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SCIENCE

People in low- and middle-income countries face
higher death rates from breast cancer than those
in wealthier nations, because of a lack of
screening and treatment options. For example,
people aged under 50 in low-income countries
are four times more likely to die from breast
cancer than those in high-income countries, on
the basis of 2022 data. Due to increasing life
expectancy and changing prevalence of risk,
breast cancer cases and deaths are predicted to
rise over the next 25 years.

Breast cancer cases predicted
to rise over the next 25 years

Pre-existing immunity against seasonal H1N1 �u
might help explain why most reported human
cases of H5N1 bird �u in the U.S. have not
resulted in lethal outcomes, suggests a new
study. Pre-existing immunity appeared to
in�uence infection severity in ferrets. Compared
to immunologically naïve animals, ferrets with
previous infection were protected against severe
disease and death caused by H5N1 bird �u strain
currently circulating in the U.S. Ferrets without
prior immunity had more fatal outcomes.

Immunity against H1N1 �u
reduces �u severity in ferrets

A study has revealed a correlation between
neighbourhoods with more days of extreme heat
and individuals experiencing greater increases in
biological age. Researchers examined how
biological age changed in more than 3,600
participants aged 56 and older from throughout
the U.S. Blood samples taken during the study
period were analysed for changes in the way
individual genes are turned “o�” or “on” by a
process called DNA methylation.

Extreme heat may speed up
aging in older adults: study

SNAPSHOTS
�

Does anemone�sh
actively feed its hosts in
the wild?

Living symbiotically with
sea anemones that shelter
them from predators,
anemone�sh (Amphiprion
clarkii) drive away
organisms that nibble at
their hosts. Anemone�sh
have also shown they will
provide their hosts with
the food given to them by
humans. A new study
shows such feeding
behaviour does happen in
the wild by investigating
food provisioning by
anemone�sh and its e�ects
on the symbiotic
relationships. When
anemone�sh are provided
with foods of various sizes
and types in the �eld, they

selectively consume small
animal food (krill, clams,
squid, and �sh) and green
macroalgae of small size,
while providing larger
pieces of animal food to
their hosts. Food
provisioning positively
in�uences the growth of
host anemones as growth
of anemones directly
bene�ts
anemone�sh — the
number of eggs laid
increases when the hosts
are larger, and since
anemone�sh cannot leave
their sea anemone, feeding
their hosts is extremely
important. 

Question Corner

Symbiosis

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

Scientists have created a
new gene therapy for a de-
bilitating genetic disorder
called maple syrup urine
disease (MSUD). The treat-
ment can prevent recur-
rence of deadly symptoms
in a cow-calf born with the
disease. Their protocol
could one day be translat-
ed into a much-needed

therapy for patients with
two types of classic MSUD,
who currently face limited
treatment options. Results
were published in Science
Translational Medicine.

Classic MSUD arises
from mutations in the
three genes that encode
the protein subunits of the
branched chain alpha-keto
acid dehydrogenase com-
plex (BCKDH). The loss of

this complex prevents the
body from properly break-
ing down several amino
acids, eventually leading to
neurological symptoms
and life-threatening brain
damage. To prevent com-
plications, patients must
either follow a very strict
diet low in protein or re-
ceive a liver transplant.

Now, Dr. Jiaming Wang
from the University of Mas-

sachusetts Chan Medical
School, Worcester, Massa-
chusetts and others pre-
sent a new gene replace-
ment therapy for two types
of classic MSUD that uses
an adeno-associated viral
vector to deliver functional
gene copies of BCKDHA
and BCKDHB systemically.
The therapy worked as in-
tended in knockout cells
and was safe in wild-type

mice, and also prevented
death after birth in mice
de�cient in either BCKDHA
or BCKDHB.

The scientists visited a
farm where some newborn
calves had perished from
classic MSUD. They admi-
nistered a single dose of
their gene therapy, modi-
�ed to carry bovine genes,
to the animal. Over the
next two years, the calf

grew normally and was
eventually able to transi-
tion to a normal bovine
diet high in protein.

The team plans on
further work to character-
ize the long-term impact of
the gene therapy on
BCKDH levels in the brain,
as well as to determine the
treatment’s bene�ts on
cognition and behaviour
over longer study periods.

Gene therapy for maple syrup urine disease shows promise 
The Hindu Bureau

T
hree Zika virus
cases in Gujarat
detected bet-
ween Novem-

ber 2016 and February
2017 were kept under
wraps till WHO announced
the outbreak on May 26,
2017; the Health Ministry
had informed WHO about
the three cases on May 15,
2017. The case of high le-
vels of selenium in wheat
distributed by Public Dis-
tribution System (PDS) out-
lets causing increased sele-
nium levels and sudden
hair loss in over 300 peo-
ple in Shegaon taluka in
Buldhana district, Maha-
rashtra, seems to be follow-
ing the same pattern — re-
luctance of the Health
Ministry to keep all the sta-
keholders informed and
make the �ndings public,
and then claim there is no
conclusive evidence to link
high selenium levels in
wheat with sudden hair
loss.

Between end-December
2024 and January this year,
over 300 cases of sudden
hair loss were reported in
people living in 18 villages
in Shegaon taluka. From
January 14-17, a team of
scientists from ICMR insti-
tutes and AIIMS Delhi visit-
ed three villages and col-
lected samples from
people a�ected and unaf-
fected (control) by sudden
hair loss. Samples of wheat
and rice from a�ected and
una�ected households and
from ration shops were col-
lected, as well as water and
soil samples. Contrary to
claims made by govern-
ment sources, no other
samples of food items were
collected for testing by the
ICMR-AIIMS team. The
samples were sent for test-
ing to ICMR-National Insti-
tute for Research in Envi-

ronmental Health (NIREH)
in Bhopal and AIIMS Delhi.

A PTI report published
on February 25 said that
very high levels of seleni-
um found in wheat was the
reason for the sudden hair
loss, based on an indepen-
dent investigation by Dr.
Himmatrao Bawaskar of
Bawaskar Hospital and Re-
search Centre in Raigad.
The ICMR-AIIMS team
found high selenium in
blood and hair samples of
a�ected people, and the
link between high seleni-
um levels in wheat and
hair loss nearly a month
before Dr. Bawaskar’s in-
vestigation revealed them.
But the �ndings of the
ICMR-AIIMS team have not
been made public till date.

In an interim report
submitted to the Health Mi-
nistry on January 28, ICMR
clearly said that the
amount of selenium de-
tected in the blood of af-
fected individuals was
about 31 times higher than
controls. The selenium
content was also high in
wheat samples collected

from two ration shops and
a few households of a�ect-
ed people. Water samples
were tested for nearly two-
dozen heavy metals, and
all were within permissible
limits. Based on these �nd-
ings, the interim report
says that high selenium le-
vels in wheat could have
caused sudden hair
loss. Intake of excessive se-
lenium through food and/
or water leads to a condi-
tion called selenosis,
which is characterised by
hair loss, which is what
was seen in people in She-
gaon taluka.

Blood samples tested by
ICMR-NIREH found that
people with sudden hair
loss had selenium levels
nearly 31 times higher than
individuals without hair
loss from households with
no cases of hair loss in the
family. Selenium levels in
the a�ected people were
three times more than the
una�ected individuals
from the same households
as the a�ected people.
Blood samples tested by
AIIMS Delhi found that the

selenium levels were about
25 times more than the
controls, and the selenium
levels in hair samples from
people with sudden hair
loss were also high com-
pared with the control
group.

Testing by ICMR-NIREH
of wheat samples supplied
by two ration shops to the
a�ected people living in
two villages had selenium
two-eight times higher
than normal values. The
selenium level in the wheat
sample collected from a
household where an a�ect-
ed person was living was
high and comparable to
the selenium levels in
wheat available at the ra-
tion shop. Compared with
households of una�ected
individuals, people from
a�ected households con-
sumed wheat and rice sup-
plied by PDS shops. The
presence of wheat with
high levels of selenium
both in the ration shops
and in the a�ected house-
holds clearly establishes
that wheat distributed by
the PDS outlets as the

source of selenium for the
a�ected people.

As per a Letter pu-
blished in 2016 in the In-
dian Journal of Dermatolo-
gy, Venereology, and
Leprology, a study by the
SMS Medical College and
Hospital in Jaipur found 15
individuals from two fami-
lies with high to extreme
selenium toxicity. Seleni-
um in wheat samples was
250 times higher. As per
a 2004 report in Down to
Earth, large tracts of agri-
culture lands in Hoshiar-
pur and Nawanshahar dis-
tricts in Punjab are
impacted and people in
many villages in these dis-
tricts are a�ected by seleni-
um toxicity.

Investigations needed
It must be noted that while
every family receives PDS
wheat, not everyone eats
this wheat. Many families
have wheat grown in their
own �eld. As a result, the
wheat samples collected
from houses were not ne-
cessarily received from
PDS shops. Curiously, peo-
ple who had sudden hair
loss in end-December 2024
had good hair regrowth
even though they conti-
nued to consume wheat
supplied by PDS shops.
This suggests that the ex-
posure to high selenium
was only for a short time,
probably because only a
few sacks of wheat had
high selenium levels. The
cases were reported only
from 12-15 villages, again
supporting the hypothesis
that only a few sacks would
have had high selenium. It
is therefore necessary to
carry out further investiga-
tions by testing additional
wheat samples from the
entire supply chain of PDS
to ensure that high seleni-
um wheat is not present in
the supply chain.

ICMR report links high levels of
selenium in wheat to hair loss

R. Prasad

The ICMR interim report submitted to the Health Ministry on January 28 found consumption of wheat with high levels of

selenium led to 31 times higher selenium in the body causing sudden hair loss 

A study published in the
journal Nature Communi-
cations has investigated
the sources and health im-
pacts of PM2.5 in Northern
India, particularly in the
Indo-Gangetic Plain. The
study has examined PM2.5
composition and oxidative
potential, a key indicator
of its health risks, using
samples from �ve sites: ur-
ban and roadside locations
in Delhi, rural and indus-
trial peripheries, and a
suburban site in Kanpur.
Addressing local ine�cient
combustion processes can
e�ectively mitigate particu-
late matter health expo-
sure in northern India, the
study �nds.

The study found that
although uniformly high
particulate matter concen-
trations were recorded
across the entire region, lo-
cal emission sources and
atmospheric processes

dominate particulate mat-
ter pollution. “In Delhi,
PM2.5 is dominated by am-
monium chloride and or-
ganic aerosols from vehicu-
lar emissions, residential
heating, and fossil fuel oxi-
dation,” says Dr. Sachchida
N. Tripathi, Professor at
the Department of Civil En-
gineering & Department of
Sustainable Energy Engi-
neering, IIT Kanpur, and
one of the corresponding
authors. “Outside Delhi,
ammonium sulfate, ammo-
nium nitrate, and biomass-
burning-derived organic
aerosols are more promi-
nent.” The study highlights
that PM2.5 oxidative po-
tential is primarily in-
�uenced by organic aero-
sols from incomplete
combustion of biomass
and fossil fuels, particular-
ly from tra�c and residen-
tial sources. This trend is
observed across all loca-
tions, emphasising that in-
e�cient local combustion

is a major contributor to
PM2.5-related health risks.

Hydrocarbon-like or-
ganic aerosols originate
from fresh vehicular tail-
pipe emissions. The study
found that the highest av-
erage hydrocarbon-like or-
ganic aerosols concentra-
tions (8 micrograms per
metre cube) were recorded
at the urban roadside site

in Delhi. The hydrocarbon-
like organic aerosol con-
centrations do not show
great variations across
seasons.

Consistent with pre-
vious studies, the current
study found that hydrocar-
bon-like organic aerosols
are primarily from tra�c
and contribute up to 20%
of total organic aerosols

mass with higher relative
contributions in the warm
season. From 20%, the
contribution from tra�c
can increase to 40% at an
urban roadside. “In all, hy-
drocarbon-like organic ae-
rosols constitute 50% of
the total fossil (coal, petrol,
diesel) organic aerosols,”
says Dr. Tripathi.

Cow dung combustion
during winter for heating
and cooking contributes to
cold-season primary or-
ganic aerosols. The cold-
season primary organic ae-
rosols are highly elevated
during the night and exhi-
bit spatially homogeneous
contribution. Also, con-
centration of cold-season
primary organic aerosols
during cold weather is up
to 10 times higher than
during warmer weather.
This is because of in-
creased residential heating
or cooking emissions and
shallower boundary layer
conditions.

Urban oxygenated or-
ganic aerosols are a�ected
by both fossil emissions
from vehicle exhausts and
non-fossil emissions from
cooking, and have similar
concentration levels across
seasons. While hydrocar-
bon-like organic aerosols
and urban oxygenated or-
ganic aerosols are especial-
ly important inside Delhi,
cold-season oxygenated or-
ganic aerosol forms out-
side Delhi, the authors
write.

Comparative analysis
shows that the oxidative
potential of PM2.5 in In-
dian cities is among the
highest globally, exceeding
levels in Chinese and Euro-
pean cities by up to �ve
times. “The study provides
crucial insights for policy-
makers to design e�ective
air quality control strate-
gies focused on reducing
primary emissions from in-
complete combustion,”
says Dr. Tripathi. 

Study identi�es sources of PM2.5 in northern India  

Major contributor: Tra�ic can contribute up to 40% of total organic

aerosols at urban roadside. GETTY IMAGES 

The Hindu Bureau
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The story so far:

U
.S. President Donald Trump recently
unveiled plans to sell $5 million “gold
card” resident permits to non-Americans

worldwide, a long-term visa policy that might
eventually o�er a pathway to citizenship for the
global economic elite. This new visa will replace
the existing EB-5 immigrant investor visa for
foreigners who can create jobs in the U.S., the
latter an option that Mr. Trump’s Commerce
Secretary Howard Lutnick has attacked as “full
of nonsense, make-believe and fraud.”

Why replace the EB-5 visa?
The EB-5 visa was introduced in 1990 with the
explicit aim of attracting foreign investors to the
U.S. via the residency route, only requiring that
they create and support jobs on U.S. soil via
direct investment of capital. The investment
levels are set at $8,00,000 in a “Targeted
Employment Area”, one that faces a certain level
of economic distress, and $10,50,000 outside of
such areas. Critics of the EB-5 programme,
primarily in the Trump administration, highlight
the scope for abuse and fraud within this
scheme. While aggregate �gures on the scale
and frequency of EB-5 fraud and abuse are not
available, there is a signi�cant number of
documented cases involving misuse of investor
funds, for example developers diverting millions

of dollars intended
for projects
towards personal
use. In terms of
governance, the
U.S. Congress is
responsible for
determining
citizenship
quali�cations. In
this regard Mr.
Trump has

reportedly said that Congressional approval may
be unnecessary for the “gold card” visa, an
approach that might cause consternation on
Capitol Hill.

How much revenue will the card raise?
Mr. Trump, while announcing the scheme,
expressed hope that “If we sell a million, that’s
$5 trillion dollars… I think we will sell a lot
because I think there’s really a thirst.” He also
noted that future recipients of the gold visa will
be “wealthy and successful and they’ll be
spending a lot of money and paying a lot of taxes
and employing a lot of people.” However, close
to 75% of billionaires polled by a survey that
asked if they would consider this visa indicated
that they would not opt for it, primarily because
at that level of wealth, they anyway could set up
businesses in the U.S. at a lower cost, have
options to reside on U.S. soil, and could avoid
the U.S. tax net on global income.

Yet there appears to be a lack of clarity on the
tax front. While Mr. Trump has said gold
card-holders would not be subject to taxes on
their overseas income, this would imply that
gold card residents will be able to purchase a tax
bene�t not available to U.S. citizens, e�ectively
creating “dual classes of taxpayers among the
American wealthy.” That might contravene
certain regulations or potentially cause political
blowback for the White House if passed into law.

What about other countries?
If we were to compare the experience of other
advanced economies, both the U.K. and
Australia have experimented with similar
“golden visa” initiatives, yet in both countries it
was scrapped “after interest peaked at a few
hundred applications per year”, according to
London School of Economics Professor Kristin
Surak. Greece, the Netherlands, Spain, and
Portugal had similar experiences. Ms. Surak’s
2023 book, The Golden Passport, examines the
global market for citizenship and the wealthy
elites who buy their way through it.

The U.K.’s trial of a “gold card” type
programme raised another concern — former
Home Secretary Suella Braverman said once to
the U.K. Parliament that a closer examination of
visa grantees indicated that some “were
potentially at high risk of having obtained wealth
through corruption or other illicit �nancial
activity, and/or being engaged in serious and
organised crime.” When he was recently asked
by media whether Russian oligarchs would be
eligible for the card, Mr. Trump said, “Yeah,
possibly… I know some Russian oligarchs that
are very nice people.”

How does this tie in with Trump’s
immigration paradigm?
The Trump administration is currently in the
process of carrying out mass deportations of
undocumented migrants in the U.S. Even so, his
White House has strongly supported legal
migration. Add to this the MAGA focus on
gaining transactional advantage through
dealmaking with other nations, and the gold visa
scheme makes perfect sense as a means to
monetise entry into the U.S., while spurring job
creation. The test of the success of the
programme will depend upon the numbers of
those who take up the gold visa o�er. 

Has Trump put
up entry into the
U.S. for sale?

What is the ‘gold card’ proposal? Will it

replace the existing EB-5 visa

programme? 

Narayan Lakshman

The U.K. and Australia
have experimented
with similar ‘golden
visa’ initiatives; in both
countries it was
scrapped ‘after interest
peaked at a few
hundred applications
per year’ 

The story so far:

O
n February 22, the Centre withdrew
the contentious Advocates
(Amendment) Bill, 2025, stating that
a revised version incorporating

public feedback will be introduced. The Bill
sought to amend the Advocates Act, 1961.
However, its introduction faced strong
opposition from sections of the bar. The
government’s decision to retract the Bill
followed a letter from the Bar Council of India
(BCI) to Union Law Minister Arjun Ram
Meghwal, pointing out that the proposed
amendments threatened the “autonomy and
independence of the bar.”

What is the objective of the Bill?
The Law Ministry underscored the need to
amend the 1961 Act to address “contemporary
challenges” and align the legal profession with
global best practices. It pointed out that seismic
shifts in the legal landscape necessitate reforms
to better equip lawyers for a rapidly evolving
world. The draft Bill comes over a year after the
introduction of the Advocates Bill, 2023, which
was passed to eliminate “touts” and curb
“super�uous enactments” in existing statutes.

Are lawyers allowed to go on strike?
A key point of contention in the Bill is its
proposed ban on strikes and boycotts by
lawyers, citing their disruptive impact on
judicial proceedings. It introduces Section 35-A,
explicitly prohibiting advocates and bar
associations from abstaining from court work.
Violations would constitute “misconduct,”
subjecting o�enders to disciplinary action under
the 1961 Act and the Bar Council of India Rules,

1975. However, the Bill clari�es that the
restriction does not apply to strikes that do not
“impede the administration of justice” and are
intended to address “legitimate concerns about
professional conduct,” such as working
conditions or administrative issues. 

Senior advocate Chander Lall underscored
that strikes are a legitimate means for lawyers to
voice grievances. “The Bill’s withdrawal was a
direct consequence of protests led by various
bar associations. However, court boycotts and
strikes inevitably disrupt judicial proceedings,
ultimately harming litigants. That said, I believe
the bar exercises restraint and resorts to strikes
only in cases of extreme exigency,” he told The
Hindu. Echoing similar sentiments, advocate
Nipun Saxena pointed out that strikes have
historically served as a powerful tool for the
legal fraternity to oppose state excesses.
“Barrister Dr. Saifuddin Kitchlew was among the
earliest vocal opponents of the Rowlatt Act, 1919,
which granted the British government sweeping
powers to arrest and detain individuals without
trial in colonial India. He organised widespread
boycotts of British courts by Indian
lawyers....Lawyers have long stood as the �rst
line of defence in safeguarding the rule of law
and preserving constitutional values,” he said.

Is there executive control?
The proposed law allows the Centre to nominate
up to three members to the BCI, alongside its
existing members — the Attorney General,
Solicitor General, and representatives from State
Bar Councils. The BCI has strongly opposed this
provision, calling it “draconian” and “arbitrarily
inserted.” The Bill also introduces Section 49B,
empowering the Centre to issue binding
directions to the BCI, set bar council eligibility
criteria, and regulate the BCI’s oversight of State
bar councils. “Since the government is the
largest litigant, it should have no role in an
autonomous body like the BCI. Such in�uence
would undermine judicial independence, as
advocates serve as o�cers of the court,” Mr. Lal
told The Hindu. 

The amendments signi�cantly expand the
BCI’s authority, potentially rendering State bar
councils redundant. Traditionally, misconduct
complaints against advocates are handled by the
disciplinary committees of State bar councils.
However, Section 45B now allows the BCI to
hear complaints nationwide and suspend
advocates at its discretion. Additionally, Section
48B empowers the BCI to dissolve a State bar
council and replace it with a committee if it
deems the council ine�ective. Mr. Saxena
argued that these changes undermine the
federal structure of the 1961 Act. “The BCI and

State bar councils were created under distinct
provisions. Stripping State councils of their core
functions reduces them to mere administrative
bodies with no real authority,” he said.

How will it impact corporate lawyers?
The Bill expands the de�nition of “legal
practitioner” under Section 2(i) to include
lawyers associated with foreign law �rms,
corporate entities, and practising advocates. It
grants statutory recognition to corporate
lawyers working in law �rms and as in-house
counsel — a long-standing demand that has
gained momentum in recent years. Additionally,
the Bill empowers the Centre to formulate rules
governing the entry of foreign law �rms and
lawyers into India. This has faced strong
opposition from the BCI.

The Bar Council of India Rules for Registration
and Regulation of Foreign Lawyers and Foreign
Law Firms in India, 2022, allows foreign lawyers
and �rms to practise law in India on a reciprocal
basis. However, these rules were later
challenged before the Delhi High Court, with
petitioners arguing that the BCI lacked the
statutory mandate to permit such practice. “This
proposed change would have had little impact
on corporate lawyers in law �rms, as most are
already licensed advocates. However, its
implications are far more signi�cant for in-house
counsel. A crucial question is whether this move
intends to gradually blur the distinction
between ‘advocates’ and ‘legal practitioners’.
For instance, would in-house counsel be granted
rights of audience before courts, arbitral
tribunals, and other judicial fora? Moreover, it
could have de�nitively settled the long-standing
debate on whether legal privilege extends to
advice provided by in-house counsel to their
employers”, Mrinal Ojha, partner at Solaris
Legal told The Hindu. He further pointed out
that while the structured entry of foreign law
�rms into India is a welcome development, the
proposed framework remains ambiguous.

“Jurisdictions like Singapore serve as valuable
precedents, having successfully balanced the
interests of international law �rms and the
domestic legal fraternity. However, for any
regulations introduced by the Centre to be
e�ective, they must be formulated in
consultation with all key stakeholders — the BCI,
bar associations, and the legal community at
large,” Mr. Ojha added.

What is the way forward?
“The Bill’s withdrawal is a welcome step, and
one hopes that inclusive dialogue will lead to
meaningful reforms. Any changes must
safeguard judicial independence and the
autonomy of regulatory bodies,” Mr. Lal stated. 

Mr. Saxena further underscored the need to
consult High Courts before implementing any
reforms, noting that Section 34 of the 1961 Act
empowers them to regulate the practice of
advocates before them and subordinate courts.

What were the objections to new Advocates Bill?

A key point
of
contention
in the Bill is
its proposed
ban on
strikes and
boycotts by
lawyers

Why has the Advocates (Amendment) Bill, 2025 been retracted for now? Why is the Bar Council

of India peeved with some of the proposed changes? Why are some of the amendments being

seen as an e�ort to undermine judicial independence?

Aaratrika Bhaumik

In rage: Lawyers stage a protest against the Advocates (Amendment) Bill,

2025, in Ajmer on February 21. ANI

The story so far:

E
arlier this week, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi, in his ‘Mann Ki Baat’
radio programme, highlighted the
alarming increase in obesity in the

country, particularly among children, and noted
that obesity a�ected one in eight Indians. Mr.
Modi urged people to reduce oil consumption by
10% each month and stressed that to build a
healthy nation, obesity needed to be addressed.

What is the scale of the problem?
Overweight and obesity are de�ned by the
World Health Organization (WHO) as abnormal
or excessive fat accumulation that presents a risk
to health. Data from the National Family Health
Surveys (NFHS) reveals that obesity has been
increasing across India over the years. The
percentage of women who were
overweight/obese grew from 20.6% during
NFHS-4 (2015-16) to 24% during NFHS-5
(2019-21). The percentage of overweight/obese
men increased from 18.9% to 22.9% during this
period. Urban numbers were signi�cantly higher
than rural numbers. A 2023 research paper in
The Lancet Regional Health Southeast Asia that
analysed the NFHS-5 data, found the prevalence

of abdominal obesity (assessed through waist
circumference) in the country was 40% in
women and 12% in men.

Childhood obesity is also an area of concern:
the percentage of children under �ve who were
overweight rose from 2.1% to 3.4% from 2015-16
to 2019-21, as per NFHS data. With older
children the �gures are higher — the World
Obesity Atlas 2022 estimates that India will have
a child obesity prevalence of 10.81% among 5 to
9-year-olds and 6.23% among 10 to 19-year-olds
by 2030.

What are the health risks?
According to the WHO, obesity in adulthood is a
major risk factor for the world’s leading causes
of poor health and early death. These include
cardiovascular disease, several common
cancers, diabetes and osteoarthritis. India leads
the world in the number of people with diabetes
at an estimated 101 million. The burden of
cancer is on the rise; from 14.6 lakh cancer cases
in 2022, the number is projected to go up to 15.7
lakh in 2025, as per the Indian Council of
Medical Research-National Cancer Registry
Programme. Moreover, cardiovascular disease
remains one of the leading causes of death and
disability, reportedly a�ecting Indians at least 10
years earlier than in other countries. In fact,
non-communicable diseases (NCDs) now
account for about 60% of all deaths in India.

Being overweight in childhood and
adolescence, the WHO says, a�ects children’s
and adolescents’ immediate health and is
associated with greater risk and earlier onset of
various NCDs. It can also have adverse
psychosocial consequences a�ecting school
performance and quality of life, compounded by
stigma, discrimination and bullying. Children
with obesity are likely to be adults with obesity. 

Why is obesity on the rise?
“Rising levels of obesity in urban India are due
to a combination of multiple factors: unhealthy
diets loaded with ultra-processed foods, lowered
levels of physical activity and even air pollution
which provokes in�ammation that predisposes
the body to cardio-metabolic diseases and
visceral adiposity in the body,” says K. Srinath

Reddy, distinguished professor of public health,
Public Health Foundation of India. 

Cost is another factor. Low-income
households, especially those that depend on the
public distribution system, eat more
carbohydrates through rice and wheat, says
public health professional Vandana Prasad. “You
can instruct people to eat better, but it is not
possible if these foods are una�ordable. Indian
diets, especially among poor families, are
de�cient in iron and proteins. Foods like fruits,
vegetables, pulses, dairy and animal-based foods
are all expensive. While at present obesity is still
primarily an urban, middle class phenomenon
in India, it is already rising among the rural
poor, which may soon overtake other
segments,” she adds.

A study in The Lancet Global Health last year
said almost half of all Indians are not su�ciently
physically active. “Even as indoor sedentariness
is increasing due to the seated nature of o�ce
work and use of digital devices, outdoor
conditions are not conducive to safe and
pleasurable physical activity,” points out Dr.
Reddy. The absence of safe cycling lanes and
pedestrian paths are compounded by dimly-lit
lanes; green spaces available for recreational
physical activity are shrinking while tra�c
density and rising street crime deter walkers in
many urban zones. 

Is obesity being measured correctly?
While the usual metric to measure obesity is the
Body Mass Index (BMI), there has been a
growing debate about its limitations. BMI does
not indicate how much of the weight is fat and
where the fat is distributed in the body. Fat in
the abdomen particularly — something that
Indians are genetically predisposed to
accumulating — contributes to metabolic
syndrome, a group of risk factors that increases
the chances of developing type 2 diabetes,
stroke and heart disease. 

This January, experts in India issued updated
guidelines for obesity treatment and diagnosis
that placed special emphasis on abdominal fat
distribution. The classi�cation introduces two
stages in obesity — the �rst stage where there is
increased adiposity without discernible e�ects
on organ functions or daily activities, and the
second, where both physical and organ
functions are impacted. It recommends the use
of waist circumference or waist-to-height ratio
and body fat measurements, alongside BMI, to
diagnose obesity.

Why is India staring at an obesity challenge?

While
obesity is
still
primarily an
urban,
middle class
pheno-
menon in
India, it is
already
rising among
the rural
poor

Is there an urban-rural divide? How are prices a�ecting the right food intake? Why does the rise in

obesity have a bearing on non-communicable diseases like diabetes? Why is childhood obesity an

area of concern? What is likely to happen in adolescence and adulthood?

Zubeda Hamid
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“O
ur two nations are
allies in this battle,”
Volodymyr Zelenskyy
said in his address to

the U.S. Congress in December 2022.
“We have to defeat the Kremlin...This
struggle will de�ne in what world our
children and grandchildren will live...,”
he said. The Ukrainian President was
accorded a hero’s welcome in
Washington DC, and both Biden
administration o�cials and lawmakers
declared their support for Kyiv. Earlier
in the year, while addressing the House
of Commons in London, Mr. Zelenskyy
compared himself to Winston
Churchill, the British wartime Prime
Minister, without directly mentioning
his name. “We will not give up, and we
will not lose,” Mr. Zelenskyy said.
Many hailed him as a “modern
Churchill”. He was the ‘brave face’ of
Ukraine’s dogged resistance against
Russia’s “unprovoked” invasion. The
U.S. and its European allies said they
would support Ukraine “as long as it
takes”. Mr. Zelenskyy believed them.

Cut to the present. Mr. Zelenskyy
went to the White House on February
28 to sign a minerals deal between
Ukraine and the U.S. He was welcomed
by his American counterpart, Donald
Trump, at the Oval O�ce, before the
leaders, along with Vice President J.D.
Vance, sat down for a meeting. What
followed was an extraordinary public
spat between the two Presidents that
was telecast across the world. “You
right now are not in a very good
position. You are not winning this…
You don’t have the cards right now,”
Mr. Trump told the visiting Ukrainian
President. It was a remarkable
turnaround of events for both Ukraine
and its leader. How did it happen? 

Rise to the top
Born to Jewish parents in 1978,
Volodymyr Zelenskyy grew up as a
native Russian speaker in Kryvyi Rih,
in central Ukraine. Joining politics was
not even close to young Zelenskyy’s
imagination. He obtained a law degree
from the Kryvyi Rih Institute of
Economics, but never took law as a
profession. His interests were
elsewhere — the world of

entertainment. Mr. Trump recently
called Mr. Zelenskyy “a moderately
successful comedian”. But Mr.
Zelenskyy was actually quite successful
as an actor and comedian. In 1997, at
age 19, he won popularity as his team
appeared in the �nals of KVN (Club of
the Funny and Inventive People), a
comedy show that was broadcast
across former Soviet republics. He
later co-founded a studio, Kvartal 95,
and joined hands with Ihor
Kolomoisky, one of the wealthiest
Ukrainians who owned the popular 1+1
network. Mr. Zelenskyy won national
acclaim for his role as the �ctional
president of Ukraine, who �ghts the
corrupt establishment, in the TV show,
Servant of the People. It was this
popularity that catapulted him to the
centre of Ukrainian politics.

Mr. Zelenskyy promised to �ght
corruption, reform the system and
make peace with Russia during the
campaign, and won the second round
of the 2019 presidential election with
73.23% vote, against incumbent Petro
Poroshenko. But victory also put Mr.
Zelenskyy in an unenviable position.
Five years prior to his election, Russia
had annexed Crimea. Ever since, a
separatist civil war had been brewing
in Ukraine’s east. 

After assuming o�ce, Mr. Zelenskyy
held a telephone call with Russian
President Vladimir Putin, and later
announced a preliminary deal with the
separatists, who were backed by
Russia. In 2020, he declared a formal
cease�re. But none of these e�orts
brought the �ghting in Donbas to an
end — the hard-right nationalists on
the Ukrainian side, including the Azov
Brigade with neo-Nazi links, rejected
the deal with separatists, while Russia
continued to back the latter. In
September 2020, in the midst of the
crisis in Donbas, Mr. Zelenskyy
unveiled a new national security
strategy that called Russia an
‘aggressor’ and identi�ed NATO
membership as Ukraine’s key defence
and foreign policy objective. Within
two years, Mr. Putin would annex the
Donbas Oblasts (Donetsk and Luhansk)
and launch his invasion of Ukraine.

Mr. Putin may have wanted to wrap
up his “special military operation”
within days. But Ukrainian resistance

denied a quick victory to the Russians.
Mr. Zelenskyy, who refused to leave
the country, took shelter in a bunker in
the early days of war. The then Israeli
Prime Minister, Naftali Bennett, later
recalled a conversation he had with
Mr. Putin about Mr. Zelenskyy’s fate. 

When he met Mr. Putin in Moscow
in March 2022, Mr. Bennett asked him
if he intended to kill Mr. Zelenskyy, to
which the Russian leader said ‘No’.

“Are you giving me your word that
you won’t kill Zelenskyy?” Mr. Bennett
asked again.

“I won’t kill Zelenskyy,” said Mr.
Putin.

Immediately after the three-hour
meeting with Mr. Putin, Mr. Bennett
called the Ukrainian leader and said:
“I’ve just come out of a meeting —

[Putin] is not going to kill you.”
Mr. Zelenskyy asked Mr. Bennett,

‘Are you sure?’ He said, “100%.” 
Two hours after their conversation,

Mr. Zelenskyy took a sel�e in his o�ce
and posted it with the caption “I’m not
afraid,” Mr. Bennett recalled in a
YouTube interview, published after he
left the Prime Minister’s o�ce.

Fall from grace
The war turned Mr. Zelenskyy into a
hero of sorts in the West: the man who
stood up to “the evil dictator of
Russia”. In March 2022, the Russians
and Ukrainians were close to signing
an agreement after talks in Istanbul to
bring the war to an end, but Ukraine,
egged on by the U.K. and the U.S.,
walked out of it at the last minute and

preferred to �ght on (according to
various accounts by people who were
privy to the Istanbul talks). When the
Russian troops were forced to
withdraw from Kharkiv and later
Kherson, Mr. Zelenskyy hailed it as a
victory, and vowed to liberate all
territories captured by Russia,
including Crimea. 

Ukraine got weapons worth billions
of dollars from the West, mainly the
U.S. But Mr. Putin, after the initial
setback, announced a partial
mobilisation, aimed at �ghting a long
war. In the following months, Ukraine
started losing territories in the east. In
2023, Kyiv launched a much
talked-about countero�ensive, with
advanced weaponry supplied by the
West, aimed at recapturing the
territories seized by Russia. But it
turned out to be a damp squib.
Ukraine’s fate was sealed in the
months the countero�ensive failed. 

But Mr. Zelenskyy continued to put
up a brave face. His narrative was that
if Ukraine falls, the Russians will march
further towards the east, endangering
Europe’s security. But that was his
Plan A and B. It worked as long as Joe
Biden was there in the White House.
But Donald Trump returned to power
with an entirely di�erent agenda and
worldview. Mr. Zelenskyy, who was
almost entirely dependent on defence
supplies from the U.S., was hardly
prepared for that.

Now, the Trump administration
seems determined to bring the war to
an end through a direct deal with the
Russians, leaving Mr. Zelenskyy in the
cold. He lost more than 20% of his
country’s territory. His troops are
pushed back by the Russians on the
battle�eld. His country will not
become a member of NATO. He is not
going to get any security guarantees
from the U.S. And, America wants a
share of Ukraine’s natural resources to
recoup the aid it gave to the war-torn
country. On top of it all, President
Trump now thinks Mr. Zelenskyy is an
impediment to peace. “He [Zelenskyy]
disrespected the United States of
America in its cherished Oval O�ce,”
Mr. Trump posted on Truth Social
immediately after Friday’s meeting
was over. “He can come back when he
is ready for peace,” he said. 

Twisting in the whirlwind
Volodymyr Zelenskyy

The Ukrainian President, who in recent past emerged as the face of his country’s resistance against Russia’s war, has been left in the cold as the U.S., Kyiv’s 
main backer, has reached out to the Kremlin to bring the war to an end
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L
iterature has often
been Shashi Tha-
roor's calling card,

at times even more than
his politics, but words have
also been his Achilles heel
in politics, right from the
“cattle class” and “holy
cows” comments in 2009.
Misinterpreted or other-
wise, the four-time Lok
Sabha MP’s utterances and
writings have frequently
landed him in trouble, in-
viting the displeasure of
the higher-ups in the Con-
gress as well as fellow lead-
ers in its Kerala unit.

The latest instance
came last week when, in a
newspaper interview, he
purportedly underscored
the absence of a leader in
Kerala's Congress unit and
also spoke about other
“options”, including speak-
ing tours and books, if the
Congress did not require
his services. Though Mr.
Tharoor later accused the
newspaper of putting a
fake spin on the Malayalam
podcast to make it seem as
if he was exploring politi-
cal options, the damage
was already done, partly
due to the history of his
run-ins with the State lea-
dership of the party. The
impression that he was
making a pitch for a leader-
ship role ahead of the 2026
Assembly elections did not
help matters either.

The controversy came
close on the heels of anoth-

er one. Earlier in February,
he said U.S. President Do-
nald Trump’s invitation to
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi was a “signi�cant de-
velopment” for the coun-
try. The next day, in an arti-
cle, he praised the
transformation of Kerala’s
industrial ecosystem dri-
ven by the “staggering
growth” in the start-up sec-
tor. He also praised the Left
Democratic Front (LDF)
government’s Year of En-
terprises initiative, the
State’s “success” in esta-
blishing close to 3 lakh
MSMEs since 2022 as well
as its topping of the Ease of
doing business rankings. 

Mr. Tharoor's article,
published right ahead of
the State government's In-
vest Kerala Global Summit,
came in handy for the rul-
ing LDF, which used it to
counter the Congress’s dim
view of the State’s invest-
ment climate.

The State Congress lead-
ers, who were not obvious-
ly happy at the comments,
scrambled to counter his
views, with the Congress’s

Kerala mouthpiece Veeksh-
anam also levelling some
oblique criticism in an edi-
torial. The issue died down
only after Mr. Tharoor had
a one-to-one meeting with
Rahul Gandhi.

Entry into politics 
Mr. Tharoor waded into
politics in 2009, carrying
with him the glory of a
�ourishing literary career
and a long stint with the
UN, which ended in an un-
successful bid to the UN Se-
cretary-General post. But,
right from his early days,
he had an “outsider” tag
stuck to him, used openly
by the opposing parties
and more privately by his
fellow party members. 

Yet, he made up for the
challenges he faced, in-
cluding the not-so-friendly
local party leadership,
with his personal charis-
ma. For four consecutive
terms, he has held on to
the Thiruvananthapuram
Lok Sabha seat, which be-
fore his arrival used to al-
ternate between the Con-
gress and the Left. But,

since 2014, the Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) has been
giving him a close �ght,
with the 2024 win by a
slender margin of 16,077
votes. The outsider tag still
follows him, as even local
Congress members are not
so happy about his pro-
longed absence from the
constituency.

Of late, Mr. Tharoor has
begun priming himself for
alternative and more ambi-
tious roles. With opinions
often at variance with the
leadership, he has in re-
cent years consistently
played the role of the dis-
ruptor within the party,
�rst as one of the 23 Con-
gress leaders (G-23) who
sought reforms within the
party, which culminated in
his making an unsuccessful
bid to the party leadership
post in 2022. 

His current manoeuvres
in Kerala closely resemble
his actions at the national
level in recent years. Com-
ing a year ahead of a cru-
cial Assembly election, in
which the Congress is at-
tempting a comeback after
being kept away from pow-
er for an unprecedented
two terms, his purported
comments on the leader-
ship attain added signi�-
cance. 

Though Mr. Tharoor’s
intentions are barely con-
cealed, it is not going to be
an easy ride to the top for
someone who has ru�ed
so many feathers within
his own party.

The outsider within 
Shashi Tharoor

The four-time MP for Thiruvananthapuram has landed in back-to-back controversies after his

comments on Kerala’s industrial growth and Congress leadership

S.R. Praveen

W
hile addressing
the media after
the results of

Germany’s Feb. 23 election
were out, the leader of the
leading conservative Chris-
tian Democratic Union
(CDU) and its Bavarian sis-
ter party, Christian Social
Union, Friedrich Merz,
opined that the staggering
rise of the right-wing Alter-
native for Germany (AfD),
with its vote share of al-
most 20%, is a “real warn-
ing bell, a real alarm bell
for the political parties”.
However, for someone
who has strongly ruled out
any coalition with the AfD,
the about-to-be Chancellor
was more than happy to re-
ceive support from the
AfD, e�ectively breaking
the ‘Brandmauer’ or �re-
wall that political parties
have kept with the right-
wing post the Second
World War, for the motions
he raised in the Bundestag
in January on restricting
immigration and asylum.

Mr. Merz’s tougher
stance on immigration has
been seen as an attempt to
gain some section of right-
wing voters, especially in
east Germany. In light of a
knife attack carried out by
an Afghan immigrant in
the city of Ascha�enburg
on January 22, Mr. Merz
had promised that if he be-
came Chancellor, he would
“impose permanent bor-
der controls with all our

neighbours and refuse all
attempts at illegal entry”.
He stated that the knife at-
tack was evidence of a
“failed” immigration sys-
tem. Mr. Merz was born in-
to an a�uent family, with
his father also being a
member of the CDU. Mr.
Merz joined the CDU as a
young boy, and was brie�y
engaged in the military be-
fore becoming a lawyer.
Keen to make his entry in
politics, he was elected to
be a member of the CDU’s
wing in the European Par-
liament in 1989. After being
elected to the German par-
liament in 1994, Mr. Merz
established himself in the
CDU as a leading economic
policy expert, and was a fa-
vourite of the more conser-
vative faction within the
CDU. 

However, after the rise
to power of CDU stalwart
Angela Merkel, Mr. Merz
resigned from politics in
2009 and went back to
practising corporate law
full-time. In the interim,
before his return to the
CDU in 2018, Mr. Merz

served on the board of ma-
ny multinational compa-
nies and trusts. Always
staunchly pro-business,
Mr. Merz was until recently
a strong supporter of the
U.S. and trans-Atlantic
trade. Under President Do-
nald Trump however, Mr.
Merz has stated that the
U.S. seems indi�erent to
Europe’s fate, and that the
continent needs to build its
own defences without rely-
ing on the U.S.

Rivalry with Merkel
Before his exit from polit-
ics in 2009, Mr. Merz was
considered an up and com-
ing leader of the CDU, and
even became the parlia-
mentary leader of the par-
ty in 2000. However, his
rise to the very top was
blocked by the increasing
dominance of Ms. Merkel,
who was the chairwoman
of the CDU at the time. To
Ms. Merkel, Mr. Merz was a
tad too conservative to be a
centrist as she was, and af-
ter the party’s electoral de-
feat in 2002, she removed
Mr. Merz from his post as

the parliamentary leader.
Therefore, it is unsurpris-
ing that his return to the
party was after Ms. Merkel
resigned from the CDU
leadership.

After being sidelined by
Ms. Merkel, Mr. Merz’s bid
for leadership of the CDU
was thwarted twice — once
in 2018 and the other in Ja-
nuary 2021. He was �nally
elected party leader in De-
cember 2021, and has
shown himself to be quite a
di�erent leader compared
to Ms. Merkel — central to
this being his vastly di�e-
rent stance on immigration
in contrast to Ms. Merkel’s
open borders policy.

Apart from a divided
polity and an unpredicta-
ble U.S. government, Ger-
many’s economic woes are
aplenty. The economy, suf-
fering from the phasing out
of cheap energy from Rus-
sia and the strict ‘debt
brake’, needs a major
boost, which Mr. Merz has
promised to deliver by cut-
ting down expenses on bu-
reaucracy. Additionally,
Mr. Merz, who is critical of
the Russian regime, has of-
fered all support to Uk-
raine. Mr. Merz is also an
avid supporter of Israel,
and has said that he will in-
vite the Prime Minister of
Israel, Benjamin Netanya-
hu, to Germany after he
becomes Chancellor in
open de�ance of the Inter-
national Criminal Court’s
arrest warrant for Mr. Neta-
nyahu.

The conservative turn 
Friedrich Merz

The man who could become Germany’s next Chancellor has promised to impose border controls,

revive the country’s economy and keep supporting Ukraine and Israel 

Joan Sony Cherian
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We must treat Delhi’s air like a patient in a multi-speciality hospital; it needs coordinated interventions across sectors and 
high-quality data to assess progress.  REUTERS

drowns me in a black cloak and starts spray-
ing water around; he doesn’t bother asking 
me how I want my hair to be. He knows my 
answer. As I stare at the 6x6 grid of hairstyles
he has hung in his salon, featuring wiry men
who look like my father in his youth, I sit 
motionless. I have given in. Vinod sprays 
more water around my temples, on my neck,
and on my scalp. It feels good. I will slowly 
fall into a vegetative state, where he’ll upsell
a facial. 

Soon, the clickety clack of scissors begins.
In between switching tools, this guy believes
in throwing complimentary bursts of champi
(head massage); it sounds awesome, but this
is all part of a cunning plan. Slowly, my eye-
lids go heavy. And then at an opportune 
moment, the guy slowly whispers into my 
ears, “Sir bahut dandruff ho gaya hai, ek naya
serum laga du?” (Sir, there is too much dan-
druff; should I apply a serum?) 

By this time, the logic processing unit of
your brain has shut down. I barely manage a
grunt. And he takes this as a go-ahead and 
applies a potion made of pigeon tears or a 
similar formulation. His apprentices are 

India’s role in 
climate action
This is with reference to 
‘Why climate leadership is 
set for a China-India 
tango’ by Aparna Roy 
(February 23). The 
urgency of mitigation 
action cannot be 
overstated. The world 
needs resolute 
leadership, and India has 
the opportunity to step 
forward as a key driver of 
meaningful progress.

Gayatri Sharma

Why words matter
This is with reference to ‘Twattling does not make a 
person ultracrepidarian’ by Karan Thapar (Feb 23). It is 
heartening to know that some words still carry 
meaning in our modern world. Ultracrepidarian 
deserves wider recognition in today’s age.

Praveen Kumar

The true measure of life
This is with reference to ‘Live life full, not in excess or to 
prolong the lifespan’ by Pavan K Varma (Feb 23). We 
must remember that true longevity is not found in pills 
but in community, and a zest for life.

Sameer G
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W
ith the new government in Delhi,
we now have several “double-en-
gine” governments across states.
This gives hope that women’s

safety issues will get the priority promised 
election after election. The AAP government 
had proposed increased surveillance as a solu-
tion, but is this effective? 

A Woman’s Place is in a Safe City, a study by
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
(MIT) Data+Feminism Lab in collaboration 
with Point of View, Red Dot Foundation, and 
several Kolkata-based civil society organisa-
tions, gives us some insights. The study found
that under the Safe City Project, 46% of the Nir-
bhaya Fund is allocated to surveillance and 
policing. The research questions whether 
State surveillance effectively prevents the vio-
lence women face in public spaces. It also 
examines the role of digital surveillance in 
shaping women’s visions of safe cities and pro-
poses six areas for reallocating State funds to 
realise this vision. While surveillance can be 
empowering, it cannot replace on-ground 
measures that enhance safety for women. For
instance, well-lit streets are crucial; a CCTV 
camera is ineffective without proper lighting.

Mobility is vital for women, and safe trans-
portation can reshape their perception of 
secure spaces. Karnataka’s free bus scheme for
women has significantly improved both 
mobility and safety. Surveillance by street ven-
dors can enhance safety, as their presence 
attracts people and provides well-lit areas. 

Police and service providers must respond
compassionately, as women often face dis-
missal or trivialisation of their complaints. A 
Tata Institute of Social Sciences initiative pairs
social workers with police to support women
experiencing harassment and violence. 

The good news is that addressing violence
against women has gained urgency with rising
community leadership, legal advocacy, and 
grassroots movements. The SHG movement 
has empowered women to organise and voice

concerns about domestic violence and dis-
crimination.  Legal advocacy has been vital in
advancing women’s rights. However, challen-
ges in enforcement remain. Less than 20% of 
eligible women access legal aid services under
the Legal Services Authorities Act (1987), hin-
dered by information deficit, bureaucratic 
obstacles, and social stigma.

Grassroots intervention in Ajmer district
shows that enhanced survivor-centred gov-
ernance to address violence against women in
10 villages of Silora block, helped tackle the 
immediate risks faced by adolescent girls and
women, while also fostering a robust ecosys-
tem to support survivors and encourage duty
bearers and decision-makers to challenge 
harmful gender and cultural norms. Akhila 
Sivadas, executive director, Centre for Advo-
cacy and Research, says, “By expanding these
efforts and institutionalising successful prac-
tices across states with high incidence of vio-
lence, we can not only stop violence but also 
promote decentralised governance and 
women’s participation in decision-making.” 

Significant progress has been made at the
block level through gram sabhas and commu-
nity meetings, developing actionable plans 
and administrative measures like improved 
lighting, safe transportation, constituting 
internal complaints committees, and setting 
up suraksha samitis to enforce anti-harass-
ment policies, and policing and legal redress.

Addressing violence against women neces-
sitates a multifaceted approach that integrates
grassroots mobilisation with decentralised 
governance, underpinned by suitable institu-
tional arrangements and system strengthen-
ing. Current precedents reveal the challenges
women face and the potential for transforma-
tive change through collective action and legal
advocacy. By leveraging these foundations, we
can foster a violence-free environment. This 
should be the aim of the Nirbhaya Fund. 

The views expressed are personal

Safer cities hold the key 
to women’s well-being 

impressed by their boss’s upselling skills and
make a mental note of this smooth sales 
pitch. Now Vinod has reached the climax of 
my haircut; he takes out a fresh shaving blade,
neatly breaks it into two, asks me to check the
authenticity, assuring me the haircut doesn’t
come with a complimentary HIV infection, 
and slides it in his ustara. The whole routine
is my favourite, after the powder work, of 
course. Questionable talcum powder, lavishly
dabbed around your neck. It’s been 30 years,
but I still don’t  know why they do that. 

My haircut is done. Vinod introduces
another mirror to the kaleidoscope, to help 
me check the haircut at the back. I nod. The 
cloak is taken off in a flash, the seat is pre-
pared for the next benchwarmer.  I’m done,
and I offer him some extra cash. Vinod gets a
bit overwhelmed. I feel it’s a small fee to pay
for cutting my hair considering that my only
option was to master linear algebra and 
reach where I am now. Thanks, Vinod bhai.

Abhishek Asthana is a tech and media entrepre-

neur and tweets as @gabbbarsingh. 

The views expressed are personal

Parents select barbers for their children to make the latter look unattractive and 
kill all possibility of youthful romance that distracts from studies.  REUTERS

W
hen I was young, the Donald I
associated with America was
the duck. These days, it’s
Trump. That makes me won-

der which of the two is more representative
of this powerful nation?

Georges Clemenceau, who was prime
minister of France both before and after 
World War I, thought of America in not dis-
similar terms. He’s reputed to have said, 
“America is the only country in the world 
to have progressed from barbarism to 
decadence without experiencing the inter-
vening stage of civilisation.” I wonder what
he would have made of Trump?

The incredible, if not unbelievable, spat
that has broken out between Donald Trump
and Volodymyr Zelensky is not just unedify-
ing but also an interesting illustration of the
American President’s behaviour. But to 
understand what happened on Friday, you

need to go back to events since January.
Donald Trump called Zelensky a “dicta-

tor” who’s done “a terrible job”. He claims
Zelensky only has 4% support even
though Ukraine’s own polls insist it’s 57%.
The 4% figure, Zelensky says, is Russian
propaganda.

That’s not all. Trump has dismissed Zel-
ensky as “a modestly successful come-
dian”, whilst accusing him of starting the
Russia-Ukraine war and adding he “better
move fast or he is not going to have a
country left”.

In interviews about the talks his govern-
ment is having with Vladimir Putin’s, from
which Zelensky and the rest of Europe are
pointedly but inexplicably excluded, 
Trump has maintained that the Russian 
President wants peace, that he trusts him 
and also believes Russia has the upper 
hand. Of Zelensky, he’s claimed he’s not 

Is Trump making America 
great or diminishing it? 

sites and control road dust. Existing regulations
on construction and demolition mandate the 
monitoring of air quality but lack clarity on 
technology, placement of monitors, and use of
data for compliance. In 2025, a detailed air 
quality monitoring protocol should be rolled 
out for construction sites larger than 500 sq.m.
Committing to a dust mitigation schedule as 
part of a construction project plan should be 
mandated for project approval by the Munici-
pal Corporation of Delhi. The dust pollution 
control self-assessment portal administered by
the Delhi Pollution Control Committee should
be updated with an alert system to drive 
enforcement. Authorities could consider hav-
ing an earnest money deposit for project propo-
nents, which would be encashed if projects are
found to violate dust mitigation schedules. 

Additionally, each year, the government
allocates a substantial budget for mechanised
sweepers, water sprinklers, and anti-smog 
guns. In 2025, these resources must be repur-
posed to ensure kerb-to-kerb black-topping of
unpaved roads. A division within the Public 

Works Department (PWD) must be created to
coordinate approvals and see through the 
completion of all civil works involving road 
infrastructure. A 50% reduction in construc-
tion and road dust within Delhi would lead to
a 3 µg/m³ drop in PM2.5 levels. 

Finally, reduce stubble burning by at least
50% in Punjab and Haryana (leading to a drop
of 14 µg/m³ on average during the burning 
period and up to 40 µg/m³ at peak). To avoid 
“severe” winter peaks in Delhi from mid-Octo-
ber to mid-November, it is imperative that we
focus on reducing stubble burning. Farmers 
need viable alternatives, not just penalties. In
2025, revise paddy procurement norms to 
align with the yield of short-duration rice vari-
eties like PR-126, which reduces stubble burn-
ing since it matures early. Further, rental effi-
ciencies for straw management machines 
must be improved through user-friendly 
machine booking systems and standardised 
rental rates. For ex-situ management, setting
a benchmark price for selling crop residue 
based on moisture content and calorific value

will ensure farmers receive viable payments.
By 2027, crop residue management should be
integrated into Voluntary Carbon Markets to
attract private investment to offset operational
costs and incentivise zero-burn practices. 

We must treat Delhi’s air like a patient in a
multi-speciality hospital; it needs coordinated
interventions across sectors and high-quality
data to assess progress. The patient needs 
emergency care during winter but also sus-
tained treatment throughout the year. Within
three years, we can avoid severe air quality 
days, and by 2030, we can all breathe substan-
tially cleaner air, boosting our life expectancy
and livelihoods. This is not the time for despair
but for concerted action—by the State, mar-
kets, and citizens. 

Arunabha Ghosh is CEO and Karthik Ganesan

is fellow and director (strategic partnerships), at the 

Council on Energy, Environment and Water 

(CEEW). Co-authored with Abhishek Kar,

senior programme lead, CEEW.

The views expressed are personal

D
elhi has a new government and
chief minister. In its manifesto,
the winning party promised a
Delhi Clean Air Mission that
would halve the average AQI by
2030. Air pollution — a perennial

problem — is one of the biggest public health
challenges for India and also results in loss of
investments, erosion of GDP growth, and 
lower productivity. In 2013, Beijing’s average 
PM2.5 (the key pollutant) was around 100 µg/
m³, but today, the annual average stands 
slightly below 40 µg/m³, which incidentally is
the National Ambient Air Quality Standard in
India. In contrast, Delhi’s annual average 
PM2.5 was a “poor” 102 µg/m³ in 2024. 
Although estimates vary, a significant share of
the city’s pollution originates within. Delhi can
lower PM2.5 levels to at least a “moderate” 
level of 80 µg/m³ by 2028 by taking action on 
priority. 

Attributing air pollution to the sources that
cause it is not an exact science. Despite the 
unceasing interest in the Capital’s air quality,
assessments of sources remain too dated, spo-
radic, and seasonal to authoritatively state the
exact contribution from each. However, that 
does not justify inaction within the city — we 
have sufficient data to identify the main cul-
prits. Transport, biomass and solid-fuel burn-
ing, waste burning and dust contribute year-

round. Industrial units outside Delhi’s borders
add to the burden. In winter, external sources
such as stubble burning compound the prob-
lem. Our synthesis of existing studies and rea-
sonable assumptions to fill in data gaps pro-
vides the basis for this targeted action plan to
improve the city’s air in three years. 

First, reduce and clean up private vehicles
on the road and increase the supply of public
transit services. Transport accounts for about
half the share of air pollution attrib-
uted to sources within the city, with
personal vehicles accounting for 
60% of it. While the shift to BS-VI has
already put transport emissions on a
downward trajectory, the continued
plying of end-of-life (EoL) vehicles 
(diesel over 10 years, petrol over 15) 
originating within and outside Delhi
adds to the emissions burden. Fur-
ther, only 2% (4W) and 7% (2W) of 
new sales in Delhi are electric vehi-
cles (EVs). The city should mandate
30% EV sales for personal vehicles by
2026 and 50% by 2027. The EoL 
phase-out through automated num-
ber plate recognition must be strictly
enforced while giving sufficient 
notice to those impacted.

Further, Delhi will see a 20% rise
in on-road vehicles by 2030, resulting in more
congestion and rising exhaust and non-ex-
haust emissions. So, the city must go beyond 
just electrification. Reduce private vehicle use
by implementing zonal access pricing and 
cracking down on rampant on-street parking.
Bus services must be augmented to meet the 
benchmark of 60 buses per lakh population 
(currently at 33 in Delhi). However, public 
transit will only work with improved last-mile
connectivity and walking infrastructure. All 
these measures can provide at least a 33% 
reduction in PM2.5 contribution from the 

transport sector — and a drop of 9 µg/m³ 
around the year. 

Second, address open sources of burning in
the city and promote domestic clean fuel use.
To curb open waste burning, authorities 
should map dumping and burning sites 
through field surveys or data from public 
grievance systems and establish a punitive 
mechanism. Bulk waste generators (malls, 
schools, hotels) produce 30-40% of Delhi 

NCR’s waste and must be incentiv-
ised to carry out in-situ organic waste
management and material recovery.
Additionally, Delhi’s new govern-
ment should accelerate the bioreme-
diation of the three major landfill
sites on mission mode and allow no
new waste to make its way there.

To curb winter biomass burning
for warmth, resident welfare associa-
tions (RWAs) and trade associations,
with top-up financial resources from
the city administration, must provide
heaters and protective workwear to
night workers and guards. Delhi
urgently needs more homeless shel-
ters to provide winter relief and
reduce open biomass burning.

In 2025, enrollment in the Pradhan
Mantri Ujjwala Yojana must be made

easier in the Delhi-NCR by lowering enrollment
barriers, especially for those residing in non-no-
tified bastis and jhuggi-jhopri colonies, and 
vagrant populations. By 2026, clean fuels — 
LPG and electricity — must be the sole source of
cooking energy, aided by restrictions on fire-
wood sales and behaviour change campaigns.
Targeted subsidies to ensure clean fuel use in 
winter will also be needed. A 60% reduction in
emissions from waste and biomass burning in
public spaces and solid fuel usage in homes can
lead to a drop of around 6 µg/m³ year-round. 

Third, ensure compliance at construction

How Delhi can clean its air 
substantially in three years 
An increased supply of public 
transport, reducing open 
burning in the NCR, and 
enforcing dust and other 
pollution control measures 
at construction sites will 
help achieve this 

important enough to be included!
Zelensky hasn’t exactly kept quiet

although he might have been better 
advised to do so. He’s accused Trump of liv-
ing in a Russian “disinformation bubble”. 
That sounds like a euphemism more than
criticism. He’s also disputed Trump’s $500
billion bill for aid to Ukraine. He’s dis-
missed it as “not serious”. As far as I can tell
that’s all he’s said.

However, it was sufficient to provoke
both US vice president JD Vance and 
national security advisor Michael Waltz. 
They took to the air waves to warn Zelensky
not to badmouth Trump, even though the 
person doing the badmouthing is Trump 
himself.

Now, what should we make of all this?
Donald Duck, a model of good behaviour 
with a gentle sense of humour, would not 
have been amused. He would have quacked
with disapproval. Clemenceau would have
seen this as proof of his opinion. Only the 
decadent would behave like this.

Let me, however, ask a different ques-
tion. Have you ever come across an 
instance of an American president publicly
belittling a fellow head of government, who
is an ally, whilst taking the side of an adver-
sary? Isn’t this the exact opposite of what 
you would expect?

In turn, that raises a further question: Is it
only the American President, because of his
power and, indeed, his unique personality,

who can get away with such conduct? Or is
there a danger that other heads of govern-
ment might begin to speak and behave simi-
larly? In other words, is Trump’s behaviour
the harbinger of a new form of politics? A 
new normal, so to speak.

I presume only heads of government of
powerful countries can get away with 
addressing presidents of smaller states in 
this fashion. In school, we called that bully-
ing. Nowadays, it’s probably considered 
realpolitik or, even, Statecraft.

Finally, Trump’s behaviour raises a criti-
cal, if disturbing, question about the Amer-
ica of today. After abandoning wokery, 
which the Republicans define as diversity,
equality and inclusion, is anything any 
longer verboten? Is it now acceptable to say
anything, imply everything and lash out 
unreservedly? Even if it’s untruthful, unfair
and downright prejudiced? Is this how 
America will be made great again? Or is it
diminishing itself? Shrinking its stature? 
Undermining its moral standing?

Friday’s spat will have terrible implica-
tions for Ukraine, Europe and America
itself. The only person smiling is the Rus-
sian President. However, I wouldn’t be
surprised if in time Trump regrets his
rudeness. But, by then, will it be too late?

Karan Thapar is the author of

Devil’s Advocate: The Untold Story.

The views expressed are personal

{ SUNDAY SENTIMENTS }

Karan Thapar 

I
t’s a truism from my childhood and ado-
lescence: Many schoolboys did not have
girlfriends because their parents
selected their barber. The brief was sim-

ple: make the child look as unattractive to 
the opposite sex as possible so that the only
option left was to learn linear algebra, go to
college, and eventually succumb to an 
arranged marriage.  Even when you are old
enough to earn your bread and pay for your
haircut, the childhood trauma ensures you
don’t really know how to brief the hair-
dresser. Like all of your choices in life, 
where you have tried to get the best of both
worlds, be it your food or your haircut, 
when the barber asks “How should
I cut it?”, you say,“Medium”. 

I am that guy. We are the value
maximisers who want our curries 
to be medium spicy and our golgap-
pas to have both the red and green 
water. This middle-class trait of try-
ing out two options at the price of 
one has been burnt into us.

And here I was with my medium
haircut, travelling to my hometown
to pick up my parents for a visit to the Maha
Kumbh. As I landed and touched my 
mother’s feet, she noticed that my full head of
hair was breaching the periphery of my ears.
“What will the relatives think when they see
you?” She turned to my father, “Please take 
him to Vinod (the local barber)”. I intervened
quickly, out of PTSD, and promised to visit 
Vinod in one or two business days. I was 
forced to go the same day. 

Vinod named his shop, Lucky Haircutting
Saloon, kind of a warning that there was 
some luck involved in getting a good haircut.
The shopboard had actors Anil Kapoor and 
Sanjay Dutt hand-painted on it, the traditional

brand ambassadors of hair vitality. The paint
was peeling off from their faces, showing how
long Vinod had been doing this. He has been
invited to enough arranged marriages of kids
he used to give haircuts to. 

As I entered, several heads turned — peo-
ple getting a shave, with lather on their faces,
stared at me, as did their assigned barbers. An
Indian barbershop is like a kaleidoscope; with
mirrors tilted, it’s an infinite number of peo-
ple getting their shave, all staring at you. It’s 
intimidating. I was signalled to sit on a bench
that already had three people waiting, all of 
them engrossed in film magazines from the 
1990s.  One cover had a shirtless picture of a 

hirsute Akshay Kumar, and
another had a prominent actress
wearing just a python. There was a
small TV kept on a higher plane,
playing Zee Cinema movies. Most of
the equipment, including the shav-
ing kit, was from a museum. The
model on the shaving-cream box
was most likely dead. It was a time
machine. 

Vinod’s shop doesn’t have a wall
clock; he says he doesn’t want people to 
quantify their wait time. It’s an old trick, 
though, now ruined by smartphones. Mil-
lions of such trade secrets run the Indian 
economy. Anyway, the loyal clientele of 
Lucky Haircutting Saloon aren’t really run-
ning late for breakfast meetings, so it’s fine. 
Including me, who’s here in his hometown, 
being obedient, giving in to the control his 
parents have exerted on him since childhood.
Finally, it’s my turn. I am greeted by a wide 
smile from Vinod. He has figured out I am 
“Asthana ji ke bada ladka” (the elder son of 
Mr Asthana) and asks me when I arrived. I 
reciprocate with some small talk, as he 

Learning linear algebra, 
courtesy the local salon
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Constructive opposition
Ref: Change pitch to sing in unison for Kerala (Mar 
1). The article should be an eye-opener for political 
parties across the country. Once elections are over, 
the losing party must sit down with the winner to 
participate in state-building. Through such sup-
portive acts, parties can regain their ground. Wis-
dom lies in cooperation, not confrontation. 

Prahlad Chebbi, Dharwad 

Benign Belgamites
Ref:  Focus on shared history to defuse Belagavi 
clash (Mar 1). Belagavi is a cosmopolitan city with 
a salubrious climate. People there speak Kannada, 
Marathi, Konkani and English, with Hindi as a link 
language. Invitations to temple festivals are print-
ed in both Marathi and Kannada. Belgamites are 
benign and peace-loving. Problems arise only when 
politicians and language bigots step in. 

G Nataraja Perumal, Elathur 

Changing heroes
Ref:  Renaming spree:  Full  politics, l ittle history 
(Mar 1). Pratik Kanjilal’s articles are always wel-
come. His motto seems to be information, educa-
tion and entertainment. As rulers change, so do the 
regime’s heroes. This applies to renaming places 
too. As long as older generations are around, old 
names continue to be in circulation. But how did the 
st reets  a n d  f lyove rs  n a m ed  a f te r  M a h a b h a ra ta 
characters escape the ever-observant author?

J Bhagyalakshmi, email

Fight house
The unprecedented shouting match between two 
world leaders in the White House turned an official 
meeting between two heads of state into an on-
ca m e ra  s h ow. W i t h  t h e  a r r i va l  o f  Tr u m p, t h e re 
seems little scope for closed-door negotiations. 
Both leaders seemed interested in showing their 
own constituencies how hard they were working to 
secure their  respective interests. Shall  we call  it 
television diplomacy? 

D V G Sankara Rao, Vizianagaram

ASHA protests
Sub: More ASHA workers join as protest enters 19th 
day (Mar 1). The Kerala government is pretending 
not to see the ASHA workers’ protest. The demands 
from these health workers are legitimate and rea-
sonable. The issue will go out of hand as more work-
ers are joining in, making it more difficult for the 
government to handle things as time passes.

S Lakshmi, Hyderabad

Anti-drug combine
Ref :  Th i r u va n a n t h a p u ra m  p o li ce  t ra p  14 0  d r ug 
abusers (Mar 1). The use of synthetic psychotropic 
st i m u la n ts  s u c h  as  M D M A  i s  d i f f i cu lt  to  d etect 
through behaviour. Unless there is a combined ef-
fort from law enforcement agencies—with support 
from parents, teachers, friends, health experts and 
society as a whole—the menace shall continue.

Biju C Mathew, Thonnakkal

Dysfunctional family
Sub: Afan’s father returns from Dammam to land of 
losses (Mar 1). The deep disconnect between al-

leged killer Afan’s father and his family on financial 
matters is common in most Kerala families. Simple 
living must be the first lesson of the saga for all.

K R Parvathy, Mysuru

Tharoor’s charm 
Ref: Shashi Tharoor a crowd-puller, says Thangal; 
MP endorses Sudhakaran (Feb 27). Shashi Tharoor’s 
strong personality has bittersweet charm. If his in-
dividual brilliance isn’t balanced by strong team-
work, it could create internal divisions. His presence 
is both an asset and a challenge, reminding that 
success comes when personal charm benefits all.

Amritavarshini S, Kollam

Tamil talk
We Tamilians are like this only. We are proud of our 
mastery over English and will not learn Hindi. When 
we go north, we will insist that the locals speak the 
oldest language in the world, Tamil. Sometimes, as 
a concession to ill-informed northerners, we will 
speak in English. It’s just about messing things up.

Ramani Jayanthy, Chennai

A whole lot of people are going to be really hurt by 
what is happening, what is coming our way. And even if 
they’re of a different political persuasion, we need to 
call upon our empathy and not judge, but listen from our 
hearts and welcome them into our tent because we are 
going to need a big tent to resist successfully what’s coming at us.

Jane Fonda, 87, on Trump 2.0 while receiving a Screen Actors Guild award 

We like competition, but it’s not fair to pit a team of 11 players against 
a team of 22 who can catch the ball with their hands.

Florent Menegaux, Michelin CEO, explaining why he is laying off workers

Israel has been pretty consistent if you look at what they’ve been saying and 
doing. They intend to go to more war, not to phase two.

Mohamad Elmasry, political analyst at the Doha Institute for Graduate 
Studies, on the agreed phases of the West Asia ceasefire

I 
N February 2022, at the start of  the war in Ukraine, the Biden 
administration offered to evacuate Volodymyr Zelenskyy. 
The Ukrainian president tweeted, “The fight is here. I need 
ammunition, not a ride.” This week, the third anniversary 
of  the war, Zelenskyy was in Washington to pursue a peace 

deal pitched by the Trump administration. In one of  the ugliest 
slugfests ever streamed live across the world, Zelenskyy was 
virtually told by Donald J Trump to take a hike.

Context is critical for comprehension. Trump had de-
clared during his campaign that he would end the war in 24 
hours. Trump and his MAGA base have clearly been up in arms 
against the flow of  funds to Ukraine. For the self-confessed mas-
ter of  The Art of  the Deal, the power equation is spelt by the 
what’s-in-it-for-us question. The answer his team came up with: 
a chunk of  the rare earth minerals buried under Ukraine.

The minerals-for-peace optics has salience for the MAGA base. 
The US has provided an array of  weaponry and spent billions—
Trump says it’s $350 billion, while a report to the US Con-

gress puts it at $182 billion. Trump’s 
peace deal presents access to critical 
minerals as a payback for support—
lithium for renewable energy, tita-
nium for aerospace and military, 
graphite for nuclear reactors, and 
rare earths for electronics. It’s also 
presented as a counter to China’s 
dominance on rare minerals.

Trump believes he can make 
Vladimir Putin an offer he can’t 
refuse. The orchestration began 
with a call between Trump and Pu-
tin, followed by the choreographed 
ushering in of  Zelenskyy by his Eu-
ropean supporters. The incentive 

for peace goes beyond the human cost. A ceasefire followed by 
peace would help the European economy too. It would allow the 
European Central Bank to cut rates, bring down energy prices 
and provide opportunities in the reconstruction of  Ukraine.

Tactics and strategy are vital to success. The consensus view 
across the world is to make Trump’s ego your ally. In recent 
weeks, French President Emanuel Macron and UK Prime Min-
ister Keir Starmer did this well. It’s what Trump whisperers 
call massaging of  narcissism for preferred outcomes. Even 
within his cabinet, there is a race to be pointedly agreeable with 
Trump. It’s inconceivable that the European leaders would not 
have prepped Zelenskyy on this critical skill.

The Friday event followed the script for the first half  hour—the 
interaction was a blend of  nodding agreeability, consternation 
about pronouncements and perseverance on both sides. Zelen-
skyy and Trump seemed to be singing a tune from the same page. 
Around 30 minutes into the presser, Zelenskyy made what tennis 
players call ‘unforced errors’, unleashing a tirade of  egos.

Zelenskyy fact-checked Trump and annotated details that 
typically are not mentioned in public in diplomacy. To make his 
point, he reeled out ceasefire violations by Putin since 2014 and 
in 2019 when Trump was president. The golden rule of  power 
talks is to never engage with subordinates while meeting the 
boss. Zelenskyy entered into an argument with US Vice Presi-
dent J D Vance on his interpretations. “What kind of  diplomacy, 
JD, are you asking about?” asked Zelenskyy.

This triggered a tongue-lashing first by Vance and then by 
Trump, who simply ended the session with a terse “All right, I 
think we’ve seen enough.” Then, characteristically, the star of  The 
Apprentice added, “This is going to be great television, I will say 
that.” The ignominy was stark. Team Trump met in the Oval Of-
fice as Zelenskyy waited. Secretary of  State Marco Rubio and Na-
tional Security Advisor Mike Waltz stepped out and simply asked 
Zelenskyy to leave. The deal and the lunch stood cancelled.

This is not the first time a head of  state has disagreed with a 
sitting US president. Canadian Prime Minister Brian Mulroney 
and US President Ronald Regan disagreed on issues and de-
bated ‘acid rain’. Indeed, Reagan went on to compliment Mul-
roney for deploying the adage “we can disagree without being 
disagreeable”. President George W Bush and the German Chan-
cellor got along despite disagreements on the Iraq war and the 
use of   Guantanamo Bay as a prison.

The primary caveat in diplomacy is: what you don’t say or 
how you present disagreement is fundamental for success. Dur-
ing the meeting with King Abdullah II of  Jordan, Trump dou-
bled down on his idea of  an eastern riviera around Gaza, claim-
ing Egypt and Jordan would offer land parcels. Even as Trump 
went on, displaying practiced poise, the king of  Jordan said a 
meeting was scheduled in Saudi Arabia and added, “Let us wait 
for the Egyptians... and not get ahead of  ourselves.”

The true test of  diplomacy rests in managing expectations. 
The European sponsors of  the peace deal wanted Zelenskyy to 
work with the script, sign a memorandum, bag a ceasefire and 
buy time for negotiations. That was not to be. Zelenskyy, given 
the existential battle, insisted on an explicit guarantee where 
European peace-keeping would have a US backstop. Trump has 
argued that the minerals deal was an implicit guarantee that 
would deter Putin.

What transpired in the Oval Office will inform and influence
leaders in Europe, Japan, Korea, India and China. More impor-
tantly, it will define the trajectory of  ongoing tariff  negotia-
tions. Historically, the powerful tend to dictate the terms of  grati-
tude. However, the powerful are also dependent, and it is useful 
in geopolitics to get entrenched and leverage dependence. 
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M
YTH is the foundation of  faith. 
For 45 days that ended last 
week, Prayagraj was the epi-
centre of  faith, redemption and 
cultural unity. Over 66 crore 
Hindus from across the country 
and outside converged on the 

sandy shores of  the spiritual city for a 
holy dip and to celebrate Hinduism’s sa-
cred spirit during Maha Kumbh 2025.

There were a few calamities and con-
troversies, media malice and marketing 
mania that were drowned in the ancient 
tides in which demons had perished 
from the wrath of  gods. The drops of  
amrit or nectar that had fallen on the 
sacred sands in another age made this 
year’s Maha Kumbh Bharat’s ‘Azadi ka 
amrit kaal’—a festival of  Hindus, for 
Hindus and by Hindus that symbolised 
cultural nationhood. 

The spectacle was the world’s largest 
confluence of  people at one spot, gath-
ering to assert their cultural compati-
bility, belief  and fellowship of  pur-
pose—4,000-odd castes, over 100 sects 
and thousands of  sub-castes. If  the 
president, vice president, prime minis-
ter and scores of  Union ministers and 
chief  ministers landed at Prayagraj to 
express their allegiance to a centuries-
old tradition, so did crores of  ordinary 
workers and volunteers from various 
political parties. Over 15 lakh kalpvasi 
devotees stayed for the entire duration 
on the river banks, engaging in prayer, 
penance and discourses.

The Maha Kumbh, which comes 
around once every 144 years, is rooted 
in Hindu mythology and determined by 
celestial alignments. It showcases a re-
markable fusion of  faith, politics and 
economic might, while exposing fault-

lines in India’s socio-political land-
scape. The 66 crore pilgrims—a number 
that’s double US’s population—en-
hanced Bharat’s global stature.

The 12-year cycle for a purna or full 
Kumbh rotates among four sites—Praya-
graj (Allahabad), Haridwar, Nashik and 
Ujjain—based on astrological combina-
tions. Its religious significance lies in 
the promise of  moksha or emancipation 
from the cycle of  rebirths through ritual 
baths at auspicious moments. 

With significance stretching beyond 
the 12-year cycle, the 2025 event repre-
sented an Indian cultural renaissance. 
Yet, the sideshow was partisan political 
messaging. The festival was an adver-
tisement for the aggrandisement of  
identity, a congregation of  individuals 
who wished to be 
conspicuous by their 
presence and associa-
tion with Sanatan 
Dharma. The rich 
and famous from the 
worlds of  cinema, art 
and business compet-
ed in the Olympics of  
Religion by posting 
their pictures on  
social media.

For the Sangh pari-
var, the mela’s mas-
sive attendance re-
flected the popular 
mandate for its ag-
gressive promotion of  
Hindutva and reassertion of  the Hindu 
way of  life’s dominance. The BJP and its 
allies boasted about the ‘seamless’ execu-
tion of  the project. Due credit was given 
to Chief  Minister Yogi Adityanath.

The Maha Kumbh became a munifi-
cent kamdhenu. The state and the Cen-
tre invested a whopping `7,000-plus 
crore in infrastructure spread over 
4,000 hectares, 12 km of  ghats, 360 spe-
cial trains, and AI-driven surveillance. 
The UP government claimed that the 
state got additional revenue of  over `2 
lakh crore. Local businesses like ven-
dors to transport operators thrived. 
Tourism surged with international pil-
grims arriving to save their souls. 
Thousands of  satellites circling the 
planet captured the enormity of  the 
event from above and astonished  

Western liberals who had written obitu-
ary of  Sanatan unity.

There were political controversies 
too. Many opposition leaders were ei-
ther absent or highly critical of  Yogi’s 
arrangements. Akhilesh Yadav took a 
jab, calling Adityanath “Ravan” for ove-
rhyping attendance figures. Mamata 
Banerjee’s “mrityu Kumbh” remark af-
ter the stampede drew the ire of  the 
BJP, which accused the INDIA bloc of  
mocking Hinduism. Congress leaders, 
including Rahul Gandhi, abstained 
from getting their feet wet, reflecting a 
strategic retreat from overt religious 
symbolism in a polarised electoral land-
scape. The Kumbh became a litmus test 
for political positioning ahead of  future 
elections. It also created yet another ex-

tremely profitable 
business venture in 
the form of  cultur-
al, spiritual and re-
ligious tourism. 

The Kumbh mela 
stretches back mil-
lenniums. It’s root-
ed in mythology, has 
been shaped by his-
tory and influenced 
by various ruling 
powers, including 
the British during 
their 200-year colo-
nial rule. Its scale, 
economic potential 
and the occasional 

violence, particularly among armed as-
cetic groups, exasperated British ad-
ministrators. An early documented 
British encounter with the Kumbh mela 
occurred in 1796, when Captain Thomas 
Hardwicke reported a violent clash in 
Haridwar that claimed 500 lives, prompt-
ing the deployment of  a British unit 
armed with cannons to restore order.

By the early 19th century, the colonis-
ers saw in the mela both a challenge and 
an opportunity. As British control so-
lidified after the 1857 Indian Rebellion, 
the festival’s management became for-
malised. The revolt marked a turning 
point—the Prayagwal Brahmin priests, 
who depended on pilgrimage revenues, 
had supported the uprising and were 
persecuted by the British. Allahabad 
became a key centre of  conflict.

The 1858 Kumbh mela was not held 
due to such disturbances. There was no 
explicit ban, but gathering became 
practically impossible amid the unrest 
and subsequent crackdown. Any  
large assembly of  Indians was viewed 
with suspicion as a potential source  
of  further dissent. 

At the first Kumbh under direct Brit-
ish supervision in 1870, the Raj had in-
troduced a pilgrim tax to maximise its 
economic potential. It initially generat-
ed substantial revenue, but eventually 
faced resistance. During the 20th centu-
ry, the Kumbh became an arena of  anti-
colonial sentiment. During the Second 
World War, in 1942, the British govern-
ment banned the sale of  railway tickets 
to Allahabad for the Kumbh due to ru-
mours of  possible Japanese bombing. 
This effectively curtailed attendance.

After India’s gained independence, 
state governments assumed responsi-
bility for organising the fairs. The 1954 
Allahabad Kumbh, the first major post-
independence event, saw a tragic stam-
pede killing over 800 people despite em-
ploying modern crowd management 
techniques inspired by the colonial 
framework. Later Kumbhs improved on 
the framework. Today’s Kumbh melas—
such as the 2013 event with 12 crore at-
tendees, or the 2025 one which attracted 
more than six times the number—re-
flect a blend of  traditional spirituality 
and modern logistics. It’s an art mas-
tered by the Yogi government.

For Bharatiyas, the Kumbh mela is the 
pinnacle of  spirituality. It’s also a cul-
tural canvas to showcase Bharat’s herit-
age through processions, discourses and 
interactions with venerated masters. Af-
ter the construction of  the Ram temple 
in Ayodhya and redevelopment of  Vara-
nasi, the successful conclusion of  the 
2025 Maha Kumbh has bridged the an-
cient and the modern as a living symbol 
of  nation’s cultural homogeneity.

The Saraswati, which is the third con-
fluent river at Prayagraj, is a mythical 
or subterranean river. This time, it’s as 
if  it rose up, called forth by the energy 
of  a resurgent Bharat as Hinduism’s 
mantra of  political and popular purity. 
It blessed the converging ideas of   
ancient and contemporary India on a 
sacred and sentient shore.
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SURGE OF BHARATIYATA UNITY AT PRAYAGRAJ

A
HEAD of  the 97th Academy 
Awards later today, it appears 
that the ABC of  the ceremony 
will be Anora, The Brutal-
ist and Conclave, despite their 
brief  brushes with controversy 
over the lack of  intimacy coor-

dinators, use of  artificial intelligence 
and a jaundiced portrayal of  the Catho-
lic church, respectively.

Brady Corbet’s period epic The Bru-
talist, about Hungarian architect and 
holocaust survivor László Tóth (Adrien 
Brody) who emmigrated to the US, has 
bagged 10 nominations. The praise for 
its ambition and sweep, technical fi-
nesse and emotional resonance notwith-
standing, it got mired in a fracas around 
one of  cinema’s biggest bugbears—AI.

In January this year, the film’s editor 
Dávid Jancsó disclosed in an interview 
that AI voice-generating technology 
was used to correct the accents of  Brady 
and Felicity Jones, who plays journalist 
Erzsébet Tóth, the architect’s wife.

Following widespread criticism and 
questioning of  the authenticity of  Bro-
dy and Jones’s acts, Corbet had to issue 
a statement underlining that their per-
formances were completely their own. 
“They worked for months with dialect 
coach Tanera Marshall to perfect their 
accents. Innovative Respeecher technol-
ogy was used in Hungarian language 
dialogue editing only, specifically to re-
fine certain vowels and letters for accu-
racy. No English was changed.” 

Meanwhile, AI’s knocks grew louder 
on Indian cinema’s door last December 
with a Chandigarh-based startup, Intel-
liflicks Studios, announcing it would cre-
ate a feature film with generative AI. 
Based on the 2014 novel Maharaja in 
Denims, the film would be about a young 
man who thinks he is a reincarnation of  
Ranjit Singh. Earlier in 2024, an AI-gen-
erated avatar of  actor Uttam Kumar was 
seen in the Bengali film Oti Uttam.

These developments have brought to 
fore the ever-evolving debate on the use 
of  AI in cinema. More so in light of  the 
fact that it can’t be wished away. How to 
then negotiate the man-machine and 
technology-creativity polarities? How 
can something that has ‘artificial’ cod-
ed in its name approximate the organic? 
In light of  the inconsistencies and limi-
tations of  technology, can the audio-
visuals generated by AI entirely replace 
live action? How much of  AI is too much 
and where should one draw the line?

Jancsó called for addressing the ele-
phant in the room. “It is controversial in 
the industry to talk about AI, but it 

shouldn’t be… We should be having a n 
open discussion about what tools AI can 
provide us with,” he said, nodding to-
wards saving on time, money and effort.

Back in 2023, AI had been a major is-
sue in the historic Screen Actors Guild–
American Federation of  Television and 
Radio Artists and Writers Guild of  
America double-strike in Hollywood 
with new contracts formulated to ensure 
protection from AI, underlining it as a 
tool than a replacement for humans.

Last year, veteran screenwriter and 
executive committee member of  the 
Screenwriters’ Association, Anjum Ra-
jabali, told me that AI would not just be 
a threat to jobs, but it would change the 
definition of  a story, approach to writ-
ing and the culture of  viewership. “It’s 
a whole relationship of  human empa-
thy where the plot logic is there to carry 
[forward] the human experience,” he 
said. While the plot logic can be fed into 
AI, human experience can’t. “AI won’t 

write Manto, though it might write a 
Manto plot,” Rajabali said.

All this makes AI look like perfect fod-
der for a film. Yet, Indian films about AI 
have been few and far between. Many 
have remained in the realm of  robotics, 
like last year’s Teri Baaton Mein Aisa Ul-
jha Jiya; there were also the Malayalam 
film Monica: An AI Story and the app-
centred IRaH. An interesting departure 
was the Netflix thriller CTRL, which 
looked at the dangers of  manipulating 
individual lives through AI. 

But the most fascinating so far has 
been Aranya Sahay’s indie film Humans 
in the Loop. Set in the world of  data-la-
belling in a remote corner of  Jharkhand 
running on the strength of  Adivasi 
women, it doesn’t just take viewers be-
hind the scenes to the processes shaping 
AI, but also places them in a parental, 
familial and societal context.

Nehma (Sonal Madhushankar) re-
turns to her village after divorce with 
her two kids to work as a data labeller. 
While she tries to mend her strained re-
lationship with her daughter Dhaanu 
(Ridhima Singh), she has to properly 
process raw data to help AI differentiate 
between basic things like ginger and tur-
meric, a good worm and a pest, and an 
Indian tribal woman from an American 
Indian. She realises that moulding and 
harnessing AI is similar to bringing up 
a child. Both demand immense persever-
ance, accountability and responsibility 
towards the larger good of  humanity. In 
other words, a film that gives a compel-
ling human face to technology.

As some recent Indian projects and 
an Oscar favourite show, artificial 

intelligence in cinema is here to 
stay—both as enabling technology 

and plot theme. The question then is 
how to negotiate the man-machine 
and technology-creativity polarities
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Arrest me and put me 
in the same cell with 
Bobby Fischer. And 
give us a chess set
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