet to say if
the above shifts will set o� long-term
improvements in India’s balance of
payments or the rupee. But the facts are
changing and investors should sit up and
take note.

Four tailwinds that
are lifting the rupee

After sinking by 10 per
cent against the dollar 
in 2022, the rupee
depreciated by less than 
1 per cent in 2023 and has
held steady this year.

Fundamental shifts are underway in services exports, remittances and FPI flows

AARATI KRISHNAN
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T
he Monetary Policy Committee’s first
policy statement for FY25 had an
‘out-of-the-woods’ tenor written all over it.

As Reserve Bank of India Governor Shaktikanta Das
himself said at the start of the post-policy press
conference, the policy was along expected lines —
with a standstill in repo rates at 6.5 per cent. The
policy projects growth and inflation rates for FY25
at 7 per cent and 4.5 per cent, respectively. This is
against an expected growth rate and inflation rate
for FY24, of about 8 per cent and 5.4 per cent,
respectively.

Despite the somewhat high base, the
inflation projection is perhaps tinged with
optimism. The central bank’s projection of
GDP growth of 7 per cent for FY25 appears
based on the expectation of a normal
monsoon this fiscal, which along with a
robust rabi crop, is expected to lift rural
demand. In FY24 and earlier years, rural
demand had not kept up with its urban
counterpart. Meanwhile, the RBI Governor
expressed the hope that investment would
become broadbased, given the sustained
government impetus. As for CPI inflation,
it has been hovering in the 5-5.5 per cent
range over the last six months, led by food
inflation in particular. RBI’s inflation
projection for FY25, with the reading for
second quarter dipping to 3.8 per cent, is
premised on record rabi wheat production,
a normal monsoon and benign global food
prices. But high temperatures and any
change in monsoon behaviour could play
havoc with supply of vegetables and pulses.

Besides, global crude oil prices have been
surging due to geopolitical tensions in the
Middle East and tighter supplies; Brent
crude has gained almost $10 in March 2024,
crossing $90 a barrel, exceeding the MPC’s
assumption of $85 a barrel. The MPC’s
optimism on inflation is notable, given that
foreign portfolio flows into the debt market
are expected to accelerate in coming
months, coinciding with the inclusion of
Indian bonds in global bond indices. Unless
the RBI decides to allow the rupee to
appreciate, liquidity excess looks like a
distinct possibility. Besides, the system
liquidity has been moving into surplus
since February due to higher government
spending, reversal of the USD-INR sell
swap auction initiated in March 2022 and
the dollar purchases by the central bank to
sterilise the foreign portfolio inflows into
equity and debt markets.

Market interest rates are already
exhibiting downward pressure as a result of
liquidity surplus. Unless the RBI becomes
proactive in mopping up liquidity, its
‘withdrawal of accommodation’ stance may
seem out of sync in future months.
Meanwhile, the proposal to issue a draft
circular to review the liquidity coverage
ratio framework is timely given ease of
money transfers with growing digitisation.
Similarly, providing a mobile app for buying
and selling government securities on RBI’s
Retail Direct portal, could improve
participation of small investors in GILT
securities. 

A touch of optimism 
MPC takes sanguine view on growth, inflation for FY25 
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MPC keeps inflation focus
The decision of the MPC (Monetary
Policy Committee) of the RBI to keep
the repo rate unchanged at 6.5 per
cent and maintain the policy stance
of withdrawal of accommodation
does not come as a surprise. While
there has been a broad-based
moderation in inflation, higher food
inflation keeps headline numbers
elevated. 
With uncertainties in food prices
continuing to pose challenges, the
MPC cannot a�ord to lower its
guard, and it is incumbent upon it to
be vigilant about the upside risks to
inflation. The RBI has retained its
GDP growth forecast at 7 per cent in
FY25. However, headwinds from

geopolitical tensions, volatility in
international financial markets, and
geo-economic fragmentation pose
risks to the growth outlook.
M Jeyaram
Sholavandan, TN

Giving start-ups a leg-up
This is with reference to ‘A grim
future for start-ups’ (April 5). There
is no dearth of talent and ideas in
India, but too much government
interference or bureaucracy
prevents our entrepreneurs from
executing their ideas and creating
jobs. India should learn from Silicon
Valley, which is home to many of the
world’s largest high-tech
corporations as well as thousands of

start-up companies. In Silicon Valley,
risk-taking is encouraged, and
entrepreneurs are heroes.
It is important to understand that
the US government practically has
no role in the functioning of Silicon
Valley. It funds basic research,
provides education and
infrastructure, and does not come in
the way of entrepreneurs. Secondly,
there is no social stigma attached to
failure, but failure is considered a
stepping stone towards success.
If we can learn some basic principles
from Silicon Valley, I think our Prime
Minister’s ambitious scheme of
start-ups will be a huge success. 
Veena Shenoy
Thane

API manufacture
Promoting domestic production of
medical devices is welcome. The
country has all the potential to meet
both domestic and export demand.
A similar incentive scheme may be
extended to manufacturers of Active
Pharmaceutical Ingredients (APIs)
required to make pharmaceutical
formulations. Currently, around 70
per cent of these are being imported
from China. By producing API locally,
the cost of our medicines could be
made still more economical for the
domestic market and also be more
competitive in the international
market. 
AG Rajmohan
Anantapur, AP

Growth with jobs
The recent India Employment
Report 2024 of the ILO says India will
be the third-largest economy in the
world by 202. However, India’s per
capita income of $2,601 is the lowest
among the G-20 countries. The
report also indicates that the youth
unemployment rate has been rising
over the past several decades. This
shows that the high economic
growth had little impact on youth
employment. The Indian economy is
on the growth track, but not on the
right path. The focus should be on
reducing poverty, creating jobs and
keeping food prices low.
Haridasan Rajan
Kozhikode, Kerala
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T
he RBI credit policy had no
surprises. Status quo was
maintained on rates, the stance

and the voting pattern. The commentary
was virtually unchanged and hence bond
yields were not a�ected.

The rationale put across for keeping
the status quo is important because there
is a school of thought which believes
that not cutting the repo rate can hinder
growth. The RBI has reiterated that
growth in India is robust and that the
way forward is only upwards, and hence
it can focus fully on inflation.

The growth projection for next year
remains unchanged at 7 per cent. This
means that even while it is sanguine on
the factors that will be driving growth in
FY25, it prefers to play cautious until
some data points are known. It may be
expected that during the course of the
year GDP forecast can be upgraded. 

The RBI believes that two militating
factors to growth in the past will be
reversed. The first is rural consumption
which has lagged. A very good rabi

harvest topped with a normal monsoon,
and hence robust kharif crop, will lead to
rural incomes increasing. Rural demand
has been a headwind for most
companies in the consumer goods space
in the last two or three years.

PRIVATE INVESTMENT

The other engine which is to fire is
private investment. True, it has worked
in specific sectors like cement and steel
where the front-end was government
capex. But this needs to get broad based.
Here the RBI has indicated that rising
demand and better capacity utilisation
will automatically lead to higher
investment in a broader manner.

On inflation, the RBI has maintained a
forecast of 4.5 per cent. The quarterly
numbers are also almost unchanged at
4.9 per cent, 3.8 per cent, 4.6 per cent
and 4.5 per cent — all under 5 per cent.
Here there can be a counter-view that
given the intense heat predicted, the
possibility of food inflation spiking in Q1
looks likely before the onset of the
monsoon. The reservoir levels are down
to 35 per cent of capacity. The base
e�ect, however, will support a lower

inflation number, though prices of some
products could increase. Vegetables in
particular could be susceptible to this
heat; and hence higher food inflation is
possible.

But the significant point made by the
RBI is that the central bank will work to
bring inflation down to 4 per cent. This
means that numbers like 4.5 per cent or
thereabouts will not be satisfying, even
if they are comforting. Now, what can be
gleaned from this statement of RBI?

One way of looking at it is that there
will not be a rate cut unless the RBI is

convinced that inflation is moving
asymptotically to the 4 per cent mark.
Q3 inflation at 3.8 per cent can be a
trigger. But in the third and fourth
quarters inflation is set to rise to 4.6 per
cent. A conclusion to be drawn is that
inflation less than 5 per cent is a
necessary condition for a rate cut.

Therefore, August can be the time for
the first rate cut provided inflation plays
out in the expected manner. However,
given that inflation is slated to rise
subsequently, the RBI will be
conservative with the quantum of rate
cut and probably stick to 25-50 bps for
the year.

Overall, the RBI Governor’s
statement does smell of optimism. India
is in a ‘sweet spot’ as it has
over-performed over the years and on
target to accelerate in future. The
domestic and external sectors have done
well, reflecting astute intervention by
the central bank to manage volatility.
This can be assumed to be the role that
the RBI will continue to play in FY25 too.

The writer is Chief Economist, Bank of Baroda. Views
are personal

Credit policy focuses on stability

Madan Sabnavis

FOOD PRICES. A cause for concern

The opening policy for FY25 smacks of optimism on the growth front. The outlook on inflation remains cautious
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T
he Indian football
community was left
reeling this week as news

surfaced of two players from
Khad FC accusing Deepak
Sharma, the general secretary of
the Himachal Pradesh Football
Association, of physical assault.

Palak Verma and Ritika Thakur
alleged that Deepak, reportedly
intoxicated, assaulted them on
the night of March 28 in Goa. This
incident has once again raised
concerns about the safety of
women in Indian sports. Sadly,
this isn’t an isolated case, as the
media has reported similar
assaults against women in the
past. 

In another distressing
incident, protests erupted against
BJP MP and former Wrestling
Federation of India (WFI) chief
Brij Bhushan Sharan Singh over
alleged sexual harassment of
female wrestlers. These protests
even led Olympic medalist Sakshi
Malik, a prominent Indian
wrestler, to quit from the sport. 

While India has made strides in
increasing women’s participation

in sports, safety remains a major
deterrent for women considering
sports as a profession. RTI data
reveals that between 2010 and
2020, there were 45 complaints of
sexual harassment filed with the
Sports Authority of India (SAI),
with 29 implicating coaches.
Often, the legal processes for
seeking justice for victims are
prolonged. 

The recurrent instances of
assault against women athletes
underscore the urgent need for
robust internal complaints
committees and adherence to
legal protocols. There’s a
pressing need for swift
investigations and judicial
proceedings. The government
must take proactive measures to
establish better rules and
regulations to address such
incidents. 

While we celebrate the
achievements of our female
athletes on international
platforms, it’s crucial to ensure
their basic safety and protection.
Failure to do so would not only
reduce women’s participating but
also hamper e�orts to attract
talented female athletes to
various sports.

Ensure safety of women in sports
Anjana PV

FROM THE VIEWSROOM.



EYE CULTURE 
CHINTAN GIRISH MODI 

“I
f every country around the 
world says NO to fossil fuels, we 
can defeat the climate change 

monster,” writes Bibek Bhattacharya in 
Our Beautiful World, which was picked 
as the Children’s Book of the Year (Ages 
8+) at the Publishing Next Industry 
Awards last week. 

Illustrated by Joanna Davala and 
published by Pratham Books, what 
makes this book special is that it does 
not talk down to young readers and 
tell them what they ought to do to fix 
the climate crisis. They are not the 
ones who brought the planet to its 
current state of ruin; their ancestors 
did. What we need right now is the 
willingness to take collective 
responsibility, and this is beautifully 
reflected in Mr Bhattacharya’s 
consistent use of the personal 
pronoun “we”. 

This is a refreshing change from 
the environmental studies textbooks 
of yore that assigned children a to-do 
list of cautionary measures such as 
closing taps and switching off fans. A 
strong inner compass is important to 
keep us on track while setting out to 
achieve big goals but, in the context of 
the climate crisis, we need to adopt a 
civilisational perspective. 

This book shows how agriculture, 
urbanisation, trade, and art have 
transformed human life and — in the 
bargain — also depleted the earth’s 
resources. Wanting more from the 
planet is not a new phenomenon but 
the industrial revolution ushered in an 

era of unchecked burning of fossil 
fuels like coal and oil to power 
machines entrusted with furthering 
human progress. If we continue, the 
sea level will rise, and “cities like 
Mumbai and Kolkata will be deserted”. 

Given his background as a 
journalist and podcaster focusing on 
the climate crisis, Mr Bhattacharya is 
skilled at communicating facts 
without sugarcoating. Children need 
to see things as they are because they 
have to live with them. At the same 
time, he reminds them that “there is 
hope” because humans have “built 
technologies which can draw energy 
from the sun, wind and water”. If the 
world can stop burning fossil fuels by 
2050, there will be no extra carbon 
dioxide in the atmosphere, and we 
can save the planet from heating  
up further. 

No crisis can be tackled if we give 
up on optimism, which is certainly a 
renewable resource as evident from 
environmental journalist Bahar 
Dutt’s new book for children — Planet 
Protectors: Stories of Green Heroes 
(2024) — illustrated by Pankaj Saikia 
and published by The Energy and 
Resources Institute (TERI). In this 
delightful book, two sisters Aranya 
and Prakriti learn about individuals 
who have made it their life’s mission 
to protect the planet. 

Readers are introduced to Tulsi 
Gowda, a tribal elder and custodian of 
indigenous knowledge on trees, 
shrubs, and seeds; Afroz Shah, who 
organises beach cleanups; Biju 
Bhaskar, who teaches architects to 
build with mud and plant materials; 
Poonam Bir Kasturi, who trains 

people in home composting to reduce 
pressure on landfills; Vijay Jardhari, 
who started the Beej Bachao Andolan 
to save traditional varieties of seeds; 
Ritwick Dutta, who provides legal 
representation to communities that 
cannot defend themselves against 
polluting companies in court; 
Samarrth Khanna, who creates  
mini-forests in cities; and many  
other heroes. 

Without being preachy, Ms Dutt 
lays out a number of paths that 
children can pursue when they grow 
up. Parents and teachers who are 
worried about the legacy that they are 
leaving behind can rest assured that 
future generations have it in them to 
craft a better future for the planet. 
Reading about these heroes can 
encourage them to tap into their own 
creativity and innovate. 

Former journalist Bijal 
Vachharajani has teamed up with 
illustrator Rajiv Eipe to create a laugh-
riot of a book called When Fairyland 
Lost its Magic (2023), published by 
HarperCollins. It retells popular 
fairytales in the context of the climate 
crisis. Rapunzel struggles to take care 
of long, flowing hair because of a 
water shortage. Snow White is 
renamed No White because all the 
snow has melted. Thankfully, her 
stepmother cannot poison her with 
an apple because early rain has 
damaged most of the apple harvest. 
Sleeping Beauty has insomnia; her 
therapist has diagnosed this as a case 
of climate anxiety. 

As anyone dealing with a crisis 
knows, the best ally to have is a good 
sense of humour.
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A
s the combatants ready their mani-
festos for the 2024 campaign, the 
first set of opinion polls is with us. I 

understand the scepticism about news TV 
channels and the “so what else would you 
expect from these guys” view among those 
who support the Bharatiya Janata Party‘s 
(BJP’s) rivals, but some data is better than 
data-free analysis. 

Left to us journalists and pundits who 
predict poll outcomes after talking at a few 
dhabas and with three taxi drivers, we could 
conveniently give victory to our own favou-
rites and then go to sleep happily. If the 
results are different, there are always the elec-
tronic voting machines to blame. 

The fact is, you do not even need any poll-
sters to tell you the BJP is way ahead in this 
contest. Even as the 
Opposition’s ambitious 
INDIA bloc has struggled to 
maintain cohesion, the BJP 
has set about repairing and 
rebuilding the National 
Democratic Alliance (NDA). 
The passion of the partisan 
aside, much of the talk 
within the Opposition 
parties is about where they 
could limit Narendra Modi 
rather than having him 
voted out of power. 

That’s the state of play at 
this point in time, although 
the Opposition believes the revelations about 
the electoral bonds have put some wind in 
its sails. The idea of the BJP’s “washing 
machine” is a campaign pitch with some 
oomph. Is it powerful enough to turn the 
Opposition’s fortunes? Most Opposition 
leaders would still look at the picture more 
soberly. It is about how to “limit” Mr Modi to 
a “reasonable” number. 

An insight into the Opposition thinking 
came in a conversation with the leader of one 
Opposition party across the aisle on an 
IndiGo flight early January. The third-gener-
ation dynast has inherited a party with a solid 
caste-based vote bank, albeit in a limited 
geography. I asked how he looked at the pro-
spects, and whether he believed his caste’s 
vote bank would survive Mr Modi’s pull. 

The caste vote bank may be generally 
safe, he said, but when people go out to vote 
in the Lok Sabha elections, they will see only 
one choice. “How do you convince them 
there’s an alternative?” he asked. His party 

(and the Opposition), he said, was struggling 
to find an issue that brings a critical mass of 
people out in the streets. For example, if you 
raise the Agniveer scheme, only those 
affected will come to protest. The rest of the 
voters will be indifferent. 

“What’s the solution then? Has your 
three-generation politics come to an end?” 
I asked. 

“Well,” he said, “let’s see it like we are in a 
nuclear winter. All we can do is survive until 
it thaws. In politics, that would mean pre-
serving your caste vote bank, winning at least 
a few seats and conserve your resources. Live 
long enough until times change.” 

Prescient, I thought, and very wise too. 
Except, just days after this conversation, he 
left the INDIA bloc and joined the NDA. He 

probably chose this as a way 
of dealing with his nuclear 
winter. At least when and if 
things change, he will still be 
in the ring, and up on his 
feet and weigh new options. 

With self-preserva-
tion or surviving to 

fight another day being the 
topmost thought on the 
minds of the Opposition 
parties, each one faces dif-
ferent challenges. For some, 
like Mamata Banerjee’s 
Trinamool Congress, their 
state governments would be 

destabilised by any addition to the BJP’s 2019 
tally of seats. 

The currently embattled Aam Aadmi 
Party (AAP) would look to make a bigger 
statement in Delhi than the wipeout of 2019. 
For the Uddhav Thackeray-led Shiv Sena 
(UBT) and Sharad Pawar’s Nationalist 
Congress Party faction, a relative success is 
essential for survival. For Akhilesh Yadav’s 
Samajwadi Party and Lalu/Tejashwi Yadav’s 
Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD), a 2019-like per-
formance will make their dream of return-
ing to power in their states that much  
more improbable. 

These parties also have limited avenues 
for funds. Where they aren’t in power, the 
taps have remained dry for years and the sav-
ings running out. Those that still rule a state 
and can “persuade” moneyed people to pay 
have the “agencies” on their tail. This would 
scare their prospective donors even more. 

All this is about one-state parties. Or 
maybe one and a half states in the case of 

AAP. For the Congress, the challenge is of a 
different order. Of late, it has struggled to 
maintain cohesion. Between 2014 and 2019, 
its only achievement was maintaining that 
rock-solid vote percentage of just about 20 
per cent. But this does not make enough 
seats for it to even cross the threshold in the 
Lok Sabha to get the formal leader of the 
Opposition status. What is the number it 
should target to convince its supporters and 
adversaries that it is a genuine challenger for 
the future? 

The hundred-seat mark would be an 
interesting thought and can alter Indian pol-
itics. But is it realistic? I understand if the 
Congress officially contests any suggestion 
other than the idea that it is leading INDIA 
to a majority, but its leaders are experienced, 
having tasted victory and defeat. They’d 
believe that any substantive improvement, 
any number past 80 seats, would put it on a 
great footing. This is especially so with the 
Haryana, Maharashtra and Jharkhand elec-
tions to follow soon after. 

The results on June 4 will set the momen-
tum for elections in these important states. 
The BJP faces challenges in each of the three. 
A Congress tally of 80-plus now would give 
its allies in Jharkhand and Maharashtra 
strength. If it fails to reach even that mark, 
however, it risks losing its pre-eminence in 
an Opposition alliance as its natural leader. 
A third disaster in a row would mean an 
upheaval within the party and definitely per-
suade the other BJP rivals to look for alter-
natives. Some may also decide to take the 
cue from my fellow traveller to escape the 
nuclear winter. 

Why, then, is the BJP looking so frantic? 
Why is Mr Modi campaigning as if he is try-
ing to win power for the first time — as in 
2014? Why this flurry of raids and arrests of 
Opposition leaders, even a serving chief 
minister? Why does the party look so wor-
ried if it is indeed in such a good place in 
this campaign? 

Good questions, and we will explore some 
answers. The first is that it is simply the 
nature of the Modi-Shah BJP. For them, every 
election is like their life depends on it.  

The second, as we wrote in a National 
Interest four Saturdays ago, Mr Modi is now 
campaigning not just for 2024 but for 2029. 
What works better for him in that quest than 
to destroy the Opposition as comprehen-
sively as possible, leaving the survivors to 
contemplate their future? The Opposition, 
especially the Congress, is right to fear a one-
man/one-party/one ideology domination of 
the kind not seen in India yet. And if they 
don’t like it, they have to convince enough 
of the voters that this isn’t good for Indian 
democracy. There isn’t much time left. 

By special arrangement with ThePrint

A
fter 15 years of economic upheav-
als, from the European debt crisis 
to the Covid-19 pandemic and 

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the 
European economy appears set to under-
perform in 2024. But are appearances 
deceiving? 

Germany, Europe’s largest economy, 
has been hit particularly hard by the 
surge in energy prices and China’s ongo-
ing slowdown. Moreover, Germany has 

exacerbated its own economic woes by 
diluting or abandoning many of former 
Chancellor Gerhard Schröder’s market-
oriented reforms, which had previously 
underpinned its robust gross domestic 
product (GDP) growth. Although leading 
German forecasters project that the coun-
try will (barely) avoid a recession in 2024, 
its economic outlook remains precarious. 

France is faring slightly better. But 
with a fiscal deficit of 5.5 per cent of GDP 
in 2023 and real interest rates rising 
globally, the French government is under 
pressure to tighten policy. On the other 
hand, after years of declining productiv-
ity and persistent debt issues, Italy is 
growing again and appears to be on a pos-
itive trajectory. And Greece, which main-
tains the European Union’s largest under-
ground economy, continues to struggle, 
primarily owing to rampant tax evasion. 

Nevertheless, there are several rea-
sons for hope. First, Central and East 

European economies have been outper-
forming Western Europe for some time 
now. According to Eurostat, Poland has 
overtaken both Greece and Portugal in 
terms of real GDP per capita, with coun-
tries like Romania on track to achieve 
similar milestones within the next five 
years. While Hungary has grappled with 
exchange-rate fluctuations and a 0.8 per 
cent contraction in 2023, reflecting Prime 
Minister Viktor Orbán’s attempts to curb 
the central bank’s independence, the 
country is expected to return to solid 
growth in 2024 and 2025. 

To be sure, Central and East European 
countries are also aging rapidly, much 
like their Western counterparts. Still, for 
now, the fast-growing East will continue 
to pull up Europe’s overall growth rate.  

Second, Southern Europe is also 
growing faster than Northern Europe, 
with Spain, Portugal, and even Greece 
outstripping German growth by a wide 

margin since 2020. This is partly catch-
up from dismal growth in the years fol-
lowing the global financial crisis; but, 
given these economies’ robust tourism 
industries and lower dependence on 
manufacturing, it could continue. 

Third, it would be unwise to bet 
against a long-term resurgence of the 
German economy. When I was a gradu-
ate student in the late 1970s, one of my 
classmates presented a paper showing 
how East Germany had outperformed 
other Soviet bloc economies. “They have 
yet to invent a system where the German 
economy is inefficient,” he quipped. 
Although Germany’s recent leftward 
turn may end up proving this argument 
wrong, it is more likely that the country 
will manage to correct course and return 
to building high-quality infrastructure. 

Fourth, upcoming elections across 
Europe could usher in some much-
needed effective leadership. French 

President Emmanuel Macron, once 
viewed as the successor to former 
German Chancellor Angela Merkel as 
Europe’s most respected leader, has 
struggled to address his country’s 
numerous economic challenges and has 
been criticised for his naivete in dealing 
with Russian President Vladimir Putin. 
And Ms Merkel’s actual successor as 
German chancellor, Olaf Scholz, is grap-
pling with dismal approval ratings that 
make US President Joe Biden seem pop-
ular by comparison. 

Despite stabilising the United 
Kingdom, Prime Minister Rishi Sunak is 
hindered by the widespread perception 
that he is a lame duck. Mr Sunak’s 
Conservative Party is currently trailing 
far behind in the polls against a revita-
lised Labour Party, which has success-
fully positioned itself as economically 
centrist. By contrast, Italian Prime 
Minister Giorgia Meloni has unex-

pectedly emerged as one of Europe’s 
most effective and popular leaders. 

Lastly, the looming threat of a Russian 
victory in Ukraine could catalyse 
Europe’s fiscal integration— an unthink-
able prospect not so long ago. Meanwhile, 
as I recently argued, November’s US pres-
idential election is unlikely to mitigate 
America’s ongoing political turmoil, 
regardless of the outcome. 

All of this suggests that Europe could 
still turn its situation around. European 
stock markets could easily replicate last 
year’s unexpectedly strong performance, 
considering that valuations, as measured 
by price-to-earnings ratios, are signifi-
cantly lower than those in the US.  

While European economies have 
underperformed for a long time, no trend 
lasts forever. As grim as Europe’s outlook 
seems right now, its economic prospects 
could look a little better later this year. 

The writer is professor of economics and public 

policy at Harvard University 
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M
anmohan Singh, who 
retired from the Rajya 
Sabha this week, may 

be the most successful techno-
crat in history. Few have been 
granted, on the basis of their 
expertise, positions of leader-
ship that are in any way com-
parable in status and influence 
to the ones that Dr Singh occu-
pied over his long career. His 
retirement serves thus as a 
reminder that the age of  
technocrats and theorists is 
over. It has been replaced by  
the age of populists and  
project managers. 

The 1990s and 2000s were a 
golden age for technocrats 
globally. Government — and 
not just in India — was, 
depending upon your point of 
view, either depoliticised or too 
highly politicised. On the one 
hand, there was a broad con-
sensus about the economic and 
social welfare policies that 
should be followed for growth, 
development, and uplift. This 

meant depoliticisation to the 
extent that sharp policy differ-
ences were no longer the stuff 
of party politics. 

On the other hand, the 
growth of identity-based mobil-
isation meant that the compo-
sition of government became 
ever more politically fraught. 
In some parts of the world, this 
led to turbulent internal party 
politics. In India, this was 
expressed through coalition 
machinations. The question of 
who obtained what within the 
administrative sphere became 
the main object of politics. 
Thus, from that point of  
view, government was more  
politicised. 

Both these apparently con-
tradictory trends in fact 
allowed a special place for tech-
nocrats. The depoliticisation of 
policy choices meant that pol-
icy discourse devolved to ques-
tions of how efficiently the con-
sensus could be applied and 
implemented. Technocrats 
offered the promise of getting 
the hard work of policymaking 
out of the way, allowing the pol-
iticians to focus on identity 
struggles. Meanwhile, the exis-
tence of those identity strug-
gles meant that technocrats 
served another useful purpose: 
They could occupy certain 
roles and positions of 
“national” importance, mark-
ing those posts as off-limits for 
political contestation. 

Dr Singh was, to an extent, 

a beneficiary of both these 
trends. He was not the first 
choice for finance minister dur-
ing the crisis of 1991 — that was 
probably I G Patel — but there 
seems to be little doubt, in ret-
rospect, that when faced with 
a crisis of that magnitude the 
Union finance minister 
appointed would be an econ-
omist. Further, there was gen-
eral agreement on what needed 
to be done. In the then Prime 
Minister’s words: “All the other 
[1991 reform] measures were 
really written about in news-
papers times without number. 
For months and months they 
were being discussed… The 
papers were ready [when we 
took office].” What was needed 
was a technocrat who under-
stood the purpose of reform 
and how it could be carried out, 
and Dr Singh fit the bill. 

When he was appointed 
Prime Minister in 2004, the 
other side of the coalition age 
was in evidence. By choosing a 
loyal technocrat, the Congress 
president made it clear that the 
post of Prime Minister in the 
United Progressive Alliance 
government was not a prize for 
political contestation, but a 
position that required expert-
ise. This reduced the scope of 
politicking considerably, espe-
cially as compared to the chaos 
of the 1990s, when everyone 
thought they could be PM. 

This sounds like ancient his-
tory now, whether in India or 

elsewhere. Across the world, 
charmers or populists have 
ousted boring technocrats, 
beginning with dour Third Way 
architect Gordon Brown losing 
to a [then] charming and inex-
perienced David Cameron in 
2010. And the supposed expert-
ise that technocrats, with their 
grasp of policy, would bring has 
been replaced at the highest 
level with the PowerPoints and 
bullet points of project man-
agers who prize policy imple-
mentation over formulation. 
The lateral entrants into the 
council of ministers in this gov-
ernment are more likely to be 
bureaucrats than economists. 

History has tides, however. 
The populist 1930s and 1940s 
were replaced, after a crisis, 
with the technocratic 1950s and 
1960s, run by the “best and the 
brightest” in JFK’s White 
House, the welfarist 
“Butskellism” bipartisan con-
sensus in the United Kingdom, 
and the post-Mahalanobis 
planning bureaucracy in India. 
This was the period, in fact, in 
which Dr Singh was trained, 
and he seemed to retain, in 
spite of his famous humility, 
some of the intellectual arro-
gance that characterised policy 
economists of that era. 

When the wheel turns, pop-
ulists will be out and techno-
crats will be back in fashion 
once again. Let’s hope it doesn’t 
take yet another crisis for that  
to happen.

NATIONAL INTEREST 
SHEKHAR GUPTA

I
n mid-2023, economist 
Sabyasachi Das 
released a paper 

“Democratic Backsliding in 
the World’s Largest 
Democracy”. This looked 
for signs of manipulation in 
the 2019 Lok Sabha elec-
tions. The paper had not 
been peer-reviewed. It trig-
gered a firestorm, which 
forced Mr Das’ resignation 
from his post at Ashoka 
University. The incident has 
dire implications for aca-
demic freedom but that’s a 
subject for another day. 

Mr Das used statistical 
methods to examine voting 
patterns in 59 Lok Sabha 
constituencies, where the 
Bharatiya Janata Party 
(BJP) won or came second, 
in close contests defined as 
a margin of less than 5 per 
cent of the votes cast. It also 
looked at voter suppres-
sion, with a focus on the 
removal of Muslim names 
from electoral rolls. 

It marked off constit-
uencies in states controlled 
by the BJP, and looked at 
the possibility that state 
civil service officers (SCS) 
tasked with election duties 
may have been “pliable”. 
The paper also looked at 
discrepancies between 
turnouts and votes cast in 
the initial data released by 
the Election Commission of 
India (ECI). The ECI later 
released corrected figures. 
It’s still an open question if 
the discrepancies were due 
to manipulation or statisti-
cal error. 

Mr Das’ conclusions: The 
BJP won a disproportion-
ately large number of close-
margin seats. It won 41 of 
the 59 seats he examined. 
Assuming as the paper did, 
that these seats were a near 
coin-toss, the BJP should 
have won close to half — say, 
around 30 seats. But as Mr 
Das acknowledged, the BJP 
has a strong ground game 
with many workers, finan-
cial clout and social media 
outreach. It may have won 
close contests because it 
campaigned better. 

The paper claimed 
larger discrepancies in the 
ECI data in seats won by the 
BJP. Seats with election 
officials drawn from SCS 
cadres in states controlled 
by the BJP also had more 
data discrepancies. Growth 
in registered voters for seats 

with high Muslim popula-
tions was less than the 
national average of growth 
in voters — ergo, there  
may be some evidence of  
voter suppression. 

But although Mr Das 
claimed to find a few such 
tell-tale signs, the paper 
acknowledged: “The tests 
are, however, not proofs of 
fraud, nor does it suggest 
that manipulation was 
widespread.” Subsequent 
examinations of the paper 
suggested that it may have 
had flawed methodology. 

However flawed it was, 
the paper pointed to 59 con-
stituencies with close 
contests. If the BJP is going 
to hit the target of 370 seats 
in 2024, it must hold the 
bulk of the 303 seats it won 
in 2019 (including the 41 
cited above). It will also 
have to win another 70-odd 
seats. Even if it wins the 18 
close contests cited, where 
it came second, it will have 
to win 50-odd seats where 
it ran at over 5 per cent 
behind the winner. 

In the last two Lok Sabha 
elections (2014 and 2019), 
the BJP pushed its vote 
share to 37.4 per cent (2019) 
from 18.9 per cent (2009) 
and raised its Lok Sabha 
tally to 303 (2019) from 116 
(2009). To go to 370, it 
would have to cross 45 per 
cent of the vote share. The 
aggregated National 

Democratic Alliance won 45 
per cent of the vote in 2019, 
and 353 seats. 

Such a large single-party 
vote share has not been reg-
istered since 1984, when the 
Congress won 47 per cent of 
the vote, and 414 seats after 
Indira Gandhi was assassi-
nated. Indira Gandhi’s 
Congress won 43 per cent of 
the vote and 353 seats in 
1980. The elections of 1980 
and 1984 were unusual. 
Before the 1980 elections, 
India’s first non-Congress 
government had collapsed 
due to infighting, leaving no 
Opposition. In 1984, there 
was a huge sympathy wave. 

Thus far, 2024 shows no 
signs of being a “wave” elec-
tion. In the absence of Black 
Swans, the BJP has a mas-
sive edge in money. But in 
10 years, it has failed to 
deliver on employment or 
inclusive growth — over 800 
million on welfare is ample 
proof of that failure. After 
the release of the electoral 
bond data, the direct corre-
lations with Enforcement 
Directorate cases, and the 
arrest of Opposition politi-
cians, the narrative of being 
a clean party is also hard to 
push. Anti-incumbency — a 
well-known theme in Indian 
politics — makes it more 
likely it will lose some vote 
share and some seats, than 
that it will pick up enough 
vote share to surge to 370.

BJP has an ambitious target

Politics for nuclear winter
Opposition parties know better than most what they are 
up against. Much of the talk among them is more about 
where they could limit Modi, rather than having him 
voted out of power
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more mature way to get the upside of small
caps while keeping risk contained is to follow
the allocation route — investors decide what
part of their equity portfolio can be invested in
risky small caps that have the potential for
high growth. A standard equity allocation can
have a 50% allocation to large caps, and a
quarter each to mid- and small-caps. This can
vary according to the risk appetite of each
investor. Investors with a lower risk appetite
can reduce the small-cap allocation.

Once the allocation is fixed, it is time for the
second seat-belt. Investors must rebalance
portfolios as allocations change due to a mar-
ket run-up or down. For example, if there was
a 25% allocation to small cap at the start of last
year, by December, this allocation would have

Beware small-cap volatility
Small caps are extremely volatile and can yo-yo wildly one 
year to the next. We can see the volatility in the swings in 
the value year on year in the small-cap index
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{ EDITOR’S PICK }  

The spotlight is back on the Aryan Migration Theory,
which posits an influx of European or Central Asian
“Aryans” into the subcontinent who displaced the
pre-Vedic indigenous people of the Indus Valley Civi-
lisation. The National Council for Education
Research and Training (NCERT) has revised Class 12
history textbooks to deny the theory, citing 2018
studies of DNA samples from an excavation site in
Rakhigarhi, Haryana. The findings of the studies,
though, have sparked off a corollary debate on how
they should be interpreted. 

Against this backdrop, it would amply repay read-
ing Rajesh Kochhar’s The Vedic People: Their History
and Geography. Kochhar, an astrophysicist trained
in mathematics and physics at Panjab University,
dissects evidence from a range of disciplines, from
archaeology to natural history to astronomy, to place
the Vedas and, by extension, the Vedic people in spe-
cific loci in history and geography. 

The Vedic People: 
Their History and 
Geography: Rajesh 
Kochhar
Year: 2000

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

REVISITING THE ARYAN MIGRATION DEBATE

cuss the film in its historical context.
First, the title of the film is written in Persian

(Urdu) script along with Nagari (Hindi) and
Roman (English) scripts. These days, the tradi-
tion of writing titles in Urdu has been all but
abandoned. The beautiful Hindustani language
of Hindi films and songs has also been on the

decline.
Second, Mehta and the other char-

acters in the movie have not been
reanimated in cinema to serve any
propaganda. Their portrayals are free
from the hyperbolic nationalism cur-
rently prevalent in the country — a
good Gandhian message.

Usha was the daughter of Hari-
prasad Mehta, a judge in the Raj.
Trapped in a conflict between patriot-

ism and paternal love, she dedicated herself to
patriotism. In the film, it seems as if she is in
competition with her close friend and staunch
Lohiaite, Fahad, when it comes to patriotism.
Usha, a 22-year-old student, also wants to take
her love affair with Kaushik to a higher level of
patriotism. Her aunt also adopts the Quit India
movement mantra of “do or die” after observ-
ing her commitment and that of her compan-
ions. Overwhelmed by Usha’s sacrifice and
fame, her father also starts to admire her. 

Usha, Firdous Engineer, Fahad and Kaushik
undertake the extremely risky task of broad-
casting underground, through what is named
Congress Radio, for about three months. Con-
gress Radio becomes a phenomenon within the

range very well. As the gateway to Independ-
ence, the Quit India Movement is an epic event
in the history of the Indian freedom struggle. It
has many complex aspects at the national and
international level. Doing justice to all of them
is possible only in an epic artwork. The film
knows it must depict only one spark of the epic
event. That spark is Usha Mehta and her young
comrades. Gandhi and Lohia appear in the film.
But the film belongs to the young revolutionar-
ies, though Congress Radio emerges as an inde-
pendent character. But being Usha’s brain-
child, it becomes an extension of her personal-
ity.

Fourth, an objective history of the Quit India
Movement has not been written so far. The
movement had been a subject of controversy
within the Congress itself since the days of
preparations were mounted for it. When the
call was given from Gowalia Tank Maidan on
August 8, it wasn’t just the British that were
active in suppressing the movement. There
were indigenous political groups that even
spied on the revolutionaries for the British.
These elements though are not mentioned in
the film.

Fifth, and most importantly, I felt that the
film conveys the basic message of the epic
event of the Quit India Movement through the
portrayal of a spark. In Lohia’s words, it was
“an explosion of Indians’ will to freedom” and
it is even more remarkable that a young woman
has become the medium of this message. It is
pleasantly surprising that kujat gandhivadi
(heretic Gandhian) Lohia has been given so
much space in mainstream cinema for the first
time.

Prem Singh is a former teacher at

Delhi University and a fellow of 

Indian Institute of Advanced Study, Shimla.

The views expressed are personal

gone up to 30% or more depending on what
was held in the portfolio. Without doing any-
thing, investors saw the allocation change due
to the upswing in small caps. When this hap-
pens, it is time to rebalance the portfolio to the
target allocation of 25% (or whatever the
desired number is). This would mean selling
when the small caps are on fire. It is emotion-
ally difficult to sell at that point, but the seat-
belt’s role is to remind investors to be safe.
This process must reverse when small caps go
into a free fall. If the allocation falls below the
desired number, investors must buy more. The
cues to buying and selling come from the asset
allocation and not some tipster in the market.

Following this route to sensible investing
allows investors to harvest some gains that the
small-cap category has to offer. Of course, new
investors will do well to note that equity
investing needs at least seven to 10 years of
patient investing rather than a buy-and-sell
approach. India has seen good equity markets
for the past few years and a new crop of inves-
tors have not yet seen a bear market. They
exist and investors must take care to have
liquidity in fixed deposits and debt funds at all
times in their portfolio.

Monika Halan is the author of the 

best-selling book Let’s Talk Money.

The views expressed are personal

A
 few of us based in Delhi used to orga-
nise an annual programme in memory
of Allah Baksh, under the auspices of
the Samajwadi Manch. The first pro-

gramme was organised in Queen’s Park in 1995
or 1996. The choice of the venue was deliberate.
In 1940, when the Muslim League passed its
Pakistan Resolution, Allah Baksh —
then the premier of Sindh province —
organised an anti-partition conference
in Queen’s Park. Allah Baksh was not
a Congressman but the leader of the
United Party, and a true supporter of
Indian nationalism. Maulana Abul
Kalam Azad had praised Baksh’s con-
ference in India Wins Freedom.

The Quit India Movement began in
August 1942, and then British prime
minister Winston Churchill delivered a speech
full of contempt towards the people of India in
the British Parliament on September 10. Allah
Baksh returned all the honours the British Raj
had bestowed upon him, writing a protest letter
to Churchill. On October 16, he was removed as
premier despite having the majority in the
assembly and was assassinated on May 14,
1943.

It was to celebrate this remarkable person’s
life that we invited Gandhian freedom fighter
Usha Mehta as the chief guest. I had the oppor-
tunity to sit and talk with her for about two
hours. When I came to know that the recently
released film Ae Watan Mere Watan is based on
Mehta’s life, I knew I had to watch it. I will dis-

T
he recent Securities and Exchange
Board of India (Sebi) warning of a
potential bubble in several small-
cap stocks had taken some gains
off a market that the regulator
believed was getting overheated.

Retail investors who had looked at the sub-
stantial returns in some small-cap funds and
stocks over the past year and had rushed in
late to the party when the run-up had already
taken place, took home losses when markets
fell as a consequence of Sebi’s statement. So,
should retail investors stay away from this
risky small-cap category and remain safe with
large-cap and blue chip-based investing? Or
do small caps have a place in retail
investor portfolios? I believe that
small caps must make up a slice of
the equity asset allocation pie for
investors who are willing to wear
seat-belts that absorb the wild volatil-
ity of this asset category.

But first, what is a small-cap stock?
Sebi defines small-cap stocks as those
that are the 251st stock onwards in
terms of market capitalisation. Mid-
caps are between 101st and 250th stock and
stocks from one to 100 are called large cap.
Market cap is the price of a stock multiplied by
the number of stocks issued by the company
and is a single number that points to the value
of a company as judged by the stock market.
Large-cap stocks are mature large companies
that do not usually see very large swings in
prices. Mid-caps typically are higher growth
companies that carry the potential for a higher
return, but come with a higher risk attribute
than large caps. Small-cap stocks can have
very high growth but carry a much higher risk
of failure. The category itself moves between
very good years and terrible years in terms of

returns.
How high can the growth in small caps be?

The average annual return on small-cap
mutual funds over a 10-year period ending
March 23, 2024, has been 22.16% compared to
14.17% for large-cap funds. To illustrate, ₹1
lakh would have become ₹3.8 lakh in a large-
cap fund and ₹7.4 lakh in a small-cap fund —
this is the performance multiplier potential of
an average small-cap fund.

So, where is the catch to this high-return
route to investing? Small caps are extremely
volatile and can yo-yo wildly one year to the
next. We can see the volatility in the swings in
the value year on year in the small-cap index.
Good years are usually followed by bad years
in an extremely volatile way as the category
goes from best performing in all asset classes
to the worst performing in the short period of
just a few months. An investor in the S&P BSE
Small Cap index with ₹1 lakh in 2006 would

have seen the money almost double to
₹1.9 lakh in 2007 and then crash to
₹54,300 in 2008.

When investors see the small caps
running up, as they have in the past
year with some funds giving over 70%
returns in a year, they tend to rush in.
But then the sentiment turns and they
make losses. Every few years, this
cycle repeats, the old investors who
burnt their hands stay away and a

fresh crop enters with their money and a deep,
driving desire to make quick money.

So, should retail investors stay away from
this risky asset category? I believe that small-
cap funds have a place in an average retail
portfolio, but with some protections in place.
Investors need two seat-belts to keep them
strapped into safety.

The first seat-belt is using an allocation
route. This means that investors must plan to
always have small caps in their portfolios and
not just when the markets have froth in them.
The error most retail investors make is to rush
in with all their equity money into small caps
after they have seen the huge past returns. A

Two seat-belts to 
safely invest in 
small-cap stocks
Small caps have a place in a 
retail portfolio, but investors 
must have protections in place

Prem 
Singh

A spark on screen from 
the Quit India firestorm

{ OUR TAKE }  

T
he first Monetary Policy Committee (MPC)
meeting for the new fiscal year has kept the
policy rate unchanged at 6.5% and retained
the stance of monetary policy as focused on

the withdrawal of accommodation. It has also not 
made any changes to the inflation and growth 
forecasts made in its February meeting. RBI believes 
India’s GDP growth rate and benchmark inflation 
rate, as measured by the Consumer Price Index 
(CPI), to be 7% and 4.5%, respectively, in FY25. This 
means that the Indian economy is likely to retain its 
goldilocks environment of low inflation and high 
growth in the current fiscal year as well.

Does this make Friday’s MPC a non-event as far as 
monetary policy is concerned? It would have been the 
case, had Governor Shaktikanta Das not given the 
inflation elephant “appears to be returning to the 
forest” analogy in his statement released with the MPC 
resolution. Compared to his past MPC statements, 
where he underlined the importance of inflation 
returning to the 4% target and not just the 2%-6% 
range, this is the first sign of RBI pivoting towards a 
dovish stance even if only in rhetoric. Given the fact 
that core inflation (non-food non-fuel) fell close to its 
lowest-ever levels in February, the dovish tilt in Das’s 
statement recognises the big picture on inflation.

Does it mean that a reduction in rates is now a 
possibility that will happen sooner rather than later? 
Analysts are advocating caution on this front and 
think that the central bank is likely to wait for more 
clarity on the 2024 monsoon and its impact on food 
inflation before eventually bringing down interest 
rates. After all, it is food inflation that has kept the 
benchmark inflation rate above RBI’s target of 4% 
and its prospects are linked more to climatic 
conditions than the non-farm part of the economy.

That RBI’s inflation targeting strategy has become
so wedded to food prices, and by extension climate 
events, is a complicated policy challenge for the 
Indian economy. With the climate crisis worsening, 
extreme weather events and their adverse effects on 
food production will only become more common. 
There is very little monetary policy can do to manage 
food inflation and therefore, it is unfair if it is held 
accountable for inflation overshooting the target 
even if it is being driven by food prices.

The current growth momentum of the economy 
has given some policy buffer to RBI in keeping 
interest rates high and (potentially) erring on the 
side of caution. Das’s statement says this explicitly. 
However, this might not be the case whenever food 
inflation-driven tailwinds pull the overall inflation 
rate above RBI’s inflation target. In that case, the 
economy would have to sacrifice its growth 
potential.

To be sure, part of this problem is a result of the 
delay in updating the CPI basket which is still based 
on the 2011-12 Consumption Expenditure Survey 
(CES). Summary stats from the 2022-23 CES show 
that the share of food spending in the overall 
consumption basket is likely to fall significantly from 
its current value of 39%. Once the new CPI series 
reflects this changed reality — it will require at least 
one more CES result to check whether the 2022-23 
numbers are statistically robust — food inflation-
driven tailwinds for overall inflation are likely to 
weaken than what they are now.

Both dovish 

and hawkish 
RBI has maintained its stance on policy rate 
citing food inflation. But tying policy to food 
prices may force economy to sacrifice growth
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SEBI DEFINES SMALL-CAP 
STOCKS AS THOSE THAT ARE 
THE 251ST STOCK ONWARDS 
IN TERMS OF MARKET 
CAPITALISATION. MID-CAPS 
ARE BETWEEN 101ST AND 
250TH STOCK AND STOCKS 
FROM ONE TO 100 ARE 
CALLED LARGE CAP

Monika 
Halan

T
he ongoing controversy about the
Madras Music Academy’s decision to
confer its Sangeetha Kalanidhi hon-
our upon eminent Carnatic

vocalist TM Krishna has been
widely discussed in the media. Such
discussions and debates energise
the public sphere and create aware-
ness. Perhaps this will also lead to
finding a new audience for all art-
ists involved in this debate. Not all
readers or consumers of media are
initiated into the classical arts.
Some may thus attempt to look up
the artists (and their work) embroiled in the
ongoing debate and also educate themselves
about their music and points of view. Having
said that, I wonder if the controversy is the
only occasion when the mainstream media

is reminded about the classical arts?
The classical arts should be debated and

critiqued just like any other form of art-mak-
ing or socio-cultural enterprise, but
why should a controversy be the
only harbinger of such a conversa-
tion? The classical arts do not exist
in a vacuum. Their history, adapta-
bility, issues of hierarchy, inclu-
sion, or the lack of it, must be
widely discussed to create an
informed and engaged audience.
Tradition, after all, is not static but
constantly evolving with time.

Writing on and about the arts has been
the biggest casualty in the post-Covid times.
Several publications and media outlets have
either trimmed their arts pages or com-
pletely disbanded such sections. Some

moved their art writing entirely online
thereby depriving those who read the print
edition of such reportage. Increasingly, film-
based writing or reporting has come to sub-
sume all forms of art writing. There is very
little space for independent writing on the
non-film related arts in India. Sadly, arts
writing has been reduced to an occasional
feature, and almost only when an artist
receives an award, or her/his centenary is
being observed or some such big occasion.
The writing is mostly adulatory or biograph-
ical, devoid of any critical vocabulary. Con-
cert reviews, the few that appear, are sum-
maries of the performance at best with glib
adjectives such as amazing and interesting
neither of which helps to understand the
presentation or the artist. There is little or no
discussion about form, structure or aesthet-
ics which are key to understanding an art
form or contemporary work which may
have been derived or based on the classical.

Even in such cases when a reportage-
based feature appears in the media, a tiny
selection of artists tends to dominate. It is
not the artists’ fault, of course. Artists cannot
be held responsible for their popularity. We

also know that popularity and quality of the
art presented are not necessarily cotermi-
nous. 

The media chooses to focus on popular
artists because there is an audience interest
to know more about their favourite musician
or dancer. But the media has another role
too – to search for other practitioners across
class, caste and gender who may not neces-
sarily be mainstream and platform their sto-
ries. This could help to encourage diversity
both through profiling artists and presenting
their work.

The visual arts still get some attention, but
lest we forget, there is big money involved
there. What about theatre? For a director or
play to be featured, does it need to win an
award? Controversies do not sustain an art
form or help popularise it. Nor do the works
of a select few artists. It can only happen
when there is a thriving ecosystem of
healthy dialogue and debate in and around
the arts. 

Kunal Ray teaches literary & cultural studies at

FLAME University, Pune.

The views expressed are personal

When space shrinks 
for writing on the arts

Kunal 
Ray

first few days. Ram Manohar Lohia joins the
young broadcasters.

The broadcasting is done in Hindustani and
English from different places in Bombay to
avoid the police. Influenced by Gandhi since
childhood, Usha has faith in non-violent resist-
ance to injustice. But she does not shy away
from taking risks or making sacrifices. She has
been portrayed as a fearless and true Gandhian
in the film. One day, she asks Lohia if they are
moving away from Gandhiji’s path of non-vio-
lence? Lohia’s “philosophical” reply does not
satisfy her, but she keeps mum.

Usha makes the last important broadcast of
Congress Radio — Lohia’s recorded speech in
which he issues a Bharat roko call, i.e., “bring
everything to a halt”. Usha is arrested in the
final moments of the broadcast. The police ask
her about Lohia’s hideout. Despite police atroc-
ities, she does not provide any information.

Third, the film’s team knows its focus and

Congress Radio became a phenomenon within 
the first few days. Ram Manohar Lohia also 
joined the young broadcasters. HT ARCHIVE
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S the crow flies, the predomi-
nantly Tamil Brahmin Chen-
nai locality of  Mylapore is only 
a mile or so from Alwarpet, an 
equally predominant TamB-
rahm area. Or, should one say 
‘unequally’ predominant? In 

that lie the social nuances of  the current 
controversy in Carnatic music.

Thodur Madabusi Krishna being award-
ed the title of  Sangita Kalanidhi, the high-
est honour in Carnatic music, has so many 
dimensions it reminds one of  Rashomon, 
the Akira Kurasawa film in which every-
one appears right in their version of  the 
truth. Krishna is getting extra marks be-
cause he stands for the in-vogue DEI (diver-
sity equity inclusion) value system.

The challenge thrown by the Ranjani-
Gayatri sister duo, who criticised the 
mighty gents of  the Madras Music Acade-
my, is stuff  of  both literature and pulp. You 
have caste, politics, diversity, musical excel-
lence, aspirations, life goals and culture 
coming together for an epic conflict, like 
two ragas getting mixed up in a concert. 

I wonder whom to take inspiration from 
on this: my great grandfather, who once ar-
gued for and against the TamBrahm prac-
tice of  sandhya vandhanam (twilight ritu-
al) to show his debating skills, or his 
composer brother-in-law (ergo, my great-
grand-uncle), who won the Sangita Kalani-
dhi in 1940. Either way, I don’t fancy Car-
natic music itself  facing the music.

Both Krishna and RaGa are cult figures 
in the Carnatic world. Their conflict also 
echoes the current state of  national poli-
tics, in which those who speak for social 
justice are pitted against those for whom 
culture, tradition and religious devotion 
are paramount. Caste makes it all so quirky, 
because, as Krishna notes, there are invis-
ible screens that block those other than 
Brahmins from breaking into the upper 
echelons of  the classical world dominated 
by a clutch of  male-dominated sabhas, 
whose roads lead to the Music Academy, 
the Vatican of  the Carnatic church.

Krishna has broken norms. He has, on 
occasion, avoided the December season 
concert, mouthed lyrics in honour of  anti-
Brahmin ideologue Periyar, and sung in 
Arabic in praise of  Allah while sporting a 
skullcap, besides conducting a music festi-
val in a slum. Periyar’s well-documented 
rants against Brahmins are such that the 
RaGa duo has some evidence-based case 
against Krishna’s ideological zeal. But 
Krishna unquestionably excels as a musi-

cian and historian of  theory and practice, 
and deserves the honour.

The Music Academy has a double iden-
tity, one of  unwritten Brahmin dominance 
in composition and as a centre of  musical 
excellence. Things get complicated when a 
term like ‘culture’ gets attached. Culture is 

viewed by the average Jagannathan or 
Janaki as a combo pack that includes Car-
natic music, higher education, vegetarian 
food, pursuit of  excellence in a white-collar 
career, and respect for traditions and elders. 
Oh, add some cricket connection, too. 

Carnatic music’s acknowledged goal is 
to express devotion to god (bhakti) to seek 
union with the infinite (mukti). The me-
thodical form has lent itself  to film music, 
jazz and world music, but its core remains 
devotion. The bhakti tribe is not usually 
conscious of  its historic privileges. TamB-
rahms can be economically poor, yet pay to 
learn classical music, because it is their 
culture. Contemporary political correct-
ness is usually not part of  this baggage.

Thanks to a new affluence spawned by 

economic growth, rewards for higher edu-
cation, and the boom in IT, younger Tam-
Brahms who would have been singing a 
kriti while working as humble account-
ants are now ambitious and increasingly 
tilted towards a resurgent Hindu nation-
alism. Singers now fly to Cleveland, where 
an annual Thyagaraja festival is part of  a 
new, hip TamBrahmdom.

One tweet shared by RaGa described 
them as a modest duo that travelled from 
Matunga in Mumbai to Mylapore, where 
humbler Brahmins live, and contrasted 
them with the privileged elite of  Alwarpet, 
whose prime road is named after industri-
alist T T Krishnamachari or TTK, who 
served as India’s finance minister. TMK is 
a grand-nephew of  TTK, whose family has 
historically been a key force in the Music 
Academy, which is located on TTK Road. 

The Academy has a strong tradition of  
respect for talent and an awesome archival 
system that makes it a mini university. But 
its awards can get arbitrary. While TMK 
says breaking of  the caste barrier is rare in 
the Carnatic world, Sangita Kalanidhi 
awardees include Sheik Chinna Moulana, 
a Muslim nadaswaram player. Some nadas-
waram players from the Pillai caste have 
figured on the long list since the 1930s, but 
a prominent Pillai vocalist like Madurai 
Somasundaram never won the accolade.

In some ways, the controversy in Chen-
nai is strikingly similar to that at Har-
vard University, where the faculty’s pur-
suit of  excellence has been shaken by a 
push for diversity. It’s not for nothing that 
the elite of  Harvard’s city were once 
called Boston Brahmins. 

As an avant-garde liberal among Al-
warpet Brahmins, the Magsaysay-award-
winning TMK is challenging social rules. 
By questioning the Alwarpet elite’s tra-
ditional dominance, RaGa are being re-
verse-swing radicals challenging the 
Academy select after striving long to be 
blessed by them. If  the TNK vs RaGa tale 
strikes discordant notes, it’s between the 
streets of  Mylapore and Alwarpet.

(Views are personal)
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Jawaharlal 
Nehru

Who am I before M S 
Subbulakshmi? A mere prime 
minister before the queen of song

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

— Ramnath Goenka

HE Uttarakhand state’s draft of  
a uniform civil code gained pres-
idential ascent and became a law 
recently. While the Act signifi-
cantly resembles the Hindu Mar-
riage Act, its few new additions 
raise serious concerns. More 

than gender equality, the Act addresses the 
popular and damaging sentiment that ‘at 
least something is done’. The idea that 
something is better than nothing promotes 
carelessness and hides negligent drafting. 
In a bid to ‘get things done’, we end up with 
a law that embodies the discrimination it 
was ostensibly meant to address.

Here, I limit my critique to three brief  
points. One, the dealing of  Muslim person-
al law. Second, its understanding of  live-in 
relationships, and, relatedly, its contribu-
tion to gender equality.

The Act places undue emphasis on the 
supposed disabilities created by Muslim 
personal law. In some sense, Muslim per-
sonal law is offered as bait to prompt state 
intervention, and significant media atten-
tion is deployed to highlight its obscurant-
ism. Practices like nikah halala, which 
were neither common nor legal, often end 
up in petitions before courts. Often dis-
missed and rarely made by the victims, 
they serve the purpose of  stirring up a con-
versation about Muslim personal law rath-
er than looking at the specificities of  the 
case, where there is usually an individual 
criminal operating without religious sanc-
tion. A reasonable comparison would be to 
blame Hindu personal law for an individu-
al case of  sati—a practice already banned, 
criminalised and, in popular imagination, 
no longer associated with the Hindu way 
of  life. Bigamy becomes another argument 
over which Muslim personal law is brought 
to focus, although any conversation over 
polyamorous practices in other religions 
are treated as occurring rarely but illegal. 

The code grants exemptions to tribal 
groups that constitute around 3 percent of  
state population. Focusing on tribal excep-
tions is important precisely as it offers a 
valid and significant argument against 
uniformity. Where the Northeast region is 
involved, it is even more convenient to turn 
a blind eye as it lays bare the true antago-
nism between federalism and uniformity. 
It highlights that discrimination, not differ-
ence, must be the basis for reform.

Gender justice is often the foundation on 
which many arguments for uniformity are 
mounted. Many aspects of  the current Act 
not only fail to promote gender justice, but 
they actively hinder it. Provisions in the 
Special Marriage Act like the 30-day notice 
period already encourage surveillance and 
local procedures such as seeking on affida-

vit a ‘no objection’ before parties register 
their marriage have also emerged. The 
UCC Act takes it a step further, seeking 
even live-in couples register their relation-
ship. The code not only retains restitution 
of  conjugal rights, a colonial inheritance 
that forces couples into cohabitation even 
when its accompanied by discrimination 
or violence, but also leaves intact the mari-
tal rape exception and maintains different 
ages of  marriage for men and women. 

In other words, Uttarakhand is extreme-
ly keen to keep couples together whether 
married or otherwise, but not necessarily 
address the violence or inequality within 
marriage. It encourages an alliance that is 
heterosexual and intra-religious, where 
men are older than their wives.

This sentiment of  surveilling love is a 
common one frequently deployed in courts 

and codes. The Gujarat government in mid-
2023 considered including a mandatory pa-
rental consent in all love marriages to be 
registered in the state. This is not new and 
even the 1954 debates on the Special Mar-
riage Act witnessed speeches where it was 
treated as a way to contain the ‘rebels’. Mul-
tiple anecdotes were cited to forward the 
argument that the fate of  inter-religious 
marriages was to end in doom. Neverthe-
less, the Act became an enabling piece of  
legislation that only stands to be undone by 
laws proposed by Uttarakhand’s UCC.

On occasions where live-in relationships 
have remained consistent for a long time, 
the Supreme Court judgement in the case 
of  Dhannu Lal vs Ganeshram in 2015 al-
ready offers such couples protection, treat-
ing their relationship as marriage. And 
this assessment of  whether a live-in rela-

tionship is like a marriage is done on a 
case-to-case basis. The Uttarakhand law 
has introduced punitive action for not reg-
istering a live-in relationship (within a 
month), which shows the extent to which 
it is divorced from contemporary context 
where such relationships occur precisely 
because couples may not feel ready for 
marriage. In response to being questioned 
on the unreasonableness in the provisions, 
a member from the Committee responded 
saying if  couples are in live-in relation-
ships, ‘then own it’. If  one were to enter 
multiple such relationships and register 
them or ‘own them’ each time, would the 
state guarantee such records would ‘pro-
tect’ women and not perpetuate social stig-
ma against multiple relationships? Would 
it guarantee these records could remain 
private? Would it also guarantee multiple 
registrations made by individuals with dif-
ferent people would not invite police har-
assment? Would every breakup between a 
couple need adjudication by state authori-
ties? The stigma of  multiple relationships 
would disproportionately affect women.

It is well established that heterosexual 
marriages are often premised upon com-
promises women make in their lives as 
many leave the workforce, others are dis-
proportionately burdened with childcare 
or elderly care. In making live-in relation-
ships akin to marriage, we end up also re-
inforcing gender stereotypes that married 
women have battled. Living together with-
out marrying avoids some of  the trappings 
of  marriage, like having to build a rela-
tionship with in-laws who could be con-
servative, more firmly of  the belief  that 
their children should marry people of  
their own faith, or could have expectations 
for children. But registration of  a live-in 
relationship would make negotiations be-
tween two people now subject to public 
scrutiny and parental intervention.

Although it may entail significantly 
more effort, codifying personal laws sepa-
rately may ensure greater compliance by 
religious communities and also accommo-
date for regional differences. To say that 
one sort of  difference is acceptable (tribal) 
and even worth preserving while any oth-
er kind (religious) is perpetuating inequal-
ity shows the biased premise on which the 
argument for uniformity is mounted.

By enacting a legislation in the name of  
‘taking action’, the state claims credit; but 
in the process, social movements lose mo-
mentum and the original demand for re-
form remains entirely unaddressed. There-
fore, there is more harm done through such 
interventions that are not benign steps to-
wards progress they are made out to be.

(Views are personal)

T

CARNATIC CROSSFIRE: SOCIAL
 BHAKTI VS MUSICAL SHAKTI

A CODE NEITHER
 CONSIDERATE

 NOR REFORMIST

SAUMYA SAXENA Associate Professor, O P Jindal University

TMK is a grand-nephew of TTK, whose 
family has historically been a key 
force in the Madras Music Academy, 
which is located on TTK Road. As an 
avant-garde liberal among Alwarpet 
Brahmins, TMK is challenging social 
rules; by questioning the Alwarpet 
elite’s dominance, the RaGa duo are 
being reverse-swing radicals

Gender justice is often the foundation on which  
arguments for a uniform civil code are mounted.  

But the recent Uttarakhand law actually hinders it

SOURAV ROY

MADHAVAN NARAYANAN Senior journalist

Help fishermen
Ref: Keep politics aside, address Tamil 
fishermen’s issues (Apr 5). The fishermen’s 
problems have nothing to do with 
Katchatheevu. Sri  Lankan laws prohibit the 
damaging practice of bottom trawling in Palk 
Strait. Both the Centre and TN government 
should help our fisherfolk switch over to deep-
sea fishing. Losses suffered by them can be 
compensated by raising subsidies.
N A Joseph, Ettumanoor

Doorstep service
Ref: TDP scores self-goal on ward volunteers 
(Apr 5). Non-receipt of pensions at doorsteps 
will  certainly act as a deterrent against 
opposition parties in the Andhra state 
elections. The opposition, instead of aiming 
at disallowing volunteers, should have 
appealed to the EC to disburse pension by 
state government employees at pensioners’ 
doorsteps from the beginning.   
Katuru Durga Prasad Rao, Hyderabad

Amethi choice
Ref: Vadra itching for Amethi ticket. Is 
Cong listening? (Apr 5). At a time when the 
Congress party is in a big dilemma due to the 
mass exodus of its loyalists to the BJP one 
after another, nominating Robert Vadra to 
contest from Amethi can only add fuel to the 
fire in the rank and file as Vadra has neither a 
political background nor the experience. 
Sudhakar Cherukunnu, Kannur

Model violation 
The central government has brazenly used 
Doordarshan to telecast the controversial 
cinema, The Kerala Story, which callously 
portrays a particular community in bad light, in 
order to polarise society and garner votes. This 
is in violation of the model code. The concerned 
minister should be charged by the EC.
P H Hema Sagar, Secunderabad 
         
Sandeshkhali hearing
Ref: Shame if even 1 victim’s affidavit is true: 
Cal HC (Apr 5). The Calcutta High Court made 
a scathing remark on West Bengal CM Mamata 
Banerjee as it heard affidavits from victims 
in Sandeshkhali  ahead of the Lok Sabha 
elections. The unreported and dark deeds of 
the TMC are hogging the limelight now. 
S Lakshmi, Hyderabad

Women’s votes
Ref: Surjewala’s Hema Malini remarks ‘vile, 
sexist’:  BJP (Apr 5). Randeep Surjewala is 
known for his controversial comments, but 
this one was demeaning and derogatory, 
not just for Mathura MP Hema Malini but for 
womankind as a whole. This may cost the 
party women’s votes in the coming elections.
Jayanthi Ramani, Trichy
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PLAN AGAINST   
WEATHER SHOCKS  

ON FOOD PRICES

T
HE Reserve Bank on Friday sounded dovish over falling 
prices and rising GDP, but maintained that its fight over 
persistent inflation remains unfinished. While confirm-
ing that the inflation ‘elephant’ was returning back to 
the forest (read, easing inflation), RBI governor Shak-

tikanta Das delivered both good and bad news. Even if  the 
quarter-wise inflation estimates were revised lower, the cen-
tral bank pegged the headline inflation for 2024-25 at 4.5 per-
cent—0.5 percentage point above the annual target. What’s 
upsetting is that just one quarter, Q2, is expected to see infla-
tion printing below the target at 3.8 percent, while the remain-
ing three quarters will likely see higher prints. Unlike price 
rise that happens fast and in a straight line, disinflation, as we 
are seeing now, is rather slow and not diagonal. This perhaps 
explains why the RBI is being extra careful in maintaining 
status quo not just on rates, but also on its policy stance.

One of  the key factors interrupting the inflation outlook 
is food prices, which remained volatile through the second 
half  of  2023-24. If  the last mile of  disinflation turns out to be 
protracted, as the RBI noted, interest rates may remain high-
er for longer, which in turn could upset growth. If  erratic 
rainfall and deficient soil moisture hindered the rabi crop 
sowing, water reservoir levels and other climatic factors are 
now imparting uncertainty to the food price outlook. Much 
like rainfall, summer temperatures are posing challenges for 
monetary policy with the national weather office predicting 
above-normal temperatures and heat waves. Such a prospect 
imparts an upside risk to food inflation and could raise head-
line inflation by about 1 percentage point over the baseline. 
Hence, the government should load up on buffer stocks to 
ease the anticipated inflationary pressures.

As for growth, buoyed by domestic demand, India remains 
the fastest growing major economy and is well on its way  
to clock 7 percent for the third consecutive year. Though  
the 2023-24 growth is pegged at 7.6 percent, it is not broad-
based, as the two main engines of  consumption and invest-
ment are not running full-steam. However, for the future, the 
government’s capex push, upbeat business and consumer 
sentiments, and strong corporate and bank balance sheets 
should come in handy. That said, global oil prices, other ex-
ternal factors, rising trade distortions and geo-economic 
fragmentation could weigh on trade and growth.

JUSTICE DELAYED AND 
DENIED IN RIYAS CASE

I
T has been seven years since Riyas Maulavi, a young ma-
drassa teacher, was murdered in the communally-sensitive 
Kasaragod in Kerala. But justice continued to elude his fam-
ily as a local court recently acquitted the three RSS workers
arraigned as accused in the case. The much-delayed verdict 

amounts to injustice on two counts. One, the question of  who 
killed the 27-year-old remains unanswered and those behind it 
seem to have gotten away with murder. Two, the three ac-
cused—aged 19, 20 and 25 at the time of  their arrest—if  indeed 
not guilty, have been made to spend seven years in jail for no 
reason. The case points to either a shoddy investigation or the 
prosecution’s failure to convince the court of  the culpability 
of  the accused with the available evidence.

Riyas was killed on the night of  March 20, 2017 in his room 
attached to the mosque where he taught. He was stabbed 14 
times and left to die. With the incident assuming communal 
and political overtones, the police were under immense pres-
sure to crack the case. The three suspects were apprehended 
within three days and the charges filed within 90 days. How-
ever, the trial took long and the case came up before eight 
judges. Finally, the court acquitted the accused saying the 
prosecution failed to prove motive and pointed out lapses in 
the investigation. The police theory was that the accused 
nurtured hatred towards Muslims and committed the crime 
with the sole intention of  disturbing communal harmony, 
which, the court said, the prosecution failed to prove.

On its part, the state government has filed an appeal against 
the acquittal before the Kerala High Court, submitting that 
conclusive evidence, including scientific proof, was discarded 
by the trial court. The verdict indicates that the investigation, 
probably conducted in a hurry due to political pressure, may 
have been botched. If  that is indeed the case, an appeal in a 
higher court may not lead to the conviction of  the accused. The 
government must review the case, conduct a reinvestigation 
if  necessary, plug the loopholes, and proceed with the intention 
of  punishing those responsible. Going for a hurried appeal to 
score a political point in the election season may not serve the 
purpose, or may even prove to be counter-productive. What is 
important is delivering justice for the family of  Riyas.

Q U I C K  TA K E

SETTING GROUND RULES

PREMIER League club Fulham made a splash last week when 
they unveiled plans for a new stand at their Craven Cottage
ground that would have a brasserie, a bar and a three-tier 

‘sky deck’ with a rooftop swimming pool. Rich clubs offering 
unique in-stadium experiences isn’t new.  Manchester City have 
a restaurant with a glass wall that looks on to the players’ tun-
nel; Real Madrid are planning a nightclub at Bernabeu. Indian 
clubs—both in the IPL and ISL—can start with the basics. Clean 
toilets, access for the differently-abled and lifts for the elderly 
would go a long way in getting more fans to the stadium.
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REVERSE SWING 







The mental and emo-
tional well-being of ath-
letes is just as crucial as

their physical fitness for opti-
mal performance and overall
health. Both professional and
amateur athletes encounter
numerous stressors in their
training and competitions,
which were further height-
ened by the pandemic,
impacting their access to
resources and support sys-
tems. 
It is essential to approach ath-
letic training with the lens of
integrative healthcare to
enhance mental and emotion-
al resilience. In competitive
environments, athletes face
significant psychological
stressors such as injuries, per-
formance pressure, high
expectations, and demanding
training regimens, often lead-
ing to sleep disturbances, eat-
ing disorders, sports anxiety,
and other serious issues.
Sudden cardiac arrests (SCAs)
are also a leading cause of
death among student-ath-
letes, with at least 1 in 300
young individuals having
underlying cardiac abnor-
malities. 
Therefore, the ability to man-
age and recover from stress,
known as resilience, is crucial

for success in sports and
other endeavours, improv-
ing endurance, agility, disci-
pline, and overall quality of
life. Integration of yoga-based
resilience training can facili-
tate athletes' journeys by
enhancing their mental and
emotional well-being.
Clinical Impact of Yoga:
Yoga-based Resilience
Trainings offer numerous
benefits to athletes through
various underlying mecha-
nisms. One key mechanism is
the regulation of stress hor-
mone levels, particularly cor-
tisol, which is essential for the
body's response to stress.
Practices such as deep breath-
ing and meditation help reg-
ulate cortisol release, and
improve emotional stability.
Additionally, yogic modalities
promote neural plasticity,
enhancing cognitive func-
tion and motor skills vital for
sports performance. Such
mental health interventions
also stimulate the autonom-
ic nervous system, inducing

relaxation and reducing phys-
iological stress markers.
Efficacy of Yoga-Based
Resilience Training
Resilience training method-
ologies, rooted in ancient
Indian Knowledge Systems,
combine yogic, breathwork,
and meditation techniques.
The principles align with
sports psychology, empha-
sizing mental resilience, focus,
and emotional regulation
among athletes for peak per-
formance. Through non-
invasive meditative proto-
cols, athletes develop height-
ened awareness of their breath
and emotions, enabling them
to navigate competition pres-
sures calmly and clearly.
Studies involving cricketers
have shown yoga's positive
impact on physical fitness,
speed, and accuracy. 
Embracing Challenges and
Opportunities: The integra-
tion of Yoga-based Resilience
Training into sports presents
both challenges and opportu-
nities. Scepticism among ath-
letes and coaches enables the
traditional prioritisation of
physical conditioning over
mental well-being.
Additionally, cultural mis-
conceptions may hinder
acceptance in sports cultures

unfamiliar with yoga-based
practices. Logistical hurdles,
including access to qualified
resources and suitable facili-
ties, further impact wide-
spread adoption.
However, these challenges
also offer opportunities for
dialogue, education, and col-
laboration. Open discussion
and evidence-based educa-
tion can dispel scepticism
and foster understanding
within the sports communi-
ty. Collaboration across disci-
plines-such as yoga, sports
psychology, and sports sci-
ence-can tailor yoga-based
programs to athletes' specif-
ic needs. Innovation in train-
ing methods, supportive envi-
ronments within sports
organisations, and ongoing
research into their effective-
ness are also vital. Addressing
these challenges and embrac-
ing opportunities can allow
sports communities to har-
ness the full potential of yoga-
based interventions to
enhance athlete resilience-
and elevate athletic excel-
lence.

(The writer is a mental
health researcher and

Founder of Yoga of
Immortals; views 

are personal)

The just-released Congress manifesto heralds the vision for a new era of governance,
promising radical changes to the existing political landscape. Led by party presi-
dent Mallikarjun Kharge, along with former chiefs Sonia Gandhi and Rahul, the man-

ifesto emphasises the need for a paradigm shift in governance, particularly in light of
the BJP's decade-long rule. Much to its consternation, however, its rank and file are mak-
ing a beeline to the camp of its arch-rival, the BJP. Undeterred by the desertions, the
Congress put up quite a show to launch its manifesto, where the key highlights are the
party's commitment to conducting a nationwide socio-economic and caste census. This
move, aimed at gaining a comprehensive understanding of India's diverse population,
is intended to make policies tailored to address the needs of every segment of society.
Additionally, the manifesto guarantees a constitutional amendment to raise the cap on
reservations for SCs, STs and OBCs to 50 per cent, signalling a commitment to social

justice and inclusivity. This is perhaps its best shot as
the Congress and its allies can harness disgruntled
backward votes and corner the BJP on caste census.
The manifesto promises to adopt the Rajasthan model
of cashless insurance, providing coverage of up to ?25
lakh for universal healthcare. It also pledges to address
the issue of unemployment by filling nearly 30 lakh
vacancies in sanctioned posts within the Union
Government. The party vows to provide a legal guar-
antee for Minimum Support Prices (MSP) for agricul-
tural produce, as recommended by the Swaminathan
Commission, underlining its commitment to farmers'
welfare.

The biggest challenge right now for the 'grand old party' is to keep its flock together and
deal with internal dissent. The relentless wave of defections threatens to undermine its
unity and electoral prospects. As if to stall this trend, the name of Robert Vadra for the
Amethi constituency is doing the rounds. The Congress has proposed amendments to
the Tenth Schedule of the Constitution, making defection an automatic disqualification
from membership in an Assembly or Parliament. Despite these efforts, the party finds
itself embroiled in a battle to retain its members, with several prominent leaders defect-
ing to rival parties in recent weeks. The timing of these desertions underscores the inter-
nal turmoil and challenges facing Congress. Attacking the BJP in its manifesto, the Congress
underscores its commitment to protecting personal freedom, promising not to interfere
with individual choices regarding food, dress, love, marriage, travel and residency with-
in India. This assertion of personal liberties is aimed at resonating with a diverse elec-
torate and emphasising the party's commitment to democratic values. As the Congress
prepares to present its manifesto to the electorate, it also faces the internal struggle to
maintain cohesion and unity within its ranks. The road ahead is laden with obstacles,
yet the party seems resolute in its commitment to forge a fresh path.

At crossroads

Pachees Guarantee.’ The Congress’ poll
pitch is centred around ‘Paanch Nyay’ or
five pillars of justice, namely ‘Yuva Nyay’,
‘Naari Nyay’, ‘Kisaan Nyay’, ‘Shramik Nyay’
and ‘Hissedari Nyay’ as well as the guar-
antees made by it to the people under these
heads as the Guarantee of the BJP have
failed which has become bogus and mis-
leading. 
The Congress will release its manifesto
for the Lok Sabha elections in New Delhi
on 5 April with sure Guarantees to the
people who have been deprived of
promises and the Guarantees for the last
10 years to force them to suffer and strug-
gle by voting for the BJP to bring them
to power.

Bhagwan Thadani | Mumbai  

THE RISE OF ‘WATER AUNTIES’
Madam — Apropos the news article “The
rise of ‘water aunties’ and sustainable solu-
tions” published on April 4, this is my
response. The recent water crisis in
Bangalore sheds light on the pressing need
for water conservation efforts throughout
India. Exacerbated by factors like deficient
southwest monsoon rains in 2023, this cri-
sis underscores the precarious balance
between water availability and population

density. India, with only 4% of the world’s
freshwater resources accommodating 18%
of the global population, faces a daunting
challenge in ensuring water security.
Understanding the intricate interplay
between clean water access, conflict, coop-
eration, and climate change is crucial for
ensuring sustainable water security.
Collaborative management of shared water
resources, coupled with international
treaties and agreements, offers a promis-
ing alternative to conflict. 
Empowering communities, particularly
women, plays a vital role in addressing
water security challenges. Initiatives like the
iJal Network demonstrate the effectiveness
of community-driven solutions in provid-
ing sustainable water access. Managed pre-
dominantly by women, these initiatives not
only empower local leadership but also
leverage their expertise and understand-
ing of water needs. Replicating such mod-
els nationwide can significantly contribute
to achieving sustainable water security and
fostering equitable water management
frameworks across India.

Amarjeet Kumar | Hazaribagh

INDIA'S MARITIME DOMAIN VITAL 
Madam — Apropos the news article “A
Tribute to India’s Maritime Legacy” pub-
lished on April 5, this is my response.
National Maritime Day on April 5th holds
profound significance, marking India’s
journey from maritime history to modern
prowess. The maiden voyage of SS Loyalty
in 1919 symbolised India’s maritime aspi-
rations, laying the groundwork for eco-
nomic growth and global connectivity.
With sovereignty over vast marine areas
and rich biodiversity, India’s maritime
domain is vital for trade and livelihoods.
As we celebrate, it’s crucial to acknowledge
the contributions of seafarers and maritime
organizations. Gunter Pauli’s ‘Blue
Economy’ offers insights for sustainable
development, aligning with India’s goals.
Amidst climate concerns and security
threats, proactive measures are vital. India’s
initiatives like Sagarmala and Bharatmala
signify progress, but more is needed. 
Modernising ports, enhancing infrastruc-
ture, and embracing technology can bol-
ster India’s maritime competitiveness. By
promoting responsible practices and inter-
national collaboration, India can secure its
marine resources and emerge as a global
maritime leader. The future of India’s mar-
itime sector hinges on strategic vision and
concerted efforts to navigate challenges
while harnessing the vast potential of the
seas.

Khirabdi Tanya Nayak | Noida

CONGRESS MANIFESTO
Madam — Apropos the news article
“Congress launches Ghar Ghar campaign
“ published on April 4, this is my response.
Ahead of the Lok Sabha polls, Congress
president Mallikarjun Kharge on
Wednesday, 3 March, launched the party’s
‘Ghar Ghar Guarantee’ initiative under
which it aims to reach out to crores of
households across the country and make
them aware of its “guarantees”.Kharge
launched the initiative from Usmanpur,
Kaithwada, in the North East Delhi par-
liamentary constituency and distributed
pamphlets on the party’s ‘Paanch Nyay
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PICTALK

Muslims attend an ‘Iftar' during the Ramadan at the Khwaja Moinuddin Chishti Dargah, in Ajmer PTI LETTERS TO TTHE EDITOR

Desertions continue to plague Congress 
even as it releases its election manifesto

ence in Kabul on 17 August
2021, two days after taking the
city over, Zabihullah Mujahid,
their spokesman, had said
that they wished for peaceful
relations with other countries
and no group would be
allowed to use Afghan territo-
ry to attack other nations.
The Taliban, however, have not
always acted according to their
pronouncements. Mujahid
had also said at the same
press conference, “The Islamic
Emirate doesn’t want women
to be victims. They should be
in the Government structure
according to Shariah law.”
What has happened in practice
is well-known. Since the
takeover of Afghanistan by the
Taliban in August 2021,
women have been wholly
excluded from public office,
the judiciary and NGO
employment. Women and girls
are required to adhere to a
strict dress code, covering
themselves from head to toe,
and are not permitted to trav-
el more than 75 kilometres
without a close male relative
belonging to the category of
mahram—one in front of
whom a woman does not
have to wear a hijab. Girls have
been barred from joining sec-
ondary schools and women
from tertiary education.
Women and girls have been

banned from entering amuse-
ment parks, public baths, gyms
and sports clubs.
Those believing in the Taliban’s
profession of its desire to avoid
conflicts, can refer to the fact
that, as of now, the Taliban
cannot win a conventional
war against the West. This,
however, is a reality that a
rational person will recog-
nize. The Taliban are fanatics.
If nothing else, their unques-
tioning allegiance to their
obscurantist and perverse ver-
sion of Islam is proof thereof.
Besides, their fanatical belief in
their ultimate triumph against
the West seems to have been
reinforced by their ascent to
power in Afghanistan after 20
years of war with the United
States and its allies.
The Taliban’s conflict with the
West may, doubtless, take
the form of an asymmetrical
rather than a conventional
war, with terror strikes at the
US, its allies and their inter-
ests on their own soil or
abroad, as the principal
weapon. Indeed, Afghanistan
may again become a global
exporter of terrorism even if
the Taliban are not involved.
As the 13th report of the
Analytical Support and
Sanctions Monitoring Team
(ASSMT) of the UN Security
Council, submitted on May

25, 2022, states, the relation-
ship between al-Qaeda and
the Taliban remains close
and is underscored by the
presence, both in Afghanistan
and the region, of al-Qaeda
core leadership and affiliated
groups, such as Al-Qaeda in
the Indian Subcontinent
(AQIS). That this was right
was proved by the killing in
Kabul of the al-Qaeda supre-
mo, Ayman al-Zawahiri, by a
drone strike by the US on July
31, 2022. Terrorist outfits
like Tehreek-e-Taliban
Pakistan (TTP) and Islamic
State of Khorasan Province
(ISKP) are also active in
Afghanistan. The former has
been targeting Pakistan and
the latter has claimed respon-
sibility for the recent attack at
the Crocus City Hall concert
venue outside Moscow on
March 22, 2024, which killed
140 people.
Contrary to Zabihullah
Mujahid’s assurance men-
tioned earlier in this col-
umn, Afghanistan is becom-
ing a launching pad for ter-
rorism abroad. The world
must take serious note of this,
as it must of the plight of
Afghan women.

(The author is Consulting
Editor, The Pioneer. The

views expressed are 
personal)

Afghanistan under
Taliban rule

Not content with rob-
bing Afghan women
of all their rights,
the Taliban are
pressing forward

with measures that would vic-
timise and humiliate them fur-
ther. The latest indication of this
is provided by a verbal outburst
by its chief, Mullah Hibatullah
Akhundzada, who said, towards
the end of March, 2024, in a voice
message carried by Afghanistan’s
state television, “You say it is a vio-
lation of women’s human rights”
but “we will soon implement the
punishment for adultery. We will
flog women in public. We will
stone them to death.” The report
(datelined March 26, 2024) by
Akhtar Makoii in The Telegraph
of the United Kingdom, which
carries the above quote, further
cites Akhundzada, who was
addressing Western officials, as
saying, “These are all against
your democracy but we will con-
tinue doing it. We both say we
defend human rights—we do it as
God’s representative and you as
the devil’s.”
What Akhundzada said deserves
attention for two reasons. It indi-
cates that fresh barbarous steps
against Afghan women are on the
anvil. Second, his use of the
expression ‘representatives of the
devil” reflects the visceral hatred
that he and the Taliban harbour
towards the Western democra-
cies. Further, the indication that
the Taliban would fight against
the West until sharia rule is
established there as well, is implic-
it in his statement, also quoted in
the same report in The Telegraph,
“I told the Mujahedin that we tell
the Westerners that we fought
against you for 20 years and we
will fight 20 and even more years
against you…. We will bring
Sharia to this land.”
The Taliban are proceeding apace
in implementing the provisions of
Sharia law all over Afghanistan.
At this rate, why should it take 20
years “and even more” to com-
plete the process?  It would take,
at the most, not more than sev-
eral years. The time span Mullah
Akhundzada mentioned makes
sense only if he was thinking of
establishing Sharia rule beyond
Afghanistan—a move that would
lead to conflict. Against this, at the
Taliban’s first official news confer-

A statesman’s departure

INDEED,
AFGHANISTAN 

MAY AGAIN 
BECOME A 

GLOBAL
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TERRORISM
EVEN IF THE 

TALIBAN 
ARE NOT 

INVOLVED

Yoga-based training to
enhance athletic performance

A
propos the news article “A Dignified Liberal”
published on April 5, this is my response.
The editorial in the Pioneer pays homage to

the illustrious career of Dr Manmohan Singh, a
figure whose influence on India’s economic and
political landscape is unparalleled. Singh’s jour-
ney from an academic economist to the Prime
Minister’s office is a testament to his intellect,

integrity, and dedication to public service. His
tenure as the Chief Economic Adviser and later
as the Finance Minister during the economic cri-
sis of the early 1990s showcased his boldness
in implementing liberalization reforms that pro-
pelled India onto the global stage. 
Despite facing criticism during his tenure as Prime
Minister, Singh’s commitment to inclusive
growth and secularism remained unwavering. His
departure from the Rajya Sabha symbolises the
end of an era in Indian politics, leaving behind
a legacy that will continue to shape the country’s
future. The editorial rightly praises Singh’s con-
tributions, acknowledging the profound impact
he has had on India’s economic trajectory and
global standing.

Neha Gupta | Delhi

HIRANMAY KARLEKAR

ISHAN SHIVANAND

Drawing from ancient yogic principles, this approach not only enhances

performance but also fosters holistic wellbeing

Continuous obliteration of women’s rights goes hand in hand 
with export of terrorism
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CONQUEST
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AND CONTROL

THE NARRATIVE

In the vast tapestry of Hindu philosophy, the principle of “Aham
Brahmasmi” stands as a profound declaration encapsulating the
essence of existence. This ancient Sanskrit phrase, often trans-

lated as “I am Brahman,” carries profound implications within the
context of Vedanta, one of the six orthodox schools of Hindu phi-
losophy. It is a declaration of identity, affirming the indivisible con-
nection between the individual self (Atman) and the ultimate reality
(Brahman). Let’s delve deeper into the meaning and significance of
Aham Brahmasmi.
At its core, Vedanta explores the nature of reality and the individual’s
relationship with it. It posits that the universe is an interconnected
web of existence, and understanding this interconnectedness is cru-
cial for realizing one’s true nature. Central to Vedanta is the concept
of Brahman, the ultimate reality, which is formless, infinite, and beyond
attributes. Brahman is the underlying substratum of the universe, the
source from which all phenomena arise and into which they dissolve.
Conversely, each individual possesses an inner essence known as
Atman, often translated as the “self” or the “soul.” Atman is not bound
by the limitations of the body or mind; it is eternal, unchanging, and
identical to Brahman in its essence. However, due to ignorance
(avidya), individuals identify themselves with their bodies, minds, and
egos, thereby experiencing a sense of separateness from the divine.
Herein lies the significance of Aham Brahmasmi. When one
declares, “I am Brahman,” they are asserting the fundamental truth
of their existence—that their true nature is divine and inseparable
from the ultimate reality. It is a recognition of the underlying unity
that pervades the cosmos, transcending the boundaries of individ-
uality and ego.

The journey towards realizing Aham Brahmasmi is a central theme
in Vedantic philosophy. It involves the process of self-inquiry (Atma-
vichara) and spiritual practice (sadhana), aimed at transcending the
limitations of the ego and realizing one’s innate divinity. Through med-
itation, introspection, and the study of sacred texts such as the
Upanishads, aspirants seek to directly experience the unity of Atman
and Brahman.
Moreover, the realization of Aham Brahmasmi brings about a pro-
found shift in consciousness. It leads to the dissolution of the illu-
sion of duality (dvaita) and the recognition of the underlying unity of
all existence (advaita). This realisation is not merely intellectual but
experiential, akin to the metaphorical tasting of honey rather than mere-
ly reading about its sweetness.
The significance of Aham Brahmasmi extends beyond the realm of
philosophy; it has practical implications for daily life. When one rec-
ognizes the divine nature within themselves, they naturally extend that
recognition to all beings, fostering a sense of compassion, empa-
thy, and interconnectedness. This realisation serves as the founda-
tion for a life lived in harmony with the universe, guided by princi-
ples of love, truth, and righteousness.
In conclusion, Aham Brahmasmi encapsulates the profound truth of
Vedanta philosophy—that the individual self is not separate from the
ultimate reality but is, in fact, identical to it. It is a declaration of one-
ness, unity, and divine identity. Through self-inquiry and spiritual prac-
tice, one can realize this truth and live a life in alignment with the
eternal principles of Vedanta. As the ancient sages proclaimed, “Tat
tvam asi”—”Thou art That.”

(Writer is a spiritual guide;views are personal)

FIRSTCOLUMN
I AM THE 

ULTIMATE REALITY

Soft power is a persuasive
approach to interna-
tional relations, typi-

cally involving the use of
economic or cultural influ-
ence. India has the potential
to create its credibility using
this non-tangible power.
India is sometimes labelled
a “soft power by default”
(Wagner, 2010), and is
believed to have substantial
potential in this field. It was
one of the first countries to
pursue a soft power strategy,
under the leadership of
Prime Minister Jawaharlal
Nehru, long before the term
was coined. 
However, after the defeat in
the 1962 war with China,
India gradually shifted
towards a hard power
approach, and its foreign
policy became more prag-

matic and driven by realpoli-
tik.
The Chanakya Niti of non-
aggressive sett lements;
Gandhi’s  non-violence
movement; the Panchsheel
pact of peaceful advance-
ment and a good friendly
policy towards its neigh-
bours all exemplify India’s
comparative advantage in
soft power. The notion of
soft power for Indians dates
back to the Upanishads with
the thought of
‘VasudhaivaKutumbakam’.
We can still vouch for our
soft power assets in terms of
the widespread acceptance
of Buddhism; the populari-
ty of yoga and Ayurveda;
and belief in ancient univer-
sities which draws scholars
and learners to India. 
To date, our rich, diverse yet

united, and vibrant culture,
topography, cuisine, archi-
tecture and history attract
heavy tourism. Not to forget,
Indian cinema has helped
popularize not just Indian
actors but also the vibrant
culture and craze for ethnic
clothes. Besides, the only
common religion of India
‘Cricket’ has empowered the
dreams of every youngster in
India and has helped create
India in the international
sports arena. 
Our present prime minister
Narender Modi has recog-
nised soft power as an asset
and has instigated several of
these which have helped in
the popularization of our
nation abroad. The huge
success of India’s tenure as
G-20 president has been
well-acknowledged the

world over. Modi’s catch-
phrases like ‘now is not the
time for war’, drew interna-
tional applause. 
Similarly, Atmanirbhar,
Make in India and Swachh
Bharat have become nation-
al slogans and have been able

to redefine and give better
meaning to the age-old
Pleonasm policies, and have
also popularized India across
the world. Besides he has
played a major role in
increasing the number of
embassies abroad and also

reviving ties with regional
groups ASEAN, BIMSTEC,
and SAARC along with
strengthening and intensify-
ing with Eastern and South
Asian countries through the
East Policy Act, and the
Neighborhood First Policy
Act. These have helped draw
commercial and strategic
benefits for India.
Ironically, even after recog-
nizing the huge potential
and benefits of soft power,
we have several limitations
in deriving maximum
advantages from it. 
There is a lack of formal
inclusion of soft power in
foreign policy or its nature
and scope. It takes a back
seat to other important eco-
nomic and security con-
cerns or the hard power
components. Moreover, soft

power has only drawn lim-
ited attention from scholars
and policymakers. Even after
a rich and diverse diaspora,
culture and media, we have
not made noteworthy efforts
to formalize any policies in
literature. 
India being an emerging
economy, will take time to
stand tall against other
developed nations in terms
of hard power. But recogniz-
ing its strengths in soft
power in varied forms, it
should work towards further
enriching its assets and using
it for international trade,
thus creating a niche for
itself. 

(The writer is an Assistant
Professor Sri Guru Gobind

Singh College of Commerce, 
University of Delhi; views

are personal)

Soft power as comparative advantage for India

‘Aham Brahmasmi’ encapsulates the
essence of Vedanta philosophy

SWAMI  CHARANASHRIT

John Pilger’s quest for truth amidst the cacophony of official narratives remains
ever-relevant, urging us to scrutinise media’s role in shaping perceptions

NILANTHA
ILANGAMUWA

Power propaganda
nexus: A symbiotic bond

ty rather than regurgitating official
statements, perhaps the calamity of
war could have been averted.

The Iraq invasion, as Pilger
observed, orchestrated through the
doctrine of shock and awe, aimed
to instil terror and dismantle the
country’s infrastructure akin to the
devastating impact of atomic bombs
on Japan. However, this campaign
of destruction was veiled in layers
of deception, with embedded jour-
nalists serving as conduits for the
sanitised narrative dictated by the
Pentagon and the Ministry of
Defence. Despite sporadic glimpses
of truth, the pervasive influence of
embedded journalism and the echo
chamber of 24-hour news perpet-
uated illusions and distorted reali-
ties, enabling the war machine to
operate unchecked.
The toppling of Saddam Hussein’s
statue hailed as a symbol of libera-
tion, concealed the brutal conquest
underway, meticulously orchestrat-
ed to exploit media optics and con-
trol the narrative. The complicity of
journalists, embedded within mil-
itary units, stifled dissenting voic-
es and prioritised official narratives,
shielding the public from the grim
realities of war. In the fog of misin-
formation and propaganda, critical
scrutiny faltered, allowing the
machinery of war to proceed
unabated, casting a shadow over
journalistic integrity and the pursuit
of truth.
During the symbolic event of the

Americans’ arrival in Baghdad, the
manipulation behind the toppling
of Saddam Hussein’s statue went
untold, emblematic of the control
exerted over media optics. The
image of an American soldier drap-
ing the flag over the statue’s face sig-
nified America’s assertion of dom-
inance over Iraq, echoing the sen-
timents of ownership and con-
quest. Meanwhile, the invasion
hailed as a triumph by Blair and
Bush, failed to depict the grim real-
ity of civilian casualties and destruc-
tion on the ground, with atrocities
like the assault on Fallujah largely

omitted from mainstream coverage. 
Today’s Gaza, under Israeli control,
where just a few days ago seven aid
workers, along with other unarmed
civilians, were killed, is a continu-
ation of this pattern and a conse-
quence of media behaviour. The
prime responsibility of media as
voices for the victims, shedding light
on the untold suffering amidst the
sanitised narratives propagated by
mainstream media, has been sys-
tematically veiled. In contrast to
embedded journalists, who may
inadvertently perpetuate propa-
ganda, independent reporters like
Wilfred Graham Burchett have his-
torically challenged official narra-
tives, uncovering truths that author-
ities sought to conceal.
The atomic bombings of Hiroshima
and Nagasaki marked not the end
of conflict, but the beginning of a
nuclear arms race and the era of the
Cold War, characterised by the
perpetual threat of annihilation.
Secret conversations, such as the
exchange between President Nixon
and Henry Kissinger, reveal the will-
ingness of leaders to contemplate the
use of nuclear weapons, underscor-
ing the gravity of the global situa-
tion. 
Despite the absence of a clear
nuclear threat from Iraq, the Bush
administration, bolstered by sensa-
tionalist rhetoric from figures like
Colin Powell, and Victoria Nuland
in the Biden administration manip-
ulated public perception to justify
the invasion or covert operations for
“regime change”, with mainstream
media outlets perpetuating false
claims and contributing to the dis-
semination of propaganda. The
journalistic failures in scrutinising
government narratives reflect a
broader failure to uphold the truth
and challenge authority, ultimately
leading to disastrous consequences.

The repercussions of events in
Syria, followed by Afghanistan,
Iraq, and Libya surpass personal
sentiments, constituting a colossal
crime. Aren’t we experiencing the
same in Ukraine? Journalists, albeit

unwittingly, become accomplices to
such crimes, contributing to the dis-
semination of propaganda. Despite
illustrious careers, figures like Dan
Rather acknowledge the presence of
fear within newsrooms, stemming
from concerns about job security,
institutional pressures, and patriot-
ic labels. Rather’s admission reflects
a broader need for introspection
within the journalism community,
urging a courageous examination of
past failures to uphold truth and
integrity in reporting. This is what
we keep forgetting, or rather, delib-
erately ignoring.
Indifference to learn from history,
led us to this recurrence of catastro-
phes and keeping the powerful in
power. Learning from history isn’t
merely a quaint idea; it’s an imper-
ative for societies striving to advance
and avoid catastrophic missteps.
Herodotus, the revered ‘Father of
History’, echoes across the ages,
reminding us of the historian’s
solemn duty to rectify distortions of
truth. 
Yet, in today’s world saturated with
mass media and communication
tools, the dissemination of factual
information morphs into a battle-
ground. Cicero’s sagacity warns
against the folly of ignorance, spot-
lighting the perpetual infancy of
those who dismiss the lessons of the
past. Marx’s incisive analysis cau-
tions of history’s cyclical nature,
where tragedies replay as farces if
wisdom remains unheeded.
Santayana’s sombre reflection
underlines the dire consequences of
historical amnesia, dooming soci-
eties to repeat their blunders.
Churchill’s declaration accentuates
the peril awaiting those who ignore
historical counsel. 
Even Twain’s astute observation, that
history may not repeat itself verba-
tim but often rhymes, highlights the
urgency of identifying patterns to
avert folly. But what if we are truly
entertaining ourselves with this
folly?

(The writer is a Sri Lankan 
journalist. Views are personal)

Amongst other great minds, last
year we lost another exception-
al man who was larger than life.
But he left us with the essence
to comprehend how the media

evolved and aligned with the power to elim-
inate the powerless. He is John Pilger, who
endeavoured to make others understand the
everyday bitter truth about propaganda. I
believe it’s important to borrow some of his
ideas and pen a few thoughts needed for
today. 
Not only the noise and disturbing content,
but also our day-to-day news suppliers and
other social media users conveniently
monetize oppression and, as Huxley says,
‘adore the technologies that undo their
capacities to think’. Consequently, the state,
as the regulatory body based on ethics and
morals, has been weakened. Take our
food supply, for example. A few companies
are controlling everything by hurting small
producers. What they don’t realize is that
by the time regulation gets enacted and fil-
ters down to the farm level, it always hurts
small producers and helps the large produc-
ers. It’s the revolving door. Don’t eat health-
ily; only eat junk. There’s only a small group
of companies that control the entire food
production. They’re not only putting every-
body out of business but also prioritizing
profits over equal distribution. They are sys-
tematically manipulating the very right to
food of living beings. Propaganda is the vein
that follows the blood of this manipulation.
The same goes for others.

The First World War, a catastrophic
bloodbath claiming 20 million lives and
leaving 21 million wounded, saw a desper-
ate thirst for truth amidst relentless propa-
ganda. Prime Minister David Lloyd George
confided to C.P. Scott, editor of The
Guardian, that if the public truly grasped
the reality of the conflict, it would cease
instantly. Yet, the British populace, starved
of authentic information, clamoured for
genuine news amidst the flood of official
narratives.
In today’s era of incessant news cycles, wars
and armed conflicts persist unchecked serv-
ing as grim realities. Delves into the unseen
dimensions of modern conflict, scrutinis-
ing the role of media, particularly in the
West and other liberal democracies that
hailed to protect and promote the eman-
cipation of mankind, in perpetuating and
justifying rapacious wars, is the need of the
moment. Edward Bernays, a pioneer in pro-
paganda, highlighted the power of manip-
ulating the masses and shaping public opin-
ion through covert means. His involvement
in the US Committee on Public Information
during World War I heralded the birth of
modern propaganda machinery, cement-
ing the insidious influence of media in shap-
ing perceptions of war and governance.
Edward Bernays’ ingenious manipulation
tactics disregarded facts in favour of emo-
tional manipulation, pioneering a strategy
to sway public opinion by tugging at
unconscious desires. 
Utilising symbols like the Statue of Liberty
in ruins or associating smoking with
women’s liberation, he forged powerful con-
nections in consumers’ minds, irrespective
of truth. His legacy endured, evolving into
a sophisticated machinery of war propagan-
da exemplified by numerous conflicts
orchestrated by powerful nations such as the
United States. The media, once heralded as
a beacon of freedom, became entangled in
the Pentagon’s webs, complicit in dissem-
inating illusions and false narratives. Had
journalists rigorously questioned authori-

Soft power stands as a compelling force, often wielded through economic or cultural influence to shape global perceptions and agendas

KAJLEEN KAUR
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