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P
rime Minister Narendra Modi’s Moscow vi-
sit was billed as his �rst “stand-alone” visit
during this tenure, with o�cials laying

stress on the purely “bilateral” framework. Ho-
wever, while the visit had strong bilateral compo-
nents, its impact has been felt globally, with un-
precedented criticism from Kyiv and Washington
on its timing and optics. On the bilateral front, the
visit, his �rst to Russia since 2019, and the �rst “an-
nual” summit in three years, resulted in a number
of outcomes. There was a rea�rmation of India-
Russia ties as well as Mr. Modi’s obvious personal
rapport with Russian President Vladimir Putin.
Mr. Modi also received Russia’s highest civilian
award. He praised Mr. Putin’s e�orts to strengthen
bilateral ties, that had appeared to be �agging, gi-
ven the war in Ukraine, and growing Russia-China
ties. In formal talks, the leaders focused on better-
ing the economic and trade relationship, which
has often been a neglected part of the largely go-
vernment-to-government engagements, and an-
nounced a bilateral trade target of $100 billion by
2030, which should be easily met given India’s
massive increase in oil imports from Russia spe-
cially discounted due to western sanctions. Mr.
Modi also won an assurance from Mr. Putin that
Indian recruits enlisted in the Russian Army will
be allowed to return to India. Unlike in the past,
the visit lacked any announcements of military
purchases that have been the mainstay of ties, due
partially to Russian delays in supplies of deals al-
ready announced after the invasion of Ukraine
and to also avoid international censure. Mr. Modi’s
statement that there was “no solution on the bat-
tle�eld” to the con�ict, as well as his decision to
travel further to Vienna, were seen as attempts to
balance the trip, his �rst since the con�ict began.

In an increasingly polarised world, this was ea-
sier said than done, especially as Mr. Modi’s visit
happened even as Ukraine was hit by a devastating
missile attack. There were also NATO, western al-
liance leaders and Ukraine President Volodymyr
Zelenskyy converging in Washington for a summit
that was aimed, albeit unsuccessfully, at showing
Russia’s isolation. It is another matter that the
stance reeks of hypocrisy, as the NATO countries
have failed to show similar concerns over the kill-
ing of innocents in Gaza due to Israel’s relentless
bombardment. The U.S. State Department and Uk-
raine have been openly critical of Mr. Modi’s visit,
and New Delhi’s task will be to limit the damage in
ties with the U.S. and Europe. In the long term, In-
dia will have to assert its interests and convince
the West that it is futile to force India to choose, or
to push a country known for its independent
stance, to become a camp follower in this con�ict.

A wobbly walk
India did well to assert its ties with

Russia, but the optics were bad 

O
n July 10, in Uttar Pradesh, a private dou-
ble-decker bus collided with a milk tank-
er, killing 18 people. Local reports

claimed the bus’s insurance had not been re-
newed and that it lacked an alarm system to alert
the driver if the bus drifted from its lane, among
other issues. Should the State government’s in-
quiry bear these details out, they will highlight
the importance of the multidimensional nature
of road safety, which banks on road and highway
design, presence of roadside businesses, speed
and access control, and visibility, among other
factors, to protect lives. The details should also
highlight the reluctance of municipal authorities
and local bodies to scrutinise public and licensed
private infrastructure until lives are lost. Accord-
ing to the National Crime Records Bureau, 1.71
lakh people died and 4.23 lakh were injured in
4.46 lakh road accidents in 2022. A 2023 IIT Delhi
report estimated there were 11.3 road-accident
deaths per lakh population in 2021, which, after
accounting for o�cial data inconsistencies and
underreporting, is constitutive of a public health
crisis. Speed control is particularly important: it
is implicated in most deadly road accidents in the
country. Following the bus accident, police also
told news agencies the collision had �ung passen-
gers out of the bus. Public o�cials know how to
control speed in urban and rural areas — with
strategically placed speed-breakers and rounda-
bouts and increased police monitoring, for exam-
ple. Similarly, it should be clear which portions of
the Automotive Industry Standards that the bus’s
condition at the time of the accident violated.

There are three ways forward. First, local auth-
orities must enforce existing standards and have
skilled personnel and proper equipment for this
purpose. They must also be allowed to impose
harsher penalties on transport service operators
who fail to meet safety requirements. Municipal
bodies must also be prevented from diluting stan-
dards painstakingly speci�ed by engineers in or-
der to, say, facilitate local businesses. Second, the
Ministry of Road Transport and Highways needs
to collect and publish better, ideally complete,
data on vehicle registrations, safety certi�cates,
testing centres, criteria, and reports and audits. It
also needs to improve the quality of data about
injuries and deaths, both of which remain under-
counted. Finally, there is a need for greater pu-
blic awareness of how the health of transport
vehicles is ascertained and for access to each veh-
icle’s latest test report. This may be a bridge too
far given both the generally complacent attitude
towards quality control and unscrupulous opera-
tors’ ability to escape sanction — but it remains
the bridge that will have to be crossed.

Crash course 
There must be better monitoring of the
road-worthiness of transport vehicles  

T
he �nal turnout in the 2024 general
election (66.2%) is a clear indication of
the continued interest in, engagement
with and participation of the Indian

voter in India’s democratic processes. This has
put to rest the initial and rather hurried
speculation about the disenchantment of the
Indian voter with Indian elections, going by the
initial �gures of a lower turnout. The turnout in
the 2024 Lok Sabha elections was only 1% lower
when compared to the 2019 Lok Sabha elections,
but this was still the third highest turnout ever in
an Indian national election.

An engagement with the electoral process
Voter turnout is the most robust indicator of
voter’s electoral participation, and the turnout
�gures for 2024 only indicate a high level of
participation among Indian voters, more so
among women voters. There were issues with
regard to the schedule and the long duration of
the election period. But, �nally, voters braved the
heat, set aside other important engagements and
participated in the general election with great
enthusiasm.

The enthusiasm shown by Indians for the 2024
election continued even after voting was over.
There was keen interest in the exit poll
predictions. That there was much debate among
Indians on these on the evening of June 1, 2024, is
a clear indication of this. The actual results —
which were contrary to the exit poll estimates —
resulted in continued discussion about the
verdict and its fallout. This goes to indicate the
intense and continued engagement of Indians
with the electoral process. There is not even the
smallest hint of any disenchantment with
elections and the electoral process, despite
anxieties about the reliability of the electronic
voting machines (EVM), increasing defections
from one party to another, the declining role of
ideology in elections and the quality of
representatives getting elected to Parliament,
election after election. A Lokniti-Centre for the
Study of Developing Societies (CSDS) survey
indicates 17% of Indians showing no trust in
EVMs, while another 43% indicated some trust in
it. Nearly 30% of Indians also mentioned
decreased trust in EVMs.

The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) emerged as
the single largest party but as it fell short of a
majority, it formed the government along with its
allies. Clearly, larger numbers of people are in
support of the ruling BJP, but there is a plurality
of opinion among Indians which the new
government must take into considerations. Prime
Minister Narendra Modi still remains far more
popular when compared to any other leader, his
popularity rating being 41% when compared to
the Congress’s Rahul Gandhi at 27%.

Some of the concerns, key issues
But in the Lokniti-CSDS survey, 28% of Indians
mentioned that Mr. Modi’s image has dented to a
great extent. Another 33% mentioned that his
image has dented to some extent due to the BJP’s
induction of leaders from various political parties
which has tainted this image.

Findings of the Lokniti-CSDS survey clearly
also indicate an anxiety about the nature of
vindictive politics which has risen in the last few
years. In the survey, 44% of people mentioned
that Opposition leaders have been arrested due to
political reasons but only 23% negated this view.
In the survey, 67% of Indians also expressed the
view that citizens should have the right to ask
questions to their elected leaders; 20% did not
hold this opinion. It is important to note that 58%
of Indians believed that change of government is
important for development of the country, while
32% said continuity of the same party in
government was better for development. The
importance of courts/the judiciary needs to be
taken into account, as in the Lokniti-CSDS survey,
58% of Indians mentioned that courts are
important in checking the powers of the
government. Only 27% believed this may not be
necessary. There was a strongly shared view
(66%) that people should have the power to
oppose the decisions of the government if
necessary, while only 19% were against this view.

The verdict of 2024 has also indicated that
issues of national pride, national identity, and
national security are important. But at the same
time, and equally important, are the day-to-day
issues of the people such as unemployment and
price rise which no political party can a�ord to
ignore for long. The �ndings of the Lokniti-CSDS

survey indicate that unemployment and price
rise were the twin issues of disenchantment with
the Modi government; a large number of them
also did not want this government to be
re-elected. The BJP emerged as the single largest
party but su�ered a major setback in Uttar
Pradesh, the State where the Ram Mandir was
built and inaugurated with much pomp and
show. This development is an indication of the
mistake the BJP made in depending too much
dependence on the issue of Hindutva at the cost
of the bread and butter issues. The defeat of the
BJP’s candidate in the Faizabad constituency
(Ayodhya) goes to strengthen this point further.
The verdict of 2024 has indicated that there is a
limit to identity politics, whether it is about caste
or religion.

More or less an ideal democracy
In a functioning democracy, it is important to
have a strong Opposition along with a stable and
strong government. The verdict of 2024
resembles the true character of an ideal
democracy. The National Democratic Alliance
(NDA) has a majority in the Lok Sabha with 293
seats, with the BJP being the single largest party
with 240 seats. The INDIA bloc/alliance has a
strength of 234 MPs in the Lok Sabha with the
Congress being the largest Opposition party with
99 seats.

The numbers in the 18th Lok Sabha are a
re�ection of people’s views on various issues
related to governance. In theory there could not
be a better government than this in a functioning
democracy, though we know there lies a
di�erence between theory and practice, glimpses
of which were seen in the tussle between the
ruling coalition and the Opposition on the issue
of election of the Speaker and Deputy Speaker of
the Lok Sabha. There are many other issues
which are likely to be a bone of contention
between the ruling party and the Opposition.
This writer only wishes that the views expressed
by the people of India are taken seriously and
both the ruling party and the Opposition work in
tandem for the next �ve years, trying and
resolving issues rather than complicating them.
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The verdict of 2024, its ampli�ed message 

Sanjay Kumar 

a professor at the
Centre for the Study
of Developing
Societies (CSDS) 
and a political
commentator

The
composition of
the 18th Lok
Sabha is a
re�ection of
people’s views
on the various
issues related
to governance

T
he Public Distribution System (PDS) is an
important social security programme in
India. Its objective is to ensure food

security. Today, up to 75% of the rural population
and 50% of the urban population are eligible for
subsidised foodgrains under the National Food
Security Act (NFSA), 2013. If the cost of
consuming foodgrains from the PDS is subsidised,
this then frees up resources for a household to
spend on other items such as vegetables, milk,
pulses, egg, �sh, meat and other nutrient and
protein-rich food items. It is an empirical
question whether households indeed diversify
their food consumption. With the release of data
from the Household Consumption Expenditure
Survey (HCES):2022-23, there will be renewed
interest in the above line of inquiry, i.e., the
impact of consumption of free food items from
the PDS on expenditure on items other than
foodgrains.

On representativeness
To the extent possible, the HCES:2022-23
canvassed information on food and non-food
items received by households free of cost through
various social welfare programmes. In the
HCES:2022-23 report published by the National
Sample Survey O�ce (NSSO) and available on the
Ministry of Statistics and Programme
Implementation website, there is detailed
information on pages 15 to 18. The objective of the
survey is not to provide precise estimates of the
proportion of households receiving bene�ts
under every scheme. In most cases, survey
estimates of coverage of a programme will be
lower than that suggested by the administrative
data. A common conjecture in the literature on
the PDS is inclusion error (when an ineligible
household consumes from the PDS) and
exclusion error (when an eligible household is
not consuming foodgrains from the PDS). For this
purpose, researchers will compare the
proportion of households consuming PDS items
with the coverage under the NFSA. While care
should be exercised in terms of interpreting the
estimates, one advantage of the survey data is
that it allows us to examine the characteristics of
households that report bene�ts from the
programmes.

Unless detailed information is sought on the
nature of an ailment or disease in the case of
health shocks, and waiver of fees or
reimbursement in school or college, imputing the
value of free medical services and education
services received by the households is not
possible. In the case of education and health, the
NSSO conducts separate surveys where detailed
information is canvassed on out-of-pocket
expenditure and free services that are availed by
a household. One might ask why one cannot use
data on information paid by households to
impute the value of medical services. Insurance
products are treated as an investment and not
consumption. The relevant information is sought
as part of the All India Debt & Investment Survey,
and not as part of the HCES.

In order to provide guidance to analysts and
researchers, the NSSO, for the �rst time, decided
to impute the value �gures of selected food and
non-food items which were received free. This
allows us to compute two metrics. The �rst is the
Monthly Per Capita Consumption Expenditure
(MPCE) of a household, which is the ratio of
monthly consumption expenditure to household
size. The second metric is the value of household
consumption in a month considering the imputed
value of free food and non-food items, i.e., ‘MPCE
with imputation’. Both metrics are published by
the NSSO in its report.

Imputation of values
The NSSO has suggested two sets of values for
each State and by sector (rural, urban) for
imputation of food and non-food items received
free of cost — modal unit price and the 25th
percentile unit price. Consumption expenditure
refers to out-of-pocket expenditure while value of
consumption would include free and subsidised
items consumed by households. In the report
published by the NSSO, imputation has been
done using the modal price only for items
received free. The operative word is free and not
subsidised. Thus, no imputation is done for the
purchase of food items from the PDS at nominal
regulated prices.

The main item that a large proportion of
households received free was foodgrains from the
PDS. Not surprisingly, at the all-India level, we

�nd that in rural and urban India, about 94% and
95%, respectively, of the value of imputed items is
attributable to food items. When we consider all
the households, i.e., even those who did not
receive any free items, the imputed value for food
is ₹82 and ₹59 in rural and urban areas,
respectively.

The report published by the NSSO has the
average value of MPCE among those in the
bottom 5% of distribution by the MPCE, 5-10,
10-20, 30-40, 40-50, 50-60, 70-80, 80-90, 90-95
and top 5% of distribution. Each interval is called
a fractile class. The average MPCE of those in the
bottom 5% of MPCE distribution is ₹1,373 in rural
and ₹2,001 in urban. This means that the MPCE
of 5% of Indians is less than this cut o�. When we
focus on the imputed value of consumption of
those in the bottom end of the rural distribution,
we �nd that 20% of those in this fractile class, or
about 1% of India’s rural population is actually in
the next fractile class, i.e., 5%-10%. In absolute
terms this is about 86 lakh individuals in rural
India. Similar patterns are observed till the sixth
fractile class. In urban areas too, we see upward
movement. There are di�erent patterns observed
across the major States. Needless to say,
depending on their use case, researchers can
impute the modal value for calculations for
purchases from the PDS at the subsidised rate.
This will increase the average MPCE with
imputation. In short, there is evidence that even a
limited imputation exercise establishes that
in-kind social transfers help increase the value of
consumption of poorer households.

Implications for poverty
Ever since the release of the report, there have
been calls for a larger discussion on where the
poverty line should be drawn. Among the issues
that need to be considered is whether one needs
to estimate the number of poor households based
on the expenditure or based on the total value of
consumption which includes the value of free
items consumed. Needless to say, in-kind social
transfers have implications for the well-being of
households that are at the bottom end of
consumption or income distribution.
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Myanmar and democracy

I commend The Hindu’s
recent coverage of Myanmar
and the question of how
peace can be achieved. The
old approach of Myanmar’s
neighbours was to indulge
the murderous and venal
Sit-tat/Tatmadaw for fear of
complete anarchy. However
understandable that view
was, the Sit-tat is now the
principal source of chaos.
Some in India — inter alia

in this daily’s pages (‘Parley’
– Opinion page, “Should
India review its Myanmar
policy in view of the
humanitarian crisis?”, July
5) — have started to

The NEET scandal has
highlighted the need for
systemic reform in India’s
education sector. The
centralised exam model has
exacerbated the pressure on
students. India’s diverse
educational landscape
needs a more flexible and
nuanced approach.
Decentralising exams and
empowering State boards
could foster a more
equitable system. India’s
future depends on it.

Lakshminarayanan P.,
Chennai

The examination system

Nothing seems to be going
right as far as competitive
examinations are
concerned. 
The trajectory of events in
examinations from
NEET(UG) to the UPSC-civil
services now (Inside pages,
“Controversial probationary
IAS o�icer joins duty, July
12) is appalling. These
issues should be scrutinised
and the facts presented to
the public. The question
‘why is this happening with
the education sector’ needs
to be answered.
Sreyas M. Purackal,
Kozhikode, Kerala

order. The conduct of such
examinations must not be
taken lightly and there
should be the required
checks at all levels.
Gopalaswamy J.,
Chennai

There is much space being
given to ‘pro-retest for NEET
2024’ letters, without
understanding the
ground-level reverberations.
The voices of students who
appeared for the test well
prepared and who scored
high marks in NEET 2024
need to be heard too.
Dr. P. Suresh,
Namakkal, Tamil Nadu

assumed that there will be
a favourable judicial order.
It was not long ago that the
Chief Justice of India had
said that cancelling the
examinations already held
could a�ect the lives of 23
lakh students. 
Choosing IIT Madras to look
into the extent of
malpractices was a wise
move. 
The data from a credible
agency like the IIT would
certainly help the top court
in its decision making. 
However the National
Testing Agency should treat
the entire episode as a
warning to set its house in

demand a less passive
Indian policy. They should,
more boldly, embrace the
cause of a federal
democracy as the only path
to peace. Caution but
prolongs the agony. Today,
the people of Myanmar are
bombed, beaten, robbed,
and raped. But they have
shown that they can only be
governed by consent.
J.P. Loo,

Oxford, U.K.

On NEET

In settling for NEET
counselling from the third
week of July, the
government seems to have
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GROUND ZERO

N
ine musicians dressed in bright out�ts
assemble on stage at the centre of an
accordion museum in Yining city in
Xinjiang province, China. It is June 17,

the day of Eid-Ul-Adha, and everyone is in cele-
bratory mood. Thousands of tourists and locals
have gathered on Liuxing street despite the heat
to enjoy street food, watch graceful performanc-
es, and drink chilled fresh juice and beer.

In the museum crammed with instruments,
each musician holds an accordion. Before burst-
ing into song, they introduce themselves, not by
name but by ethnicity – Uyghur, Kazhak, Mongo-
lian, Uzbek, and so on. Then, in chorus, they
shout cheerfully in English, “We are all part of
the Chinese nation.”

The proclamation of national unity and the
carefully curated diversity on stage, particularly
on the occasion of Eid, is signi�cant. Xinjiang
Uyghur Autonomous Region, located in north-
western China, is home to 56 ethnic groups, in-

cluding the Uyghur, Kazakh, Mongol, Man-
chu, Uzbek, Xibe, and Russian, who are all
termed “ethnic minorities” by the state. The
vast province is home to followers of many
religions such as Islam, Taoism, Buddhism,
and Christianity.

For years, China has faced accusations
from human rights groups of committing
crimes against humanity of mostly Muslim

ethnic groups in the region. According to several
reports, including by the United Nations Human
Rights O�ce, and Human Rights Watch, the Chi-
nese were detaining Uyghurs, who form the ma-
jority of the ethnic minorities, in “detention
centres” and subjecting them to abuse.

The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has rub-
bished these claims. It has repeatedly argued that
these are not “detention centres” but “education
and vocational training centres”. A booklet is-
sued by the State Council Information O�ce says
these centres were established with the “goal of
educating and rehabilitating people guilty of mi-
nor crimes or law-breaking, and eradicating the
in�uence of terrorism and extremism.” In 2019,
however, the Chairman of the Xinjiang regional
government announced that these centres would
be gradually wound down “if society no longer
needed them.”

Various studies have also claimed that the
population of the Han Chinese, the country’s do-
minant ethnic group, has grown in the region,
while the Uyghur population has declined ever
since the People’s Republic of China took over
the province in 1949.

However, o�cial data show that the Uyghur
population, which was 3.6 million in the �rst na-
tional population census of 1953, grew to 11.6 mil-
lion (222%) in the seventh census of 2020. The in-
crease has been attributed in part to the fact that
Uyghurs and other minorities, along with the ru-
ral population, were exempt from China’s de-
cades-old one-child policy.

The ‘Sinicisation’ of religion

At the Shaanxi mosque, an important heritage
site in Yining, the Imam, Ma Jirong, says all these
accusations are “greatly exaggerated”. He points
towards the mosque, where 1,300 Muslims had

assembled to pray that morning. “Since you are
here, you can see for yourself,” he says. “Foreign
countries have a hatred towards China. It is like a
tumour in their body.”

The centuries-old mosque behind him, paint-
ed in red and dark blue, is built in the “tradition-
al palace style of Chinese architecture,” accord-
ing to the guide. The structure is made of wood
and brick and showcases the characteristically
Chinese upturned eaves. The dome and mina-
rets, commonly found in several mosques
around the world, are missing. The call to prayer
can be heard only within the premises. The ceil-
ing is painted with �owers and plants, and jour-
nalists from West Asia wonder loudly about the
absence of Arabic script on the inside walls.

Ma shrugs o� these observations. “It is a Chi-
nese mosque,” he says. “Mongolian, Uyghur, and
many other ethnic communities participated in
its construction. It shows that Xinjiang is an in-
separable part of Chinese territory.”

This adaptation of religion to Chinese charac-
teristics, and speci�cally to Chinese socialism, is
what Abud Rakev Tumunyaz, the Imam at the
Xinjiang Islamic Institute at Kuqa, 280 kilometres
away, refers to as “Sinicisation”.

“Religion has no national boundaries, but be-
lievers have a motherland. Chinese people be-
long to the People’s Republic of China, so religion
should adapt to socialism in China,” Tumunyaz,
62, contends.

Ma believes there is no contradiction between
Chinese socialism and Islam. “Both prioritise the
happiness of the people,” he says.

The mosque at Kuqa has a dome and mina-
rets. Inside the Islamic Institute’s sprawling li-
brary, which houses about 30,000 books, the
Imam �ips through the copies of the Koran laid
neatly on a table. The bound books look new and
the pages crackle when �ipped. There are copies
in Uyghur, Arabic, and Chinese. Newspapers in
Mongolian, Uyghur, and other languages are
stacked in a rack in the reading area.

However, just like the rest of the country, Xin-
jiang promotes standard Chinese in public edu-

cational institutions; students say lessons are not
taught in Uyghur or other languages. Uyghur is
spoken everywhere, but shop signs are mostly
only in Chinese.

A government booklet claims that ethnic mi-
norities are “enthusiastic” about learning and us-
ing standard Chinese. It says ethnic groups are
“encouraged to learn spoken and written lan-
guages from each other... (emphasis added)” and
ethnic languages are “extensively used in areas
such as judicature, administration, education,
press and publishing, radio and television...”

A small newsroom and the printing press of a
county-level newspaper called Chabuchar Daily,
brought out in the Xibo or Xibe language, are
showcased as evidence of this. The four-page ta-
bloid, which translates newspaper reports into
Xibo, which is closely related to Manchu, a nearly
extinct language, is brought out twice a week for
the 30,000 speakers of Xibo in Xinjiang. “As you
can see, the government cares about ethnic cul-
tures and languages,” says one of the editors,
Zhao Jinxiu.

Deradicalisation programme

Both Ma and Tumunyaz emphasise the impor-
tance of “laws and regulations” and �rmly state
that Islam should “develop accordingly”. When
asked to cite an example of how the law dictates
the practice of religion, Tumunyaz says, “The go-
vernment designates areas where prayers and
other religious activities can take place.”

At the Islamic Institute at Kuqa, students are gi-
ven religious education, which includes learning
to recite the Koran. They are taught Chinese cul-
ture and history, and Islamic history from the
time it was introduced in China about 1,300 years
ago. They study lessons about the civil code, and
laws and regulations regarding religion. They al-
so undergo a ‘deradicalisation programme’.

The Chinese argue that this stems from Xin-
jiang’s troubled history. In the last two decades,
the region has seen many terror attacks. In 2012,
knife-wielding terrorists attacked civilians in
Kashgar, leaving 15 dead. In May 2014, attackers
crashed cars into shoppers and threw explosives,
killing more than 30 people in the capital city of
Ürümqi. In July the same year, an Imam in Kash-
gar was stabbed to death. China has blamed the
East Turkestan Islamic Movement, which was
founded by militant Uyghur separatists, for some
of these attacks.

The �ght against what the government calls
the “three evils of extremism, terrorism, and sep-
aratism” is also China’s rationale for the “educa-
tion and vocational training centres.” In written
communication with the media, the CCP says
through these centres, Xinjiang has “destroyed
1,588 violent and terrorist gangs, arrested 12,995
terrorists..., punished 30,645 people for 4,858 il-
legal religious activities, and con�scated 3,45,229
copies of illegal religious materials” since 2014.
The curriculum at the centres, it says, “begins
with learning standard spoken and written Chi-
nese language, then moves onto studying the law,
and concludes with learning vocational skills”.

Waiting for freedom

However, several Uyghurs have publicly spoken
and written about how they did not choose to go
to these centres. Many critics have also raised
questions about why prominent Uyghur intellec-
tuals, writers, and artists were sent to places that
purportedly provide “vocational skills”.

Many ethnic minorities have also �ed China
fearing ill treatment at these centres. In 2013,
three Uyghurs — Adil, Abdul Khaliq, and Salamu
— from Kargilik in southwest Xinjiang crossed the
border into Ladakh in India without any travel
documents. They were apprehended by the In-
dian Army, which handed them over to the Indo-
Tibetan Border Police. Later, the three of them
were handed over to the local police. They have
been in jail since.

“All the three young men, one of whom was a
minor then, �ed to India saying Uyghurs were be-
ing persecuted in their country,” says Moham-
mad Sha� Lassu, a lawyer in Leh who is repre-
senting them. “They said they had seen all kinds

of atrocities. They came to India because they
knew that Pakistan would hand them back to Chi-
na. But in India, after completing their sentence,
they were booked under the draconian Public Sa-
fety Act in 2015.” The Jammu and Kashmir Public
Safety Act, 1978, is a preventive detention law un-
der which a person is taken into custody so that
they will not act in a manner that is prejudicial to
“the security of the state or the maintenance of
public order”.

Lassu sounds tired. “I have little hope for their
future,” he says. Apart from the stringent law, he
also cites India’s neutrality on the Uyghur ques-
tion as a reason for his despair. In 2022, the coun-
try abstained on a draft resolution at the United
Nations Human Rights Commission on holding a
debate on human rights in Xinjiang, arguing that
it “favours a dialogue to deal with these issues”
instead.

It is common refrain in China that “interna-
tional forces were in�uencing people over the
web”; this is why the government also further
tightened its control over the Internet, a move de-
fended as ‘cyber sovereignty’. Con�dent now
that terrorism is a thing of the past, Xinjiang also
has an ‘exhibition of anti-terrorism and
anti-extremism’.

The fear of attack had turned Xinjiang into a
security zone by all accounts. This seems to have
mostly dissipated, except in parts such as the In-
ternational Grand Bazaar in Ürümqi, where men
in uniform check foreigners’ passports at the en-
trance and a security van with armed men is per-
manently stationed outside.

Tumunyaz says “religion is not extremism and
vice versa”; yet displays of overt religiosity are
clearly frowned upon and could land people in
prison. “The deradicalisation programme is not
about targeting any religion or ethnic minority,”
he says. “We will strike down any separatist.”

Tumunyaz, who is also the president of the
Xinjiang Islamic Institute and vice chairman of
the Chinese Islamic Association, is expecting two
more delegations in the afternoon. He says dele-
gates from the United Nations visited him last
week. He appears to be the designated point per-
son in Kuqa for all Islam-related questions.

Thrust on development

The message that the nation comes �rst, before
ethnicity and religion, is assertive also given Xin-
jiang’s strategic location. The province borders
Mongolia, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Taji-
kistan, Afghanistan, and India. As a conse-
quence, it is of great importance to China’s mam-
moth Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which
facilitates trade and commerce across the ancient
Silk Road routes that connected Asia, West Asia,
and Europe for about 1,500 years, from the be-
ginning of the Han dynasty in 130 BCE. Xinjiang
was an important section of the ancient Silk
Road, which is why the province, characterised
by three mountains and two basins, is now called
the core area of the Silk Road economic belt.

This has always been one of China’s poorest
regions, but the thrust on development is clear to
the eye. Ürümqi, Yining, and Kuqa all boast excel-
lent infrastructure, delivered with what the guide
calls “Chinese e�ciency”. There are wide roads
with cycling and walking paths lined with trees.
Industries including textiles, power, manufactur-
ing, and petrochemicals have sprung up eve-
rywhere. Xinjiang’s GDP rose from about $167.2
billion in 2017 to $278.4 billion in 2022.

Being central to the BRI has also meant that
Xinjiang now generates signi�cant revenue from
tourism ($14.1 billion in 2022). In Jiayi village in
Xinhe county in Yining, tourists �ock to an exhi-
bition centre of musical instruments, which is
presented as ‘intangible cultural heritage’. In Ku-
qa Qiuz Alley, a sprawling old Uyghur home,
whose residents have long since moved out, has
been converted into an area for tourists to “expe-
rience Uyghur culture”. The Grand Bazaar con-
tains a museum of giant naans, and shops selling
Uyghur caps and out�ts made of Atlas silk. Pro-
fessor James Leibold at La Trobe University, Mel-
bourne, who is an expert on the politics of eth-
nicity and race in China, refers to this as
“museum-style multiculturalism”, while the Chi-
nese in Xinjiang are at pains to point out how this
is in fact “protection of ethnic minority culture”.

Everywhere journalists are taken, there is an
emphasis on how ethnic groups are part of the
BRI. At the assembly workshop of the Automo-
bile Guangzhou Car Motor Company, where sta�
and robots work together, the General Manager,
Luo Haitian, says, “Our sta� is diversi�ed; about
20% of them are ethnic groups.”

At the Xinjiang Software Park, established in
2015, Yang Qing, director of the department of
communications, says, “The development of this
park is part of our strategic plan to develop �ve
hubs in the economic belt of Xinjiang. Our goal is
to be a carrier of the Digital Silk Road. We provide
technical support for the stability of society of
Xinjiang and for high-quality economic
development.”

Yang points to various products and applica-
tions that have made both the daily lives of the
people as well as surveillance by the state and the
people — of tra�c, grazing cattle, movement, etc.
— easier.

Her point on high-quality economic develop-
ment is borne out by data. But how does techni-
cal support ensure stability? “This region was
once in�uenced by terrorism,” Yang explains.
“So now, we monitor everything.”

The writer travelled to Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region as

part of a delegation of international journalists from 16

countries hosted by the State Council Information O�ce of the

People’s Republic of China

The Shaanxi mosque in Yining, which is is built in the traditional palace style of Chinese architecture. (Right): Abud Rakev Tumunyaz, the Imam at the Xinjiang Islamic Institute at Kuqa, Xinjiang. RADHIKA SANTHANAM 

Freedom and
control in Xinjiang 
The north-western province in China is home to more than 50 ‘ethnic minorities’, most of whom are Uyghur

Muslim. For several years, the Chinese Communist Party has been accused of persecuting the community and

attempting to erase their culture. Radhika Santhanam reports on the overarching emphasis on assimilation

and nationalism in Xinjiang, a rapidly developing province which is crucial to the country’s Belt and Road Initiative 

Chinese
people
belong to
the People’s
Republic of
China, so
religion
should
adapt to
socialism in
China.

ABUD RAKEV
TUMUNYAZ
Imam, Xinjiang
Islamic Institute
at Kuqa

An assembly workshop of the Guangzhou Atutomobile Group Co Ltd, Xinjiang.

The province is crucial to China’s Belt and Road Initiative. RADHIKA SANTHANAM 

All the three young men, one of whom was a
minor then, �ed to India saying Uyghurs were
being persecuted in their country.

MOHAMMAD SHAFI LASSU
Lawyer
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W
ith credit o�take racing ahead of
deposit flows, banks are seeking an
unusual fix to their problem in the

Union Budget. SBI’s economic research wing has
argued that there is an immediate need to bring
about parity on taxation between interest on bank
deposits and gains on shares/equity mutual funds,
given rising investor preference for the latter.

The view seems to be that the 15 per cent
short-term capital gains tax rate and 10 per
cent long-term capital gains tax rate on
equity helps it trump deposits on returns.
While this argument is a little tenuous,
there is a genuine case for lowering the
incidence of tax on interest income, not
only from bank deposits but also fixed
income products such as small savings
schemes. These products are the go-to
vehicles for less-a�uent savers and the
main source of income for seniors. It is true
that the younger cohort of the population
has been allocating a higher proportion of
its incremental savings to equities.
However, it is doubtful if tax policies have
played a big role in this shift. Inexperienced
investors always chase the asset class with
the highest recent returns. With the stock
indices more than trebling from Covid
lows, stocks and equity mutual funds have
been the beneficiaries of this returns chase
in the last four years. 

Should stock markets correct or equity
returns revert to their long-term average of
12 per cent or thereabouts, newer investors
are likely to shy away. While comparing
their term deposits with other products on
taxation, banks also need to introspect on
whether they’re o�ering a fair deal to savers
when tax considerations are left out of the
equation. Despite ostensible competition
for CASA (Current Account Savings
Account), most large banks have not seen it
fit to revise their sub-3 per cent rates on
savings accounts for decades now. On term
deposits, they have opted for snail-paced
transmission in a rising rate cycle. Reserve
Bank of India data as of end-June showed
that the weighted-average interest on term
deposit balances has risen by just 125 basis
points between April 2022 and now, while
the policy rate is up by 250 basis points. The
weighted average interest rate of about 6.28
per cent on banks’ outstanding term
deposits o�ers a slim real return to the
depositor.

Having said this, there are macro payo�s
to be had from taxing interest income on
deposits and small savings schemes at a flat
rate of say 10 or 15 per cent, as opposed to
taxing them at the investor’s slab rate.
Parity in taxation of fixed income and
equity products may ensure that savers
with a low risk appetite don’t allocate to
equities purely for tax reasons. Lower tax
on interest can also boost real returns on
deposits, which are the largest component
of household financial savings. Redefining
“long-term” for equities from 1 year to, say
3 years, can lift tax collections while
nudging equity investors towards a
long-term orientation. 

Boosting bank deposits 
There’s a case for trimming tax incidence 
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Health insurance
It refers to ‘Why not have a health
insurance regulator?’ (July 12). The
criticality of health insurance can
never be overemphasised. It’s
unfortunate that as many as 40 crore
people in our country do not even
have basic government insurance.
Establishing a separate regulator for
health insurance is a good
suggestion as it could act as a bridge
between the insured and insurer and
motivate insurance companies to
expand their base and cover as many
people as possible. Yes, tools like AI
and data analytics can play a big role
in taking insurance to the masses.
Unlike in the West, with no social
security system in place, India should

aim at health insurance for each and
every citizen. 
Bal Govind
Noida

Airport at Hosur
This refers to ‘The potential of new
Hosur airport’ (July 12). The Tamil
Nadu government’s announcement
of establishing a new international
airport on the TN-Karnataka border
town of Hosur appears to be more
political in nature. The international
airport at Bengaluru is just about 60
km from Hosur town, and the new
airport should satisfy the minimum
distance criteria of 150 km between
two airports.
Besides, Hosur town is located at a

very sensitive zone. Political rows
over issues between the two States
at times escalate into clashes,
bandhs, riots and in suspension of
road and rail transport between
Hosur and Bengaluru. This being the
case, will international travellers
prefer the proposed airport? Tamil
Nadu must drop the plan and divert
its time and energy to improving
road infrastructure and maintaining
water bodies within the State.
K Venkatesan
Coimbatore

Thrust areas for Budget
‘Ahead of full Budget, PM meets
leading economists’ (July 12), gives a
view of the customary brainstorming

sessions over the past few weeks
after ‘Modi . 3.0’ assumed the reigns.
The goals for the economy — $5
trillion soon and $30 trillion by 2047
— are laudable. More meaningful
would be a thrust on sustainable job
creation to reap the dividends of the
favourable demographic
composition our country is blessed
with. And as we cater to that, the
goals above would naturally be
achieved. Rural India, agriculture and
the informal sectors face a multitude
of problems which need government
intervention to help achieve their
potential.
Personal income tax slabs need
upward revision, and rates, a
reversal. Savings need a fillip, with tax

on interest and capital gains being
done away with or reduced. 
Jose Abraham
Vaikom, Kerala

Boost informal sector
Apropos ‘In shrinking informal
economy, small units take biggest hit’
(July 12), it is painful that
manufacturing units and the number
of workers in the informal sector
have declined. The time lag in data
compilation reduces the scope for
timely remedial policy action. The
upcoming Budget must address the
issues facing unincorporated
enterprises.
Angara Venkata Girija Kumar
Chennai

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

O
ur Constitution has
served us well for over 75
years despite some
challenges. It reinforced
values of unity in

diversity and harmony. It has largely
fulfilled our socio-political aspirations.
All the political parties swear by the
Constitution, a product of
socio-political consensus by the great
minds of those times with opposing
ideological dispositions.

Now, we need a similar consensus for
an ‘Economic Constitution’ that will
help fulfil the economic aspirations of
our people (not just political parties) to
be a developed nation by 2047, with a per
capita income of about ₹15 lakh. Mere
rhetoric and mathematical modelling
won’t do. There’s need for a
well-articulated long term development
path, strategy and action. Economic
aspirations are no less important than
political and social aspirations.

The Indian Constitution drew
insights from the constitutions of
several other countries. For instance,
concept of Republic from France,
Directive Principles from Ireland,
Fundamental Rights from the US,
Fundamental Duties from USSR,
Concurrent List from Australia, etc.
These have been adapted to our
historical and cultural perspectives.

In this context, let us examine some
of the successful economic development
experiences and models. 

Washington Consensus: The main
principles are primacy of markets, free
trade with minimal tari� of around 10
per cent and foreign direct investment
on a level playing field with local
entrepreneurs, property rights, fiscal
discipline, and deregulation. This model
works best in an ecosystem of political
democracy and free markets.

Jake Sullivan, US’ National Security
Advisor, advocates a New Washington
Consensus and active industrial policy,
and some of these are aligned with their
foreign policy. Joseph Stiglitz, American
economist and Nobel Laureate, argues
that while markets are at the centre of a
successful economy, government has to
create a climate for business to prosper
and create jobs. It has to create physical
and institutional infrastructure.

Beijing Consensus: State capitalism
is central to this philosophy. Private
entrepreneurship, markets and
competition also thrive hand in hand.
Innovation, experimentation, equity,
self-determination, high savings and
investment are among the important
features. Flexibility and adaptation are

the key. Most economic and investment
decisions are decentralised and this
coexists with centralised political
authority. Shared prosperity is another
objective.

Barcelona Development agenda:
This advocates balanced role for the
state and markets. It reminds of the
need for micro-economic interventions
to redress market failures and improve
productivity. Government shall
promote development and protect the
poor as well. High quality institutions
and experiments in policy making are
other features.

Santiago Consensus: This is
characterised by inclusivity,
transparency and governance.

Berlin Consensus — forum for new
economy: A group of economists have
started working on a new paradigm to
address new challenges. This questions
the wisdom of overly relying on markets

to resolve the problems of today like
increasing inequalities, climate change,
fragile global supply chains, recurring
financial crisis and decreasing role of the
State. 

The dominant focus on efficiency,
driven by technology, is creating social
strife. Many liberal democracies are
under threat or serious pressure. A new
paradigm is being deliberated that,
among other things, redefines the role of
the state, markets and puts people’s
interest at the forefront.

INDIA’S DEVELOPMENT PATH

Over the last three decades, India has
embarked on several economic reforms
and cumulatively these helped us attain
a GDP of $4 trillion. But China, which
was on economic reform path just a
decade earlier, has raced ahead to attain
a GDP of $17 trillion. 

While varied political systems partly
explain this huge di�erence, there are
other important factors like second
generation reforms, massive investment
in R&D, high savings and investment,
investment in education and primary
health and, not the least, accountability
of bureaucracy for economic
development. 

Our reforms are halting and hindered
by electoral cycles. There are quite a few

solutions but no comprehensive
development path.

While we may draw on the
development experiences of other
successful countries, we need to
contextualise them to our opportunities
and challenges.

India has a huge pool of brilliant
economists with hands-on experience in
macro, micro, trade, and development
areas. Maybe we can create something
similar to a constituent assembly with
these economists and help lay out a
long-term plan for development. To
kick-start this process, the government
may organise a series of hackathons to
generate ideas. Group think does not
help.

Political bipartisanship is
fundamental to this process. The two
main political formations, NDA and
INDIA bloc, represent nearly the entire
gamut of the political spectrum. There
can no be no better time to strike
economic development consensus,
where both sides exhibit statesmanship.
This is not a replacement but an add-on
to our existing Constitution. The
upcoming Budget could probably
initiate this debate.

The writer is a former Director and CEO, IDRBT, and
former Chairman NPCI

India also needs an
‘economic constitution’

Our reforms are halting
and hindered by electoral
cycles. There are quite
a few solutions but no
comprehensive
development path.

NEW PATH. With political consensus, it can help chart a long term 
development plan to fulfil people’s economic aspirations
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D
espite India’s capital market
booming after Covid-19, the
regulatory sandbox introduced

by SEBI in 2020 has struggled to gain
traction even after almost four years.
SEBI introduced the regulatory sandbox
framework to encourage innovation in
the securities market, providing a
platform for experimenting with
solutions in a live market environment
with a limited set of real users and a
specific time-frame for testing. One of
the primary advantages for entities
participating in the sandbox is
relaxation of stringent regulatory
requirements and testing in a live
market environment with certain
restrictions.

SEBI introduced it initially in a June
2020 notification. In this initial
framework, only entities registered with
SEBI were allowed to apply for testing in
the regulatory sandbox. As of April 7,
2021, only eight entities had applied to
SEBI under the regulatory sandbox
framework. Only one application was
approved, three were rejected, and four
were withdrawn. After the initial
struggle, SEBI introduced a revised
framework for the regulatory sandbox
on June 14, 2021. This revision allowed
registered entities to apply
independently or in partnership with

other entities. The framework
introduced two stages of testing. In
stage one, the number of testing users
would be limited, with a further increase
in stage two by allowing a more
extensive set of testing users.

STAGES I AND II

In the initial stage of evaluation, entities
applying for the regulatory sandbox are
required to demonstrate a genuine need
for testing by providing comprehensive
details on the relaxations sought under
the framework, anticipated benefits to
users, the readiness of the proposed
solution, and the risk safeguards
incorporated by the entity. 

After the successful passage of stage I,
stage II requires entities to showcase the
progress achieved during the initial
testing phase and an understanding of
observed risks, strategies to mitigate
them, user feedback received, and a
well-defined post-testing
implementation strategy. This
multifaceted evaluation process aimed
to ensure a thorough examination of the
entity’s preparedness and the potential
positive impact of the proposed
solution.

Even though SEBI made careful
improvements to the framework, only
four entities applied to test new
financial ideas from June 2021 until now.
Unfortunately, two of these ideas were
rejected; one entity changed its mind
and withdrew, and another still needs to

be reviewed. Surprisingly, only one idea
has been given the green light by SEBI so
far, and this comes almost four years
after the whole programme started. This
suggests that despite SEBI’s e�orts to
improve things, not many entities are
willing to try their financial innovations. 

The possible reasons for this, as cited
by SEBI Chairperson Madhabi Puri Buch
at the Global FinTech Fest in Mumbai,
are that entities are not submitting any
new ideas or the ideas submitted are not
permitted under the existing laws.
Fractional shares was quoted as an
example, where she said that SEBI is
willing to implement that concept, but
the Companies Act and SEBI Act
prohibit it. 

This further underscores the need to
amend the statutes to welcome
innovation in the Indian capital market.

If we compare SEBI with RBI’s

sandbox facility, the latter has approved
many fintech innovations. For instance,
in December 2023, HDFC Bank was
allowed to operate its o�ine (without
internet) retail payments facility,
enabling customers and merchants to
transact in o�ine mode.

Furthermore, in its notification on
February 28, 2024, the RBI included
provisions of the Digital Data Protection
Act of 2023, demonstrating its
responsiveness to changing
technological trends. The RBI has
updated its framework three times since
2019 (in 2020, 2021, and 2024),
highlighting its e�ectiveness and
willingness to contribute to advancing
FinTech innovations in the country. In
contrast, SEBI has not kept pace and
remains tied to a traditional approach
towards innovative ideas by maintaining
status quo for four years.

To address this, SEBI could
reconsider its current approach and be
more lenient and friendly towards
innovation, especially in capital
markets, while making statutory
changes wherever required. This shift
could better align with the objectives of
the regulatory sandbox and foster a
more conducive environment for
financial innovations in the capital
markets.

Shekar is Program Head – PGDM BFS, Institute of Public
Enterprise, and Kajal is Law Student, Indian Institute of
Management Rohtak

Why SEBI’s regulatory sandbox is still struggling

M Chandra Shekar
Abhishek Kajal

INNOVATION. Must be encouraged

Apart from taking a more lenient approach towards innovation, there is a need to amend the statutes

POCKET RAVIKANTH

Published by Nirmala Lakshman and Printed by Praveen Someshwar at HT Media Ltd. Plot No.8, Udyog Vihar, Greater Noida Distt. Gautam Budh Nagar, U.P.201306, on behalf of THG PUBLISHING PVT. LTD. Chennai-600002. Editor: Raghuvir Srinivasan (Editor responsible for selection of news under the PRP Act).  ISSN 0971 - 7528

ht
tp

s:/
/t.

m
e/

AllN
ew

sP
ap

er
Paid



Change of guard
EYE CULTURE 
VISHAL MENON 

I
f Gautam Gambhir, the newly 
appointed coach of the Indian 
cricket team, sets his mind to it, he 

could be the frontrunner to become 
the next Rakesh Jhunjhunwala. 

The late Jhunjhunwala,  known as 
the “Big Bull,” had famously invested 
in Titan Company in 2003 when it 
was just a penny stock. Like most of 
his diverse investments, this 
purchase was not based on research 
or a tip-off. It was governed purely  
by instincts. 

Like the billionaire investor, 
Gambhir, the tenacious former 
opener-turned-coach, also seems to 
be governed by instincts while 
picking unheralded players and 
turning them into match-winners. 

During Kolkata Knight Riders’ 
(KKR’s) emphatic title-winning 
march at the Indian Premier League 
(IPL) this season, Gambhir as the 
franchise mentor, hedged his bets on 
two players — a relatively obscure all-
rounder named Ramandeep Singh, 
and Sunil Narine, the mystery 
spinner from the Caribbean islands 
considered to be past his prime. 

Singh, entrusted with the role of 
the finisher, walloped crucial runs at 
the lower middle-order. Narine, 
known to bamboozle batters through 
spin and guile, would turn into a 
prolific opener, providing blistering 
starts for KKR. 

Without fancy analysis and 
number-crunching, but through 
frank, candid conversations and by 
providing clarity, Gambhir turned 

these penny stock cricketers into 
blue-chip stocks. Delhi cricketers 
who have played under him in Ranji 
Trophy assert that Gambhir is not the 
sort of a person to get swayed by a 
player’s reputation. It comes from his 
deep-rooted insecurities as an 
international cricketer. 

“If I don’t score runs in two or three 
games, I start getting the feeling that 
I’m going to get dropped,” he had said. 

As the KKR mentor, he believed in 
giving players a long, sustained and 
an uninterrupted run.    

As the youngest India head coach, 
Gambhir, 42, will bring with him this 
rare quality to the dressing room. He 
will also bring searing intensity, ultra-
competitive and hyper nationalistic 
vibes. Gambhir takes over from Rahul 
Dravid at a time when the team is 
riding high on the euphoric success of 
the T20 World Cup win. 

The team is also well on course to 
their third consecutive World Test 
Championship final next year. As he 
takes guard, Gambhir will have to 
navigate through a tricky transition 
phase in Indian cricket with the 
retirements of Rohit Sharma, Virat 
Kohli and Ravindra Jadeja from T20Is. 

A bevy of other stars like R 
Ashwin, Cheteshwar Pujara and 
Mohammed Shami are also nearing 
the end of their long and fruitful 
international careers. 

Gambhir’s three-and-a-half-year 
tenure begins with the limited overs 
series in Sri Lanka later this month. 

But there could be potential speed 
bumps along the way. Taking charge 
of a national team replete with 
superstars is inherently different from 
that of leading an IPL franchise, which 

comprises players from different 
nationalities. Managing their egos will 
be as important as helping youngsters 
fine-tune their skills. 

In the past, Gambhir was involved 
in much-publicised, TRP-generating 
on-field scuffles with a certain star 
player from West Delhi (read Virat 
Kohli). In the days ahead, there will 
be considerable interest in how the 
dressing room equation evolves 
between Gambhir and Kohli. 

Gambhir cares less about the 
superstar system, which he believes 
has distorted the country’s cricketing 
ecosystem. His challenge will lie in 
the ability to view these superstars 
with the same lens as some of the less 
celebrated ones, while maintaining a 
healthy dressing room ambience. 

As a player, Gambhir was not the 
most talented, nor did he possess 
strokes of geometric precision like 
Dravid, his predecessor. 

Nevertheless, by notching up the 
highest scores — 97 in 2011 World 
Cup and 75 in T20 World Cup in 2007 
— in a winning cause in the finals, he 
has set a template for his batters  
to emulate. 

The highest run-scorer in India’s 
two World Cup wins could turn out to 
be the big brother to his teammates. 
Someone who can put an arm around 
a player and have honest 
conversations. 

Perhaps, therein lies Gambhir’s 
biggest strength, the ability to 
systematically puncture the star 
system and turn it into a cohesive 
unit of free-spirited individuals. 

Gambhir is not the coach the 
Indian team deserves, but the coach 
they need.

OPINION 9 
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P
rime Minister Narendra Modi’s third 
term is well under way. He knows 
better than any other that this term is 

fundamentally different from the first two, 
sort of sui generis. 

His political training and experience have-
n’t prepared him to run an arrangement like 
this. The lack of a majority isn’t the issue. He 
has enough in 240, especially as none of his 
allies can pull down his coalition. That’s why 
he’s started as if this were just another, normal 
term. That pretence is vital for him. 

The change for Modi 3.0 comes not from 
numbers, but from the new environment of 
contestation, something I anticipated in a 
piece on the day of the election 
results. To try and understand 
this better, we will mix meta-
phors from different sports. 
Contact sports first, because 
that’s what politics is. 

The Bharatiya Janata Party 
(BJP) and partners won a 
points victory as if in a boxing 
match. The victory wasn’t nar-
row. But it was no quick knock-
out like the last two. Their 
rivals were able to land some 
punches, are still in the ring, 
on their feet, and fighting. 

They also believe the reigning “champion” 
is beatable. This is the change now. You can 
see it in how Rahul Gandhi and others in the 
INDIA bloc are already in the political street. 
In 2014 and 2019, they had melted away to lick 
their wounds or were in some deep, distant 
spiritual contemplation. Now we switch from 
contact sports to the more familiar cricket. 

Think of the 2024 verdict as a qualifier in 
which the Opposition earned the right to 
challenge the title-holder in a kind of Test 
championship final. 

Test cricket is played one session at a 
time. In this Test, the first session will be the 
three state elections later this year: 
Maharashtra, Haryana, and Jharkhand. In 
each, the rivals are resurgent. We are not list-
ing Jammu and Kashmir here. It brings for-
midable but different challenges. 

As soon as this session ends, the buildup 
begins for the next — Delhi at the start of 
next year. The incarceration of Arvind 
Kejriwal and Manish Sisodia has given the 
contest a special edge. There will then be a 

bit of a breather before the final session of 
this “day one” begins in Bihar in September. 
Whoever wins at least two of these three ses-
sions will have momentum towards 2029. 

 

Mr Modi enters this term with multiple 
new challenges continuing from the 

election campaign. Among the many adjust-
ments the party will need to make is a change 
in its approach to lawmaking. The era of 
passing important laws by shock and awe has 
gone into a hiatus. Constitutional amend-
ments, even where needed and justified, 
might need to wait. 

After the “400 paar” call caused wide-
spread insecurity about 
the Constitution, the gov-
ernment will be wary of 
even proposing any 
amendments for some 
time. Of course, one solu-
tion would be to consult 
the Opposition and take 
them on board. That 
would call for a change in 
the basic structure of BJP 
politics in the Modi era. 

The first Parliament 
session did not hold out 
any such comfort for now. 

If anything, it indicated a phase of the two 
sides being locked in a bitter tussle, like con-
stant combatants with no flexibility, no back 
channel and zero trust. 

Of all of the political challenges for the new 
government, there is nothing stronger than 
what we might call the “jai jawan/jai kisan 
trap”. For two decades, Mr Modi built for him-
self the image of a champion of farmers and 
the armed forces. This election showed it 
unravelling as the party suffered its biggest 
reverses in agricultural and soldiering power-
house states like Uttar Pradesh, Maharashtra, 
Haryana, and Rajasthan, and even Punjab. 

The initial promise of doubling farmers’ 
income by 2022 fell by the wayside, and the 
discourse on farm reform was ruined by the 
farm laws (however virtuous) brought in via 
the ordinance route and then railroaded 
through Parliament. Can Mr Modi revisit 
those and engage with the Opposition? And 
if he does, what will his base think? 

It’s also unlikely that a rejuvenated 
Opposition will respond constructively. Not 

when there is another session in the match 
to play out after every break. It will be a dis-
appointment, on the other hand, if the gov-
ernment now responds with more agri-pop-
ulism: Higher and wider MSP (minimum 
support price) offers and loan waivers, while 
at the same time submitting to the Swadeshi 
Luddite veto on biotechnology, especially 
GM (genetically modified) seeds. 

This week’s courageous report by State 
Bank of India’s (SBI’s) economic research 
division shows the way on agriculture. SBI 
underlines how the MSP approach works for 
too few farmers and accounts for no more 
than 6 per cent of our farm output, and that 
the future lies in much bolder reform, a move 
to the markets and away from MSP, not the 
other way around. 

Has this BJP’s politics left it room for 
manoeuvre on an issue like this? In Shivraj 
Singh Chouhan, at least the party has made a 
good choice for agriculture minister. In nearly 
two decades as chief minister, he turned 
around agriculture in Madhya Pradesh. He is 
also generally seen as affable, conciliatory, 
and politically deft. He’s among the last in 
this BJP to have been moulded in the Vajpayee 
era. It will be tough but a pleasant surprise if 
he is given a wide enough mandate on this. 

If the setbacks with the kisan issue 
emerged from the failed farm laws, the neg-
ativity on the jawan issue also emanates from 
similar arrogant haste. A shorter tenure of 
service for the armed forces, especially for 
“Other Ranks”, is an idea whose time had 
come three decades back. 

It does indeed control spiralling pensions, 
sparing more for modernisation. But its 
larger gain is also in keeping the armed forces 
younger (today’s average age, 33, is too old) 
and more in tune with changing technol-
ogies. Further, it gives more young Indians 
an opportunity to serve in the armed forces 
and come out more employable and skilled. 

Like the farm laws, it is also blighted by a 
lack of discussion. Much will be changed with 
Agnipath now. How do you, for example, jus-
tify two sets of soldiers from the same unit in 
the same bunker, hit by the same bomb, and 
their families drawing different compensa-
tion? Was it necessary for them to wear differ-
ent insignias, thereby creating two classes? 

There was a ready model available in the 
emergency and short-service commission for 
officers, where everybody was the same 
while in service, but had different tenures 
and terminal benefits based on the length of 
service. A massive change like this will 
always bring challenges, but a more patient 
and all-stakeholders approach would have 
minimised these. 

This Modi government will need to address 
these massive challenges without the total 
power it got used to, under relentless attack, 
one session after another. And we know the 
pitch often deteriorates with time. That’s why 
this third term is nothing like the first two. 

By special arrangement with ThePrint

I
t is hard to think of an issue that 
brings together the United States’ 
deeply divided political class more 

than the need to contain China’s growing 
influence, whether through trade restric-
tions, tariffs on Chinese electric vehicles 
(EVs), or banning TikTok. But while the 
national-security argument for such pro-
tectionist measures is undeniably com-
pelling, it is unclear whether US political 

leaders and the American public are pre-
pared for the potential economic fallout. 

The prevailing belief among policy-
makers is that the surge of Chinese 
imports into the US market during the 
2000s hollowed out America’s manufac-
turing base, making the kind of rapid 
military build-up that enabled the Allies 
to win World War II all but impossible. 
In US policy circles, the “China Shock” 
is often portrayed as a massive error that 
devastated towns across the Rust Belt 
and led to a sharp increase in inequality. 

Consequently, there is widespread 
agreement among policymakers and 
commentators that the US must prevent 
a “China Shock 2.0” by imposing mas-
sive tariffs and trade restrictions on 
Chinese technologies such as cell 
phones, drones, and, crucially, EVs, solar 
panels, and green-energy equipment. 
President Joe Biden and his predecessor, 
Donald Trump, the presumptive 

Republican nominee in November’s 
presidential election, disagree on most 
issues. When it comes to dealing with 
China, however, both appear to be com-
peting for the title of America’s most pro-
tectionist president. 

But the China Shock narrative that 
underpins current US trade policy is 
deeply flawed. While competition with 
Chinese producers has adversely 
affected some manufacturing jobs, free 
trade has undoubtedly created more 
winners than losers. To be sure, the eco-
nomic impact of US trade restrictions 
could be minimised by rerouting 
Chinese imports through third-country 
suppliers, enabling Americans to buy 
Chinese-made solar panels as though 
they were produced in India, albeit at a 
higher price. But while this tariff theatre 
may be popular with voters, it is hard to 
see how this would improve national 
security any more than rerouting 

Chinese fentanyl into the US through 
Mexico helped solve the opioid crisis. 

Moreover, it would take years for 
“friendlier” countries to develop their 
own manufacturing bases that can com-
pete with China’s, especially at the low 
prices offered by Chinese producers. In 
some sectors like EVs, China’s produc-
tion capacity has given it an almost 
insurmountable lead over Western coun-
tries. Given this reality, the United Auto 
Workers’ goal of having Americans buy 
electric cars produced in high-wage, 
unionised US facilities will be extremely 
difficult to achieve. A more targeted 
approach would ideally distinguish 
between trade involving sensitive mili-
tary technologies and other goods, but 
doing so is more complicated than many 
seem to realise. The convergence of mil-
itary and civilian technologies has 
become painfully apparent during the 
Russia-Ukraine war, with low-cost 

drones originally designed for carrying 
packages being repurposed as bombers 
and private mobile networks playing a 
pivotal role in major battles. 

For those of us who believe that mul-
tilateral cooperation is necessary to 
address the world’s most pressing prob-
lems, from climate change to regulating 
artificial intelligence, the escalating 
rivalry between the world’s two major 
powers is deeply troubling. From the US 
perspective, China’s authoritarian gov-
ernment undermines the foundational 
liberal values that underpin the global 
economic and political order. China’s 
relentless cyberattacks continue to pose 
an immediate threat to the US economy 
and American companies, and a poten-
tial Chinese blockade or invasion of 
Taiwan would have far-reaching global 
consequences. 

From China’s perspective, the US and 
its allies are cynically trying to maintain 

a world order established through cen-
turies of European and American impe-
rialism. Much to the chagrin of US diplo-
mats, many other countries appear to 
share this sentiment, as evidenced by the 
widespread disregard among developing 
and emerging economies for Western 
sanctions against Russia. Some may hope 
that China’s economic slowdown will 
curb its geopolitical ambitions. But its 
ongoing difficulties are just as likely to 
push China toward a confrontation with 
the US as they are to foster cooperation. 

Nevertheless, despite what many in 
the US may think, economic decoupling 
is not a viable option. Although the Biden 
administration’s trade restrictions and 
bellicose rhetoric are a response to 
Chinese provocations, both countries 
must find a way to compromise if they 
want to achieve stable, inclusive, and 
sustainable economic growth. 

 The writer is former chief economist of the 

International Monetary Fund.  
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T
he past fortnight has 
shown us that our electo-
ral system can appear 

fundamentally unfair. 
Constituency-based first-past-
the-post (FPTP) voting, the elec-
toral process used for legisla-
tures in India, England, and the 
United States (US), seems to be 
only marginally reflective of real 
preferences in countries with 
only two real parties, like the US. 
But the moment that you have 
a more fragmented polity, this 
begins to fall apart. 

In the United Kingdom’s gen-
eral election, for example, the 
Labour Party won a historic 
majority of 412 seats out of 650. 
That’s over 60 per cent, closing 
in on two-thirds. Yet they won 
only 33.8 per cent of the vote. In 
other words, their share of seats 
was 1.9 times their share of votes 
— far more than is normal. 
Meanwhile, the new anti-immi-
grant Reform Party had an excel-
lent night: Its leader Nigel Farage 
finally won entry to Parliament 
on his eighth try. But the party 

won only five seats in spite of 
getting over 14 per cent of the 
vote. Its predecessor in 2015, the 
United Kingdom Independence 
Party, had won over 12 per cent 
of the vote but won a single seat. 

The most ironic successes 
were achieved by the centrist 
Liberal Democrats. The Liberals 
have long argued for propor-
tional representation: They have 
been England’s third-largest 
party for much of their exis-
tence, but have remained a mar-
ginal force in politics. In the last 
election, in 2019, their leader Jo 
Swinson attempted to stand on 
an equal footing with the larger 
parties. She presented herself as 
a potential Prime Minister and 
focused on competing in every 
possible constituency. The 
Liberals increased their vote 
share by four percentage points 
— but actually reduced their 
number of seats from 12 to 11. In 
2024, by contrast, the party 
ruthlessly focused on fewer than 
100 winnable seats. They trans-
ferred resources there, and 
named their candidates well in 
advance of their rivals. The par-
ty’s leader avoided presenting 
himself as a potential Prime 
Minister and instead focused on 
a few, but emotive, policy issues. 

Incredibly, the Liberal 
Democrats’ share of the vote 
went up by only 0.6 percentage 
points, but their seats in 
Parliament went up six-fold, to 
72. They won the most seats that 
they have in a century. And yet 
FPTP is so fundamentally 

stacked against smaller parties 
that even after this focused and 
historic performance, they only 
have a share of seats in the 
House of Commons that is 
broadly equivalent to their share 
of the vote. 

Keir Starmer of Labour now 
has an unarguable mandate to 
rule — on only a third of the 
vote. The comparison to 
England’s neighbours across the 
channel is stark. There, in 
another unexpected and early 
election, the centrist coalition 
associated with President 
Emmanuel Macron lost a large 
number of seats. In the final out-
come, neither the left-wing 
coalition, nor the centrists, nor 
the right-wing populists — who 
unexpectedly came third — 
have a majority. 

France also has constit-
uencies with FPTP, but has two 
rounds of voting. In the second 
round, only a subset of candi-
dates who did well are eligible 
to run. This allows for votes to 
shift from less to more compet-
itive candidates. The French left 
and centre, who have spent 
years at each other’s throats, 
essentially agreed to block the 
far-right in the second round. 
Almost all of the left’s voters 
voted for the centrists, while a 
smaller set, but still a majority, 
of the centre’s voters voted for 
the left. This was enough to rele-
gate the right, which had topped 
the first round, to third place. 
The question of “who won” this 
election is therefore very con-

fused, and is still being debated. 
In some sense, the French 

system turns the generally 
opaque question of tactical vot-
ing into something transparent 
and easy to understand and dis-
cuss. The reason that both the 
Labour and the Liberal 
Democrats in the United 
Kingdom appear to have done so 
well on such a limited vote share 
is because their voters behaved 
very tactically. Liberals in 
Labour-dominated seats voted 
for the left, while Labour sup-
porters in Liberal heartlands did 
the opposite. They did this with-
out needing to have a second 
round that made preferences 
clear — because it was usually 
clear to constituents which of the 
Conservative Party’s opponents 
had the best shot of unseating 
them in a particular area. Indeed, 
the Liberal Democrats’ campaign 
slogan in such areas was simply: 
“Liberal Democrats are winning 
here”, a signal that it was safe to 
vote for them. 

The fairness or unfairness of 
FPTP cannot be judged, in fact, 
merely by looking at vote shares. 
The question of whether voters 
have enough information to vote 
tactically also matters. In India, 
it is usually far from clear who is 
competitive in a particular area. 
This means that tactical voters 
can struggle, especially in four-
way contests like Uttar Pradesh. 
Pre-poll coalitions tend to be a 
greater feature of Indian elections 
than elsewhere in the world pre-
cisely for this reason. 

An unfair landslide? 

NATIONAL INTEREST 
SHEKHAR GUPTA

E
very four years when the 
Olympics come around, the 
world’s politicians mouth 

absurdities about how “sports and 
politics should not mix”. And, every 
Olympics emphasise that sports is 
definitely politics by other means. 

Apart from now-forgotten idiocy 
about “amateurism”, previous 
Olympics are remembered for show-
boating by dictatorial regimes (1936, 
2008), the massacre of athletes 
(1972), Black Power protests (1968), 
post-war triumphalism (1948), boy-
cotts triggered by geopolitical 
events (1980, 1984), etc. The upcom-
ing Paris Olympics also has plenty 
of noise and fury centred on Russian 
and Belarusian participation, or the 
lack of it. 

But Paris 2024 could also be con-
troversial in terms of gender politics. 
Before getting into this subject in any 
detail, definitions may be necessary. 
“Sex” refers to biological character-
istics, whereas “gender” refers to 
socially constructed roles and iden-
tities. The two usually coincide — 
say, someone with male sexual char-
acteristics usually identifies as male 
by gender.   

But in a small but not insignifi-
cant number of cases, somebody 
who is born into one sex identifies 
as a member of the other gender. 
Then, we have complications. That 

somebody may wish to “transition” 
— going through surgery and hor-
monal therapy to switch genders. Or, 
they may simply choose to identify 
as the other gender. 

At scale, this is a 21st century phe-
nomenon because medical science 
has progressed to the point where 
gender transition is relatively easy, 
allowing for switches. In tandem, the 
laws and social acceptance of trans-
gender people have become more 
flexible in many places, and gender-
fluidity is an accepted concept in 
many geographies. The usage of pro-
nouns such as “they” allows for this 
ambiguity too. 

Trans-people often inspire vio-
lent hatred and may be targeted by 
regressive laws. In India, for exam-
ple, they may stand for election, or 
possess a driving licence or pass-
port, but they would find it very 
hard to marry. 

The rights of transgender people 
is among the most complicated and 
controversial subjects in modern 
jurisprudence. In most professions, 
gender doesn’t make a difference. 
In professions like lawyer, politi-
cian, scientist, writer, pilot, and his-
torian, gender is orthogonal to com-
petence. But in areas like 
inheritance, it can cause complica-
tions since gender is treated differ-
ently in many laws of inheritance, 
such as India’s personal laws. 

Sports is at the cutting-edge of the 
trans controversy. An individual who 
is born with male sexual characteris-
tics and hits puberty before transition, 
is likely to be stronger and faster than 
somebody born with female sexual 
characteristics. 

Any male tennis player in the ATP 
top 100 can serve faster than the top 
women tennis players. No woman 
has ever run 100 metres in under 10 
seconds — the record is 10.49 sec-
onds — whereas over 150 men have 

sub-10 second timings. The women’s 
world record in the marathon is 16 
minutes more than the men’s record. 
There are similar disparities in dis-
ciplines like swimming, weightlift-
ing, discus throwing, cricket, and 
football, and let’s not even get into 
the differences in contact sports. 

In various geographies where, for 
example, athletics scholarships are 
available, there may be a great temp-
tation for an athlete to make the cut 
as a woman. This has happened mul-
tiple times in the US, for instance, 
with non-binary individuals compet-
ing as females in school and univer-
sity-level athletics. There are ongo-
ing cases in various US states to try 
and resolve this situation. But laws 
banning transgender athletes from 
competing as female may run afoul 
of other laws banning discrimination 
on the grounds of gender. 

As of now, various athletics asso-
ciations have tried to adjust for this 
situation by banning individuals who 
have transitioned from male to female 
using age as a cut-off. The FINA 
(World Swimming Association) dis-
tinguishes between athletes who have 
transitioned by using the cut-off age 
of 12. Anybody who has transitioned 
from male to female after age 12 (most 
countries don’t allow earlier tran-
sitions and that’s another can of 
worms) cannot compete as a woman. 
The World Athletics Federation has a 
similar cut off. But non-binary indi-
viduals have competed in the 
women’s events in football (Quinn 
won a gold medal for Canada), and in 
weightlifting. 

Most laws that guarantee rights 
to trans-people don’t distinguish 
between sports and other activities 
in banning discrimination, which 
means that bans could be legally 
unsustainable. It is likely that this 
would be the next frontier where 
sports and politics will collide.

VIEWPOINT 
DEVANGSHU DATTA

TICKER 
MIHIR S SHARMA

Where play meets politics

Modi & ‘jai jawan, 
jai kisan’ trap
Modi govt will need to address massive challenges without the 
total power it got used to, in the face of relentless electoral 
challenges, one after another

KENNETH ROGOFF

ILLUSTRATION: BINAY SINHA

Are Americans ready for the US-China trade war?
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Justice Nagarathna’s judgment in the case exhibits her deep concern for those married women 
who are not breadwinners but just homemakers AP

CRPC IS A NON-RELIGIOUS 
LAW THE PROVISIONS 
OF WHICH CANNOT BE 
SELECTIVELY USED FOR 
VARIOUS RELIGIOUS GROUPS 
OF CITIZENS. GREAT JUDGES 
OF INDIA HAVE BEEN 
CLARIFYING THIS SINCE 
THE EARLY YEARS OF THE 
POST-CONSTITUTION ERA

{ EDITOR’S PICK }  

A divorced Muslim woman is entitled to maintenance
under the Criminal Procedure Code’s Section 125, the
Supreme Court ruled on Wednesday, citing the 1985 
Shah Bano case that was countered a year later with the
enactment of the Muslim Women (Protection of Rights
on Divorce) Act. The Court said the 1986 law does not
take away rights that divorced women have either 
under personal law or Section 125.

This week, HT recommends legal historian Sau-
mya Saxena’s Divorce and Democracy, tracing the
history of personal law in post-Independence India.
The book covers the relationship between law and
religion, democracy, gender, minority rights, and
their impact on personal law. The book looks at how
the State has dealt with divorce mediated largely
through religion. Divorce and Democracy analyses
Hindu, Muslim, and Christian marriage and divorce
laws and helps situate them in current politics, even
as it historicises the legislative and judicial response
to debates over personal law. 

Divorce and Democ-
racy: Saumya Saxena
Year: 2022

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

THE DIVORCE DIVIDE

Most importantly, we should not fund “me-too”
research purporting to generate “India-spe-
cific” data. For the majority of diseases that are
of public health importance around the world,
research done elsewhere is good
enough to guide practice. In general,
the development and progression of
diseases, and their response to treat-
ment vary little between populations.
For the vast majority of diseases,
clinical practice in India reflects this
reality. Another category that should
seldom be supported is projects that
are far removed from clinical utility
(unless there is a plausible path for
further development, or it is student research).
It would also be best to avoid funding research
involving expensive treatments for common
diseases. As a general rule, newer, more expen-
sive technologies and treatments offer far less
incremental benefit compared to the additional
cost. A wiser use of money would be to focus on
finding better ways to implement existing effec-
tive treatments.

Research is most useful when its design and
focus allow for the results to be immediately
deployed in the clinic or community. These are
usually randomised clinical trials, focused on
two broad categories of disease conditions.
First, common diseases for which effective
treatments are already available, and second,
diseases that are disproportionately more prev-

alent in our country. For the first category,
funding should be prioritised for trials that aim
to find the best ways to implement already
known effective treatments.

For diseases in the second category, effective
treatments are often not available. These are
generally diseases of poorer countries and are
seldom the targets of serious research in the
rich world. Supporting research to understand
and treat such diseases would not only help our
own population but also help people in other
poor countries and serve as a testament to our

scientific leadership.
In post-war US, there was a con-

certed push towards prioritising
problem-solving, “strategic” or
“translational” research over pure
“curiosity-driven”, fundamental
research. Proponents illustrated this
by citing the work of Louis Pasteur
(multidisciplinary, problem oriented
research) over the “pure science” of
Niels Bohr. Adopting an integrated,

translation-oriented research template is
widely believed to have contributed to the rapid
strides in science and technology made by
Japan in the decades after the war, and by
China more recently.

In contrast, the vast majority of research
done in India is fragmented and does not
progress far enough to yield tangible benefits to
patients. This is partly because of siloed institu-
tional structures. Most often, basic scientists
work on questions guided by their own under-
standing, without inputs from clinical scien-
tists. Clinicians working in hospitals have nei-
ther the incentive nor the training to under-
stand basic science research. As a result, the
leads from basic research often die in the trans-
lational ‘valley of death’ as they fail to make the

jump to a marketable product.
How can this situation be righted? The long-

term solution perhaps lies in embedding medi-
cal schools within multi-disciplinary science
campuses to foster the development of an inter-
disciplinary mindset. Meanwhile, research
funds should preferentially be allocated to dis-
ease-focused, goal-oriented, multi-disciplinary,
translational research with clear deliverables.
(such as develop an effective, affordable medi-
cine for drug-resistant TB). 

The areas of priority should be identified by
the public funding agency, guided by metrics
such as the burden of disease in the population.
The funds should preferentially be disbursed to
teams consisting of basic scientists, clinicians
and trialists, and industry partners. This would
require funders to give out larger tranches of
money to fewer research groups, unlike the
current practice of giving small amounts of
money to a large number of individual
researchers. As the amount of money needed
for mission-mode projects would be large,
there should be an explicit mandate to secure
co-funding from industry and other donors. It
would encourage the reorganisation of acade-
mia and industry into virtual biomedical
research clusters that would help streamline
the process of translating fundamental science
to health benefits for the population. As the
central agencies fund most of the research, they
have the power to nudge academia into reorga-
nising, by preferentially funding multi-disci-
plinary teams to tackle the most important
health problems facing the nation. 

Karthikeyan is executive director of the Translational

Health Science and Technology Institute, and

professor of Cardiology at AIIMS, New Delhi.

The views expressed are personal

aggrieved women. The verdict in Abdul Samad
eminently fulfils this pressing need. 

The story of this case has virtually been, and
remains, a routine in Muslim households —
relations between a couple coming under the
weather, the wife going away from the matrimo-
nial home and initiating criminal proceedings
against the man, he, in turn, unilaterally divorc-
ing her and then trying to defeat in the court her
claim for maintenance by taking recourse to the
popular understanding of Muslim law on the
subject. This is what a Telangana man did and,
when the trial court decided the wife’s claim in
her favour, appealed to the state high court with
a plea that the dispute had to be adjudicated
upon not under the CrPC but exclusively under
the 1986 Act, which according to his counsel’s
knowledge had more or less enforced the tradi-
tional Muslim law and remains in force in that
sense. Failing to get relief there, the man
knocked at the apex court’s doors. An amicus
curiae appointed by the court submitted to it a
summary of all the past cases on the issue, and
the two judges on the bench wrote separate but
concurring judgments. Both made it clear
beyond doubt that the CrPC law is as much avail-
able to Muslim women as the Act of 1986, and
that they can avail either of these laws as they
wish, or even both.

To put the issue in its historical perspective
the two learned judges, AG Masih and BV
Nagarathna, took pains to narrate in their
respective judgments the four-decade-long story
of judicial approaches to the contentious issue —

from Krishna Iyer’s Bai Tahera decision of 1979
to R Bhanumati and Indira Banerjee’s conflict-
ing rulings in the Rana Nahid case of 2020.
Together, they dismissed the husband’s appeal
against the Telangana high court verdict. 

The judgment of Justice Nagarathna in the
case exhibits her deep concern for those married
women who are not breadwinners but just
homemakers. She writes, “In the case of a
woman who has an independent source of
income, she may be financially endowed and
may not be totally dependent on her husband
and his family. But what is the position of a mar-
ried woman who is often referred to as a home-
maker and who does not have an independent
source of income whatsoever and is totally
dependent for her financial resources on her
husband and on his family?” I do humbly share
her fervent appeal that “an Indian married man
must become conscious of the fact that he would
have to financially empower and provide for his
wife who does not have an independent source
of income.” 

The CrPC law on maintenance has been sub-
stantially retained in its new version, the Bhar-
tiya Nagrik Suraksha Sanhita (BNSS) of 2023,
which came into effect early this month. The
apex court decision will apply to the new equiva-
lent provisions as well. 

Tahir Mahmood is former chairman of

National Minorities Commission and

ex-member of the Law Commission of India.

The views expressed are personal

T
he relationship between investment in
high-quality biomedical research, popu-
lation health, and a country’s economic
growth is well established. At no time in

recent history has this link been appreciated
better than during the Covid-19 pandemic. But
unlike the shortened timelines during the pan-
demic, there is a long lag period between the
time investments in research are made and
benefits are observed. Therefore, policymakers
are uncertain about the areas to which scarce
funds should be diverted. Nevertheless, draw-
ing on past national and global experiences, a
few broad recommendations can be made.

In India, there is little money available for
investment in health research. A decade ago, it
was estimated that the funds received in
research grants annually was about $200 mil-
lion, nearly two-thirds of which came from the
Union government. Assuming that investment
has continued commensurate with Gross
Domestic Product growth, the current figure is
still likely to be less than half a billion dollars
annually. For comparison, in the United States
(US), public and institutional funding in health
research is nearly $85 billion annually. From all
sources, the US spends nearly $250 billion
annually on biomedical research compared to
about $1.4 billion by India. Therefore, for our
research dollars to be competitive, we simply
cannot allow any waste at all. How do we
ensure this? A few simple principles can help.

A
re the provisions of the Criminal
Procedure Code (CrPC) relating to
married women’s maintenance
rights applicable to Muslims? This
question, basically erroneous, has
been raising its head ever since

these were initially incorporated in the old CrPC
of 1898 (Section 488). The CrPC is a
non-religious law of general applica-
tion the provisions of which cannot be
selectively used for various religious
groups of citizens. Great judges of India
have been clarifying this since the early
years of the post-Constitution era. Once
again it came up before the apex court
this year, and once again it has
answered it in the affirmative in the
Abdul Samad case decided on July 10. 

The applicability of the CrPC provisions to
Muslims had been affirmed first by the Kerala
high court (Badruddin, 1957). In a later case, Jus-
tice VR Krishna Iyer (then in the same court)
strongly supported the decision saying “I have
no doubt that it behoves the courts in India to
enforce Section 488 of the CrPC in favour of all
Indian women, Hindu, Muslim or others.” (Sha-
hulameedu, 1970). Next year, Iyer, as a member
of the Law Commission of India, strongly recom-
mended that under the new CrPC (then being
drafted) the relief provided for married women
be made available to divorced wives as well. The
government of the day proposed to accept his
recommendation but faced stiff opposition from
Muslim religious circles and eventually incorpo-
rated it into the 1973 CrPC with some conces-
sions to partly accommodate the contrary rules
of personal laws and custom. On being elevated
to the Supreme Court, Justice Iyer tried to miti-

gate the effect of the said concessional provi-
sions by subjecting them to strict conditions (Bai
Tahera, 1979). In a subsequent case, he even rep-
rimanded a high court for not following his rul-
ing (Fuzlunbi, 1980). As these cases led to sim-
mering discontent among Muslims, the next
case on the issue was referred by Justice Mur-
taza Fazal Ali to Chief Justice YV Chandrachud
for a decision by a larger bench. It was this refer-
ence that led to the constitutional bench deci-
sion in the celebrated Shah Bano case of 1985. 

Muslim leaders of the time vehemently
opposed Shah Bano and, on their demand, the
government chose to enact a remedial Act in
1986, which, in the sight of those leaders, made
the new ruling almost ineffective. Several high
courts did not agree with this understanding
and interpreted the new Act so as to keep Shah
Bano alive. The constitutional validity of the new

Act was challenged soon but the matter
was decided 16 years later, by another
Constitution bench headed by Justice
Rajendra Babu (Danial Latifi, 2001). He
willy-nilly upheld the disputed Act but
decisively ruled that it had to be
applied strictly in accordance with the
Shah Bano judgment. During the years
that followed, in several cases begin-
ning with Khatun Nisa (2002), the apex
court treated the CrPC provisions and

the Act of 1986 as parallel legislations in pari
materia, and did its best to harmonise them in
letter and spirit. Yet there remained a need for a
clear-cut ruling that the option to seek relief
under either of the two laws lies with the

Apex court’s final 
word on law and 
redress in alimony
There was a need for a clear-cut 
ruling that the option to seek 
relief under either of the two 
laws — personal or secular — 
lies with the aggrieved women. 
The verdict in Abdul Samad  
fulfils this pressing need

Ganesan 
Karthikeyan

For biomedical research, 
a compass of practicality

{ OUR TAKE }  

T
hat the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) has lasted for 75 years is a reflection of
the endurance of the US-led Trans-Atlantic
security order that came into being after World

War II. That erstwhile adversaries of Eastern Europe 
were keen to join the bloc shows the appeal of the US 
security umbrella that comes with its provision of 
collective defence. And that mainstream political 
opinion, on both sides of the Atlantic, for most of these 
seven-and-a-half decades, saw merit in this alliance 
reflected both the elite and popular legitimacy of the 
project in the western world.

But when NATO’s leaders met this week in 
Washington DC, these features were under strain. The 
US-led security order is confronting its most serious 
challenge in Europe from Russia’s invasion of Ukraine 
and in the Indo-Pacific from China — and both 
adversaries of the Western bloc are now closely 
coordinating with each other, with a little help from 
Iran and North Korea. The entry of Eastern European 
States served as a constant reminder to Moscow about 
the presence of the West at its borders, led to 
insecurities, and made Russia particularly sensitive to 
Ukraine’s status vis-à-vis NATO, eventually leading to 
Vladimir Putin’s invasion. And the rise of Donald 
Trump shattered the consensus in Washington DC on 
European security. If one cuts through his extremist 
rhetoric, Trump was asking a set of questions that 
resonated with a large segment of his country — why 
should American citizens care about developments at 
the far end of Europe; what does the US get for 
assuming global security responsibilities; why fight 
Russia when China is the main adversary; why aren’t 
European States paying more for their security?

The Washington summit aimed to address these 
concerns and insure the alliance against shocks. US 
President Joe Biden used the moment to celebrate 
NATO, explain how the US gained from the alliance, 
and outline the additions in its membership, and the 
increased budgetary spending of European States on 
defence. These messages were largely intended for a 
sceptical domestic audience in the US about the 
continued relevance of the bloc and that burden sharing 
was fair. NATO called out China for being the “decisive 
enabler” of the Ukraine war and warned Xi Jinping of 
the consequences if Beijing continued offering Moscow 
political and material support. This was a sign of how 
the West viewed the European and Asian theatre as an 
integrated whole after the China-Russia “no-limits” 
partnership. The alliance assured Ukraine it was on a 
path to “irreversible” membership of NATO, offered 
tangible security assistance and stepped up funding. 
This was both a recognition that Kyiv needed more 
sustained help to resist Moscow and also a pre-emptive 
move to strengthen Volodymyr Zelensky’s hand just in 
case of a possible Trump presidency.

Yet, it was hard to miss the sense of gloom that 
permeated the summit. If Trump returns to office, the 
bloc’s best-laid plans may not even be considered. 
If Russia makes gains on the Ukrainian battlefield, while 
western societies continue to get tired and lose the 
appetite to support Kyiv, all bets are off about the future 
of European security. A persistent policy of support to 
Ukraine and its incorporation into NATO doesn’t really 
offer a pathway for a resolution either. NATO faces a 
political challenge at home and strategic challenges at its 
borders, and it doesn’t have easy answers for either.

NATO@75 faces 
hard questions
The alliance made plans and promises. But it 
is struggling to respond to Trump’s rise in the 
US and the China-Russia axis at its borders
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Tahir 
Mahmood 

T
he climate crisis remains the most
pressing challenge of our time. Some of
the biggest contributors to the climate
crisis are sectors that emit large

amounts of greenhouse gases. As one of the 
largest sources of emissions, the industrial sec-
tor plays a central role in tackling this challenge.
According to the Sixth Assessment Report of 
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC), achieving net-zero emissions 
from industry is possible but remains a signifi-
cant challenge. To make substantial progress, 
hard-to-abate industries must transition to 
more effective, low-carbon operations.

The discourse on the decarbonisation of
industry is becoming increasingly urgent, espe-
cially after the global stocktake published by the
United Nations Framework Convention on Cli-
mate Change (UNFCCC) at the 28th Conference

of the Parties (COP 28), which highlighted the 
shortcomings in mitigating the climate crisis. 
Industries, particularly hard-to-abate sectors 
such as iron & steel, power, and cement play an
important role in the transition.

Industrial decarbonisation
requires a significant expansion of 
infrastructure for electricity, hydro-
gen, recycling and carbon capture 
use and storage, as well as the con-
version or phasing out of current 
industrial facilities. Sweden has 
emerged as a major player in the 
development of low-carbon indus-
trial technologies for a greener 
future. One notable example is HYBRIT, a joint
venture between three companies, SSAB, LKAB
and Vattenfall, which has set a milestone by 
producing fossil-fuel-free steel using hydrogen

instead of coal. This achievement represents a
vital step towards carbon neutrality. The 
HYBRIT technology uses hydrogen from water
and renewable energy instead of coking coal, 
which is traditionally used in ore-based steel 
production. This technology has the potential to
revolutionise industry globally, including in 
India.

India, with its large industrial base and ambi-
tious climate goals, is an ideal partner for the 
introduction of such technologies. The opportu-
nity to introduce Swedish innovations in India

could set a precedent for bilateral
cooperation that deploys advanced
technology for significant environ-
mental benefit. The Leadership
Group for Industry Transition
(LeadIT) is a collaboration between
India and Sweden to achieve net-
zero emissions in hard-to-decarbon-
ise sectors. The project, with 18
countries and 20 companies
involved, includes a commitment

from the members to jointly develop technolo-
gies, collaborate on research and innovation, 
and mobilise investments for the transition.

At COP28, the India-Sweden Industry Transi-

tion Partnership was also launched to acceler-
ate decarbonisation of steel and cement sectors.
Other initiatives, such as the India-Sweden 
Innovations Accelerator and the Sweden-India
Innovation Partnership, aim to accelerate the 
pace of green transition between key players 
from India and Sweden.

These collaborative efforts can serve as a
blueprint for countries on green, clean transi-
tion.While India is well-equipped to manage its
emissions, climate change is a challenge that 
requires global cooperation. Sweden is dedi-
cated to supporting India in reducing emissions
and decarbonising hard-to-abate sectors. By 
working together, we can make a meaningful 
impact on this critical issue.

As India and Sweden mark more than 75
years of diplomatic ties, we are happy to co-cre-
ate solutions and exchange technical know-
how for a carbon-neutral, resource-efficient 
society. Let us embrace our embassy’s motto for
the year 2024, Building a Sustainable Tomor-
row, embodying the spirit of unity and innova-
tion that drives us to create a lasting impact.

Jan Thesleff is ambassador of Sweden to India.

The views expressed are personal

A Swedish template to 
achieve net zero goals

Jan 
Thesleff 
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N the US, rock music is a reli-
gion—and is perhaps the rich-
est cultural field to mine for 
metaphors while discussing 
the controversies surrounding 
President Joe Biden’s re-elec-
tion hiccups. Biden, aged 81, is 

not exactly ‘rocking’ it, unless you take 
that to be a euphemism for doddering. 
However, his supporters, who seem to be 
dwindling, think he is okay to remain in 
the job as the world’s most powerful 
man—a title that is as much in doubt as 
the current incumbent’s capabilities. Bi-
den is already the oldest serving presi-
dent the US has had, beating Ronald Rea-
gan, who was 77 when he left office.

Biden must have chosen to ignore  
British rock group Jethro Tull’s song of  
existential angst, ‘Too old to rock-n-roll, 
too young to die’, which takes a cynical-
yet-hopeful look at an ageing rocker.  
It seems the Democratic leader prefers 
lyrics from Canadian rockstar Bryan  
Adams, whose song ‘Eighteen till I die’ 
starts with, “I wanna be young the rest of  
my life/ Never say no, try anything twice/ 
’Til the angels come, and ask me to fly.” 
And so, Biden remains a rockstar for  
his eager hangers-on.

Whether Biden is right to keep the job 
depends on who you are talking to and 
how you look at it. We live in the age of  
ageism as a scourge. Millennials and Gen 
Z-ers are constantly reminding those 
born before personal computers that 
they are of  a different era. If  we fight sex-
ism, why not counter ageism? 

Age, as they say, is only a number. At 78, 
Donald Trump, Biden’s rival in the race to 
the White House, is not far behind the pres-
ident. History books tell us that William 
Ewart Gladstone was 82 years and 231 days 
young when he took office as the British 
prime minister for the final time and re-
tired only when he was 84. Morarji Desai 
became India’s premier when he was 81.

But age is one thing, and fitness for the 
job quite another. That is where all the 
dank memes on Biden are at.

One newspaper report said that, at the 
2022 G7 meeting, Biden had skipped a 
scheduled meeting with German Chan-
cellor Olaf  Scholz to “go to bed”. After Bi-
den’s disastrous performance in the presi-
dential debate against Trump last month, 
a White House physician was forced to 
clarify that a neurologist who had visited 
the presidential premises a number of  
times was consulted only as part of  the 

annual physical check-up routine. If  Bi-
den is indeed as fit as a fiddle—or a well-
tuned electric guitar—we may link his 
debate disaster to the title of  a Pink Floyd 
album, ‘A Momentary Lapse of  Reason’.

Well, it was not quite momentary. You 
only have to search “Biden forgets” on 

Google News to realise that his forgetful-
ness has become quite memorable. The 
numerous lapses indicate his alertness 
requires some examination.

But he is doing fine as an older gentle-
man. It is the presidency, the so-called 
nuclear ‘football’ and the superpower-
dom that worry Americans like Mark 
Warner, who is reported to be assembling 
fellow Democratic Senators to request 
Biden to step aside.

Then you have to look at Trump, as 
many do, to defend Biden. Trump faced 
34 criminal charges of  falsifying busi-
ness records related to “hush money” 
payments made to porn star Stormy Dan-
iels before the 2016 presidential election, 
and was found guilty. 

The Biden camp may well declare him 
to be more “morally fit” than Trump, 
though the president’s son Hunter Bi-
den’s misadventures on charges of  drug 
use or gun possession are of  political sig-
nificance in this election season. In front 
of  the charges Trump faces, Hunter’s 
acts seem a minor misadventure. Sub-
stance use is seen by some in the US as 
regular rockstar behaviour. And, after 
all, you just cannot compare Jack Dan-
iel’s with Stormy Daniels.

But what can Washington possibly do 
to save its global superstardom? The US 
could swallow its pride and learn from its 
former rulers, the UK, to make Biden 
something like the departed British head 
of  state, Queen Elizabeth II. He could be a 
non-monarchical figurehead and let some-
one else run the show while he presides 
over ribbon-cutting. Amiable and sharp-
ly-dressed, Biden can be majestic while 
waving his hand from a distance. He also 
has a lifetime of  practice in saying warm 
things in a respectable voice. This politi-
cal reverse swing would be the closest the 
Americans ever again get to royalty. 

If  this is too un-republican for the 
world’s most prominent democracy, the 
US could pick a leaf  out of  India, the 
world’s most populous if  not the oldest. 
Biden may be made a margdarshak or 
guide for the administration, as we have 
referred to some senior leaders in India. 
One way or another, a ceremonial presi-
dency may be a good idea over a unitary, 
all-too-powerful executive.

Whatever the way, age is not the issue. 
You only have to look at Kerala Chief  
Minister Pinarayi Vijayan. At 79 years, 
his moves are strong and at times even 
sprightly. In his party, the CPI(M), geron-
tocracy is a tradition respected by the 
young; though in 2021 the party spoiled 
the silver show by setting the retirement 
age for its politburo members at 75. But 
being a governing Marx-darshak at his 
age is apparently not an issue. 

(Views are personal)
(On X @madversity)
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As a moral being, man is endowed with memory 
which sows in him a sense of dissatisfaction. It 
makes us vulnerable, subject to pain

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

— Ramnath Goenka

RIME Minister Narendra Modi’s 
recent visit to Moscow attracted 
extraordinary global attention. 
It was his first visit after Russia’s 
invasion of  Ukraine and the first 
bilateral visit of  his third term. 
It roughly coincided with a 

NATO summit, which was formulating 
strategies to defeat Russia in Ukraine. It 
commenced on a day when a barrage of  
Russian missiles hit Ukrainian cities; one 
allegedly hit a children’s hospital in Kyiv. 

The timing of  his visit, the demonstra-
tion of  his personal chemistry with Rus-
sian President Vladimir Putin and fulsome 
praise for his contribution to the India-Rus-
sia partnership all sought to convey that 
the partnership—shaped by history, geog-
raphy and economic interests—would sur-
vive the current global geopolitical flux. 

The history is well-known: political, eco-
nomic and military relations forged during 
Cold War. A legacy is Russian military 
equipment forms over 60 percent of  Indian 
armed forces’ inventory. The transfer of  
weapons and military technologies contin-
ued as the US and allies dragged their feet 
on lifting technology restrictions on India. 

The geography is equally compelling. 
Russia straddles the Eurasian landmass 
from Central Asia to the Caucasus, which 
is important for India’s security interests 
and strategic ambitions. Sandwiched be-
tween Russia and China, Central Asia is 
India’s near-neighbour, bordering Iran, Af-
ghanistan and Pakistan-occupied Kashmir. 
It is dominated by Russia and China, but 
now has many regional and extra-regional 
actors jostling for influence. India needs to 
closely monitor the interplay of  forces here, 
keeping Russia onside in this endeavour. 

Connectivity is key for effective presence 
in this region. This explains the importance 
of  the trade corridor from India to Central 
Asia through Iran—the International 
North–South Transport Corridor (INSTC)—
that India, Iran and Russia have been trying 
to operationalise for years. Refinement of  
logistical arrangements for this was dis-
cussed during Modi’s visit. INSTC could 
boost India’s trade with Eurasia to $170 bil-
lion from under $15 billion today.

Over the years, the Modi government has 
striven to broad-base the relationship to en-
compass energy, industry, agriculture, natu-
ral resources and niche technologies. Bilat-
eral trade has burgeoned to over $66 billion,
though most of  it is Russian export of  hy-
drocarbons. Balancing this has been a sub-
ject of  discussion. Payment difficulties aris-
ing from western sanctions are partly to 
blame. A bilateral settlement system using 
national currencies is a solution under dis-
cussion. Russia’s huge rupee reserves open 

the possibility of  joint ventures in India for 
manufacture of  a range of  industrial prod-
ucts, including defence components.  

Indian companies have invested billions 
of  dollars in Russian hydrocarbon projects. 
Six nuclear power plants are being con-
structed with Russian collaboration in TN, 
of  which two are already in operation.

The surge in Indian purchase of  Russian 
oil over the past two years, after EU banned 
Russian imports, has fed domestic consump-
tion and served demand for refined products 
in Europe, which continue to criticise India 
for “circumventing” sanctions. Modi subtly 
addressed this hypocrisy by remarking that 
India’s imports of  Russian oil helped stabi-
lise the global hydrocarbons market. 

Even while sustaining the Russia rela-
tionship, India has fast-tracked relations 
with the US and allies, which have acquired 

extraordinary breadth and depth, embrac-
ing trade, investment, technology, defence 
and deep cooperation on a range of  bilateral 
and international issues. Intensifying US 
consciousness of  the Chinese challenge to 
its global dominance coincided with rising 
Indian concerns over border tensions with 
China and apprehensions of  the latter’s am-
bitions in our continental and maritime 
neighbourhood. This convergence forged a 
strong India-US strategic partnership 
(which is not entirely friction-free, as we 
saw in recent months). Engagement in the 
Quad and other cooperative mechanisms 
has cemented ties. Our expanding economy 
attracts international companies barred 
from Russia and discouraged from China. 

These factors have expanded space for 
India to pursue its interests with Russia. In 
2018, the US threatened sanctions if  India 

acquired the Russian S-400 air defence sys-
tem. Modi went ahead with the acquisition. 
The sanctions did not materialise.

Meanwhile, India has diversified arms 
procurement to expand choice and promote 
indigenisation. Russia’s share in India’s 
arms imports fell from 56 percent in 2015-19 
to 36 percent in 2019-23. France, Israel and 
the US occupied the vacated space. 

Modi’s visit was criticised abroad for un-
dermining the international isolation of  
Russia and Putin. This narrative ignores 
the fact that countries like Vietnam, Saudi 
Arabia and UAE have recently rolled out 
the red carpet for Putin, and many non-
Western leaders have been visiting Russia. 
The nation’s political isolation does not ex-
tend much beyond the western world. 

Modi addressed the Russian missile 
strikes in this meeting, when he invoked the 
ravages of  war, including the heart-break-
ing loss of  children’s lives, and revealed it 
had figured in their discussions. Modi said 
he was encouraged by thoughts emerging 
from their mutually respectful conversation 
and affirmed India was committed to work-
ing towards peace. Speaking before Modi, 
Putin also referred to that conversation, 
thanking the Indian PM for exploring op-
tions to resolve the “Ukraine crisis” by 
peaceful means. It is not clear if  this sig-
nalled the possibility of  a breakthrough.  

The elephant in the room, not recognised 
publicly, was China. It would certainly have 
figured in closed-door discussions. The Rus-
sia-China strategic partnership has been 
under intense focus, particularly after 
Ukraine’s invasion. As Russia-West rela-
tions have plunged, its dependence on Chi-
nese political and economic support has 
grown. Indian strategists worry about this 
dependence diluting Russian sensitivity to 
our interests. Russia has, by actions and in 
interactions, sought to assuage these appre-
hensions. India will continue to keenly mon-
itor weaponry and technologies transfers, 
intelligence-sharing, and actions in interna-
tional forums on India’s core interests.

India-Russia relations will remain sensi-
tive to the geopolitical flux. Geography, eco-
nomics and Eurasian politics create over-
lapping interests. Both countries seek a 
multipolar world, though their definitions 
vary. Each pursues strategies based on op-
portunities and challenges. Unlike during 
the Cold War, their interests are not con-
gruent. It means building on convergences 
and managing differences, so that they do 
not impact core national interests. Enlight-
ened diplomacy should ensure India’s 
shared interests with Russia do not clash 
with those of  its other strategic partners.

(Views are personal)
(raghavan.ps@gmail.com)
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TOO OLD TO ROCK-N-ROLL, 
TOO YOUNG TO STEP ASIDE?

MODI EMBRACES  
THE BEAR AS THE  
EAGLE LOOKS ON

P S RAGHAVAN Distinguished Fellow, Vivekananda International 
Foundation, and a former diplomat

Joe Biden is now a target of memes 
about his gaffes. Maybe the US 
president prefers the theme of 
Canadian rockstar Bryan Adams’s 
song ‘Eighteen till I die’. On the 
other hand, Kerala CM Pinarayi 
Vijayan remains a strong ‘Marx-
darshak’ at age 79

The Modi govt has broadened India’s relationships with Russia 
as well as with US & its allies. It’s about protecting core national 

interests while building on convergences & managing differences

MANDAR PARDIKAR

MADHAVAN  
NARAYANAN

Senior journalist

Politically aimed
Ref: Rescuing India from the altar of bigotry 
(Jul 12). The nation needs harmonious living 
of all  citizens. Religious clashes were there 
in India before Modi became PM, but as they 
were daily occurrences, it  didn’t make news. 
The underlying intention of this article seems 
to be not solace but appeasement, and is 
politically aimed.
Asokakumar V, Thrikkunnapuzha

Balanced perspective 
It is indisputable that during campaigning in 
Rajasthan’s Banswara, Modi overstepped in 
his utterances. But it has to be remembered 
that it was not the Congress that was in 
power for many decades, yet the BJP-led 
government enacted the triple-talaq law, 
which is a big help for Muslim women. The 
title shows the author ’s earnestness to blow 
things out of proportion by painting the 
government with a wrong brush.   
R Sridharan, Chennai 

Communities’ concern
The author seems to be one-sided in his 
perspective and judgement of things, 
especially religious fanaticism and aggression, 
finding everything negative only among 
Hindus and seeing entire other communities as 
paragons of peace. One must understand that
there are violent people in all  faiths. 
U Atreya Sarma, Hyderabad

Evolved jurisprudence 
Ref: Delhi Univ V-C nixes proposal to add 
Manusmriti  readings in LLB (Jul 12). This 
proposal of the Delhi University was regressive. 
The Manusmriti  is an antithesis of the dictum 
that all  are equal before the law. One need not 
be a legal scholar to understand that the laws 
of Manu will  hardly be relevant to the present 
times. Modern-day jurisprudence is a product of 
evolution and is not static.
S Balu, Madurai 
         
Against progress
It would have been disastrous if  the Manusmriti 
were included in the DU’s LLB course. It would 
be completely adverse to the progress and 
development of women and marginalised 
people. It would encourage casteism, the main 
reason for our backwardness. 
B Chandra Sekhar Achary, Kesinga

Costly gaffe
US President Joe Biden’s gaffe at the NATO 
summit in introducing Ukraine’s Zelenskyy 
as Russia’s Putin will  be costly. There is 
already rising clamour in the US on his lack of 
fitness to contest the presidential election.
Such repeated slips of tongue will  certainly 
diminish the chances for his party.
D V G Sankara Rao, Vizianagaram
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INDIA NEEDS TO CREATE 
MORE PRODUCTIVE,  

NON-FARM JOBS

I
NDIA’S unemployment data is back in the news again. While 
official data shows that the country has been generating jobs 
and creating opportunities, private estimates indicate other-
wise. First up, a Citigroup report stressed that even with a  
7 percent GDP growth rate, India can generate only about 

80-90 lakh jobs a year at best, as against the needed 1.1-1.2 crore. 
To which, the Ministry of  Labour and Employment issued a 
rebuttal stating that India generated over 8 crore jobs between 
2017-18 and 2021-22. In other words, an average of  over 2 crore 
jobs were created each year, notwithstanding the impact of  the 
pandemic. The RBI, too, released fresh data that estimated 4.67 
crore newer jobs added in 2023-24, while the growth rate dou-
bled to 6 percent in 2023-24 from 3.2 percent a year ago. 

In the five years between 2017-18 and 2022-23, the official 
data shows the labour force participation rate increased 
from 49.8 percent to 57.9 percent, while the unemployment 
rate among those 15 years and above fell from 6 percent to 3.2 
percent. Helpfully, the number of  women joining the labour 
market is rising and so is the self-employed category. What 
is upsetting, though, is the declining labour productivity, or 
the value added per worker. RBI data confirms that labour 
productivity stood at the lowest rung in agriculture, con-
struction and trade—segments known for mass job creation. 
Separately, a recent survey of  the unincorporated sector, too, 
points out that a sizeable section of  the labour force contin-
ues to be engaged in the less productive informal sector. 

In 2022-23, the number of  informal sector firms stood at 
6.5 crore, and roughly 11 crore workers were engaged in 
these units. However, the value added per worker stood at a 
fraction of  that in the formal sector. The data also shows 
that informal sector employment rose from 97.9 million in 
2021-22 to 109.6 million in 2022-23, but remains below the pre-
pandemic level of  111.3 million in 2015-16. The opposition is 
hammering home the point that India is facing the highest 
rate of  joblessness in 45 years, a claim they have been main-
taining for the past five years; the government has been 
dismissing such claims. But what is undeniable is the need 
to create more productive, non-farm employment. The forth-
coming Union Budget will be a good place to start. 

PARENTS, SCHOOLS MUST BE 
ALERT ON DRINK-DRIVING

C
HILDREN are not safe on the streets of  Bengaluru—even 
when they are being ferried in school vans and buses. The 
city’s traffic police conducted a surprise morning check 
of  3,016 school vehicles earlier this week and found 23 
drivers under the influence of  alcohol. This negligence 

has dismayed parents and led to a public outrage over the 
casual attitude of  the school managements and transport 
firms. It heightens the risk of  schoolchildren being involved 
in accidents. Bengaluru city reports an average of  eight acci-
dents a day—281 accidents claimed 291 lives from January to 
May 2024, while 841 non-fatal accidents left over 1,100 injured. 
It’s also not the first time drink-driving checks were done on 
school-bus drivers. The authorities have charged the failing 
drivers under the Motor Vehicles Act (MVA) and seized their 
licences. School managements could be booked under Section 
75 of  the Juvenile Justice Act for endangering schoolchildren; 
it prescribes imprisonment of  three years and a fine.

Drink-driving is explicitly forbidden under Section 185 of  
the MVA—drivers whose blood alcohol concentration exceeds 
the prescribed limit of  0.03 percent can be fined `10,000 or 
imprisoned for up to 6 months, or both. When a Maharashtra 
politician’s son, Mihir Shah, recently knocked down a scooter 
with his BMW in Mumbai, dragged a woman for 1.5 km and 
then reversed over her, he was reportedly drunk. So too was 
the teenager who mowed down two techies with his Porsche 
in Pune. We can definitely do without such reckless drivers, 
especially when the passengers are children. School manage-
ments must take responsibility for providing safe transport 
and ensure that drivers undergo breathalyser tests, especially 
when they charge exorbitant fees for the transport. 

It is not uncommon to see school kids packed like sardines 
in a van, hanging out of  autorickshaws, or even riding bus 
footboards. There have been occasions when small children 
have been run over by school vans, or even sexually abused 
by van workers. A series of  child rapes on Bengaluru’s 
school campuses in 2014 had led to guidelines being drawn 
up, recommending the installation of  close-circuit cameras 
on campus, GPS on schoolbuses and verification of  staffers. 
In such a vulnerable scenario, it is also up to parents to be 
alert and engage with school managements and traffic au-
thorities for their children’s safety.

Q U I C K  TA K E

LEVEL THE PLAYING COURT

WITH the Wimbledon finals drawing closer, we might want 
to look at a paper on tennis’s inequality problem published 
in the Berkeley Economic Review. Calling it “the biggest 

unforced error in sports”, it explains how uneven the income 
distribution among tennis players is. Novak Djokovic in 2014 
earned 10 times more than Fernando Verdasco, another pro who 
had competed in all Grand Slams that year. The tennis field is 
much more unequal than the basketball or baseball ones, the 
paper shows. The trouble is in the prize money structures. It is 
yet another reason for governments to support athletes in indi-
vidual sports as much as in team ones like cricket.
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Young philanthropists are
playing a catalytic role in
ushering in a new age of giv-
ing that underscores the need
for scalable change and long-
term impact. Having the
third-largest startup ecosys-
tem, and being home to 100
unicorns, India has given rise
to a new generation of wealth
creators who are young, tech-
driven, and passionate about
change. These ‘new-age’ phil-
anthropists are transforming
the country’s infrastructure
and bringing about long-last-
ing growth. Their efforts are
not just about giving back;
they are about driving sys-
temic and sustainable impact
across communities. For
instance, initiatives like the
Karnataka Model School
Pathways Programme are
redefining India’s education
system. In a world where
socioeconomic challenges are
pervasive, these young
change-makers are bringing
fresh perspectives and inno-
vative approaches to philan-
thropy, making it not only a
trend but also a powerful
force for social change.
Moving away from the tradi-
tional approach of philan-
thropy being seen as a post-
retirement task, this genera-

tion of philanthropists is start-
ing early, leveraging their
wealth, influence, and techno-
logical savvy to drive mean-
ingful change within their life-
time. 
Instead of adhering to tradi-
tional models of charity,
young philanthropists are
adopting a more entrepre-
neurial approach, seeking out
innovative solutions and
investing in new focus areas
like climate change, mental
health, sports for develop-
ment, etc. The India
Philanthropy Report 2024
shows how emerging issues
like climate change and
Gender, Equity, Diversity and
Inclusion (GEDI) have
become the top three areas of
interest apart from tradition-
al causes for this new cohort
of young entrepreneurs.
Nikhil Kamath, CEO of
Zerodha and one of the

youngest philanthropists is a
strong advocate of climate
change. A founder of YIPP
which brings together young
entrepreneurs to address
pressing societal issues collec-
tively, Kamath had started
investing in environmental
problems way back in 2019
with the launch of Rainmatter
Foundation and recently
invested in a charity that
combats climate change in
India. These new age givers
are using technology to tack-
le some of India’s most press-
ing problems, combining
data-driven insights with a
deep understanding of social
issues to create long-term,
scalable impact. Their
approach has been guided by
a blend of head and heart
making their philanthropy
more strategic and forward-
thinking. Their willingness to
collaborate and pool time, tal-
ent and treasure for collective
impact is another character-
istic of this new generation of
philanthropists. Recognizing
the complexity of social chal-
lenges and the need for coor-
dinated action, they are forg-
ing partnerships with like-
minded individuals and orga-
nizations to amplify their
efforts. Collective philan-

thropy presents a dynamic
approach to otherwise tradi-
tional models of philanthropy,
opening avenues for innova-
tive solutions to India’s unique
problems. This spirit of col-
laboration is exemplified by
initiatives such as the YIPP
which was started in 2021 to
bring together young change
makers below the age of 45 to
create new-age solutions col-
lectively. With a clear focus on
accountability and scalability,
this 15-member group aims
to make their giving more
structured, bold and innova-
tive. Hailing from diverse
backgrounds, experiences and
philanthropic aspirations,
they are collectively a motivat-
ed force keen to showcase the
power of collaboration and
strength in working together
towards a set common goal.
With their entrepreneurial
spirit, technological acumen,
and commitment to collective
action, they are leading the
charge towards a brighter
tomorrow for India and the
world. 

(The writer is founding
member, Young India

Philanthropic Pledge and
chief  inspiration officer,

Yuva Unstoppable; 
views are personal)
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ISKCON organization in Odisha. It was
also a mega Hindu festival, but the Centre
did not choose to fund this festival.
However, the core issue I wish to point out
is the fate of the Clean Ganga project intro-
duced by the BJP government in its first
tenure, for which Rs 5,000 crore was allo-
cated. It is not known if the cleaning pro-
ject was completed, as no report was pre-
sented in Parliament. It is unclear whether
sustained maintenance is regularly done by
the UP government, whether a system has
been put in place to guard against the mis-
use and overcrowding of the Ganga river,
and whether steps are taken to prohibit the
immersion and floating of dead bodies in
the river. Protecting the holiness and
purity of the Ganga river is the foremost
duty of both the Centre and the UP gov-
ernment. 
Manoharan Muthuswamy |Ramnad
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Madam — The Supreme Court's decision
on alimony for divorced Muslim women
is significant. The court determined that
every woman, regardless of faith, has the

right to alimony. Justices B.V. Nagarathna
and Augustin George Masih, though mak-
ing independent decisions, ultimately
reached the same conclusion. Both indi-
cated that a divorced Muslim woman could
file a lawsuit against her husband under
Section 125 of the CrPC to receive alimo-
ny. 
The Supreme Court's ruling is admirable
and consistent with the duties of a welfare
state. This verdict mirrors the one hand-
ed down in the Shah Bano case on April
23, 1985. Previously, alimony for divorced
women was determined by Muslim
Personal Law, which allowed alimony
only during the Iddat period. However, the
Supreme Court declared that Section 125
of the Indian Penal Code is equally applic-
able to all women, allowing them to claim
alimony even after Iddat. Many divorced
Muslim women do not remarry, and
receiving alimony only during the Iddat
period does not resolve their issues. 

Abhijit Roy | Jamshedpur
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Madam — The Samyukta Kisan Morcha
(SKM), India's largest farmers' organiza-
tion that led the historic 2020-21 protests,
has announced plans to resume their agi-
tation against the BJP-led NDA govern-
ment to push for their pending demands.
These demands include a guaranteed
MSP law, loan waivers, and pensions for
farmers and farmworkers. The General
Body has decided to restart the agitation,
demanding the implementation of the
agreement signed on December 9, 2021,
by the Secretary of the Department of
Agriculture and other key demands affect-
ing farmers' livelihoods. 
The SKM plans to campaign against the
BJP in the upcoming assembly elections
and intends to expose, oppose, and pun-
ish the party. The farmers' movement has
significantly impacted Lok Sabha elections,
defeating the BJP in 38 rural seats across
Punjab, Haryana, Uttar Pradesh, Rajasthan,
and Maharashtra. Clearly, all is not well for
the BJP.

Bhagwan Thadani| Mumbai
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Madam — Madam,This is in reference to
the report, "Namami Ganga: Rs211 Crore
Splash to Keep Maha Kumbh Eco-
Friendly" (July 10). Whether the state gov-
ernment spends money on the Maha
Kumbh Mela (MKM) at Prayag or not, the
Modi government at the Centre is ready
to pour money into the coffers of Chief
Minister Yogi Adityanath's government
months ahead of the function. The
Government of India, which delayed the
payment of flood relief money to Tamil
Nadu for many months and finally released
a small amount with great reluctance coin-
ciding with the Lok Sabha elections, has
now 'splashed' Rs211 crore to the UP gov-
ernment quickly for the Mela scheduled for
January-February 2025. This money is
intended for preserving the purity of the
Ganga river and ensuring cleanliness
throughout the mega event. Just a week ago,
another annual global event, the Puri
Jagannath Rath Yatra, was celebrated by the
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Kumar Singh has written in
the South Asia Terrorism
Portal (SATPOR, Volume 22,
Number 18) dated March 11,
2024, that the United Nations
Assistance Mission in
Afghanistan (UNAMA) had
expressed grave concern over
the arrest and detention of
women and girls for alleged
non-compliance with the
Islamic dress code.
He has quoted Roza
Otunbayeva, Special
Representative of the UN
Secretary-General and head of
UNAMA, as observing that
enforcement measures and
physical violence were “espe-
cially demeaning and danger-
ous for Afghan women.”
Detention, she continued, car-
ried “an enormous stigma that
put Afghan women at even
greater risk.”The Taliban’s war
on women--perhaps the most
diabolical feature of their first
stint in power from 1996 to
2001—continues in their sec-
ond innings with rape and
molestation as a part of it. The
process started in September
2021 when the Taliban
removed the signboard of the
Ministry of Women’s Affairs in
Kabul and replaced it with that
of the Ministry for the
Promotion of Virtue and
Prevention of Vice, the earli-
er incarnation of which had

earned widespread notoriety
during their first stint in power,
for arbitrary and savage
enforcement-- with particular
harshness towards women--of
the government’s obscurantist
diktats.A series of measures
has followed. 
Women are not allowed to
travel more than 70 kilometres
without a male escort who is
her husband or a mahram, a
close blood relative—father,
son brother, grandfather, great-
grandfather, nephew with
whom marriage is prohibited
and, in whose presence, she
need not wear a hijab. They are
to wear “proper” hijabs, loose
black garments, covering their
bodies and faces, in public
places and their male relatives
have been made responsible
under pain of punishment.
They are excluded from edu-
cation above the primary level
and virtually every kind of
employment. Worse, in a voice
message broadcast by
Afghanistan’s state television
on March 23, 2024, the
Taliban’s supreme leader,
Hibatullah Akhundzada, had
said, “We will flog the women
… we will stone them to death
in public [for adultery].”The
Taliban had started flogging
women even before the
announcement, administer-
ing at least 30 strokes for

“offences” like using cell
phones, talking to men or
being in love or relationships.
All this was not unexpected
given the Taliban’s obscuran-
tist beliefs and record in power
during its first coming from
1996 to 2001. 
What is surprising is the
silence—to say nothing of the
absence of effective action--of
the rest of the world, even the
Western democracies, in the
matter. The UN too seems to
be falling in line. This is sug-
gested by its surrender in the
case of the recent conference
of global envoys, held in Doha,
Qatar, and attended by envoys
of 25 countries including the
US, Russia, China and the
European Union. The confer-
ence, to promote engagement
with the Taliban on a variety
of issues, was the third of its
kind. The Taliban, which had
not attended the earlier two,
attended it only after the
organisers accepted their con-
dition that women would not
attend it.The UN’s capitulation
has been widely condemned
by  human rights organisations
which rightly believe it would
encourage the Taliban to fur-
ther trample on women’s
rights. But who cares?

(The author is Consulting
Editor, The Pioneer. The

views expressed are personal)
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Apiece in The
Guardian, bylined
Zahra Joya, Chris
McGreal, Khodadad
Poladi, Annie Kelly

and Tom Levitt, datelined July 6,
2024, and published under the
heading “Video appears to show
gang-rape of Afghan woman in
Taliban jail,” makes horrifying
reading.  According to the report,
the video recording, seen by The
Guardian and Rukhsana Media,
an online news agency focused
on covering issues affecting
women in Afghanistan, shows a
young woman, a human rights
activist, being gang-raped and
tortured in a Taliban jail by
armed men. It shows her being
told to take off her clothes and
then raped multiple times by two
men. She is seen as standing
naked, her face visible, and is
identifiable during the attacks.
The report cites the woman as
saying that she was arrested for
participating in a public protest
against the Taliban and was raped
in a Taliban prison. 
The video was sent to her after she
had fled Afghanistan and spoken
out against the Taliban, with the
threat that it would be shown to
her family and released on social
media if she spoke against the
Islamic Emirate in public. It also
cites other examples of sexual
abuse, beatings, and torture,
including by electric shocks, of
not only those protesting against
the Taliban’s squelching of
women’s rights but of young
women and teenagers accused of
violating hijab rules. Zabihullah
Mujahid, Chief Spokesman and
Deputy Minister of Information
and Culture of the Islamic
Emirate of Afghanistan has,
according to The Guardian
report, denied the allegations of
widespread sexual assaults on
incarcerated women. While he
could not have done otherwise,
one can hardly doubt the women’s
versions, given the stigma
attached to victims of sexual vio-
lence in countries like
Afghanistan. It takes a massive
amount of courage and resolve for
a woman, or her relatives, to state
that she had been raped or
molested in custody. Even the UN
has commented on the arrests
and detentions. Under the head-
ing “Permanent Darkness,” Ajit
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Just when there was a grow-
ing perception that ties
between India and Russia

were losing momentum, even
stagnating, the summit-level
meeting between PM
Narendra Modi and President
Vladimir Putin should help
impart a fresh impetus to
bilateral relations. 
Held after a gap of over two
years, amid the ongoing
geopolitical churn, the 22nd
summit saw the two sides
resolve to unlock the full
potential of their strategic
partnership. The summit’s
outcomes conveyed New
Delhi’s intent to continue to
forge closer ties with Moscow,
notwithstanding the wide-
spread Western opprobrium
Putin has drawn after Russia
invaded Ukraine and the con-
sequent sanctions slapped on 

his country. With Putin preoc-
cupied with the ongoing
Russia-Ukraine war, now into
its third year, the summit-level
meetings had fallen by the
wayside. The last summit was
held in New Delhi in
December 2021.
The summit indicated eager-
ness on the part of both sides
to not just reinvigorate the
‘Special and Privileged
Strategic Partnership’, but also
make economic cooperation

the lynchpin of the relation-
ship. This was reflected in a
separate joint statement
spelling out nine key areas for
economic cooperation, with a
new bilateral trade target of $
100 billion being set for 2030.
While the Modi-Putin Summit
left Ukrainian President
Volodymyr Zelenskyy express-
ing “disappointment and a
devastating blow to peace
efforts to see the leader of the
world’s largest democracy hug
the world’s most bloody crim-
inal”, it’s unlikely to hurt New
Delhi’s close ties with Kyiv.
India may not have con-
demned the invasion, but
Modi did tell Putin “there is no
peace on the battlefield” while
reiterating India’s position on
the need for dialogue. While
Washington also expressed its
displeasure over the Modi-

Putin meeting, it is unlikely
that will allow this to impact
the trajectory of its ties with
Moscow, propelled as they are
by India’s strategic imperatives.
One of them, of course, is the
tightening Russia-China
embrace. The thrust on clos-
er ties with Russia will also
help address Moscow’s con-
cerns over New Delhi’s decid-
edly pronounced tilt towards
Washington. India has so far
managed to do a fine balanc-
ing act between the two geopo-
litical rivals and should contin-
ue to do so.
India sees Russia as a time-test-
ed trusted partner. Much as the
Western world would like to
keep a sanctions-hit Russia iso-
lated over the Ukraine war,
India’s push for broader and
deeper economic linkages
reflects its own strategic

needs.India’s purchase of
Russian oil despite the sanc-
tions will not just continue but
is expected to increase further.
Crude imports from Russia
have increased from 2.5 mil-
lion tonnes in 2021 to 90 mil-
lion tonnes in 2023, with India
being clear this is vital for its
energy security. Investments in
the energy sector by both
sides also remain a top prior-

ity. Fertilizer imports from
Russia, too, are seen as vital for
India’s agriculture sector.
Russian oil imports have
helped push the bilateral trade
figures to $65.70 billion. But
while Indian imports were
worth $61.44 billion, its
exports accounted for a mere
$4.26 billion. 
While happy to import
Russian oil at discounted rates,
New Delhi will need to address
this trade imbalance by widen-
ing the trade basket with
Russia. Among the major
export items from India are
pharmaceuticals, organic
chemicals, iron and steel and
electrical machinery.
That the two sides agreed to
look at the possibility of elim-
inating non-tariff trade barri-
ers and the setting up of a
Eurasian Economic Union

(EAEU)-India Free Trade Area
shows the seriousness of intent
to promote bilateral trade.
The nudge to begin full nego-
tiations for a free trade agree-
ment between India and the
EAEU too should lend a fillip
to trade ties.
Connectivity too remains a
priority for both sides. It would
mean access for Indian goods
to the Eurasian markets.
However, the proposed INSTC
(International North-South
Transport) Corridor is still a
long way away from becoming
a reality. While there is
renewed interest between the
two sides to establish a
C h e n n a i - V l a d i v o s t o k
Maritime Corridor, which was
first mooted in 2019, it also
remains to be seen whether it
will fructify. The summit,
of course, also emphasized

the importance of robust coop-
eration in the defence sector,
which is an important element
of India’s security paradigm.
Russia remains India’s biggest
arms supplier despite New
Delhi’s continuing efforts to
diversify by turning to others
like the US, France and Israel
to meet its requirements. India
would have undoubtedly
sought to address its concerns
over the delays in the supply of
Russian military hardware and
spares owing to the Ukraine
war.The Modi-Putin Summit
may have left the West fulmi-
nating, but it’s fairly obvious
New Delhi will plough its fur-
row so long as it serves its
strategic priorities. The
writer is a senior journalist
who writes on foreign affairs.

(The writer is a senior jour-
nalist; views are personal)
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stantial infrastructure damage,
amounting to economic losses of
£150 billion. This marked NATO's
first offensive war against a sover-
eign state without UN approval,
marking a shift towards interven-
tionism and expansionism. 
NATO's actions violated interna-
tional law, including the UN Charter
and the Vienna Convention on
Diplomatic Relations, through the
use of force against Belgrade.
Despite this, no NATO member has
been fully held accountable for
their actions, in stark contrast to
incidents involving their erstwhile
'puppets,' such as the swift hanging
of Saddam Hussein of Iraq by
Western forces or the extrajudicial
killing of Muammar Gaddafi of
Libya, famously remarked on by for-
mer Secretary of State Hillary
Clinton with, 'We came, we saw, he
died.'In Afghanistan, the US-led
NATO coalition launched a war
against al-Qaida and the Taliban on
October 7, 2001, in response to the
September 11 attacks. 
The two-decade-long conflict ended
abruptly with the withdrawal of US
and NATO forces in May 2021,
resulting in 241,000 deaths, includ-
ing 71,000 civilians, and displacing
millions. 
The war generated significant eco-
nomic losses, averaging approxi-
mately £45 million per day, and led
to social disorder in Afghanistan,
with 72% of the population living
below the poverty line and 3.5 mil-
lion children deprived of education.
A new report issued this Monday by
the United Nations International
Children's Emergency Fund
(UNICEF) revealed shocking statis-
tics: over 24% of Afghan children
aged 5-17 experience anxiety, while
15% suffer from depression in this
war-torn country. 
This is the legacy left behind by
those who claimed they could guar-
antee a peaceful life under a rule-
based system founded on democ-
ratic norms. During this period, ter-
rorist networks such as the East
Turkestan Islamic Movement and
Al-Qaeda expanded, worsening
regional instability. This pattern of
devastation persisted in Iraq and
Libya, where NATO interventions

resulted in substantial civilian casu-
alties and prolonged instability. 
NATO's actions consistently under-
mined peace and security, earning
it a reputation as a war machine
rather than a force for
peace.However, in Ukraine, NATO
finds itself in disarray, having under-
estimated Russia's determination to
defend its interests while overesti-
mating its ability to expand its mil-
itary alliance to Moscow's doorstep.
The strategy of flooding Ukraine
with weaponry for swift victory has
backfired, with Russia proving
resilient in defence. 
As the conflict drags on, NATO
member states face escalating costs
and inflationary debt, while Ukraine
depletes its fighting-age soldiers.
Western leaders, deeply invested in
the conflict, encounter diminishing
confidence in Ukraine's capacity to
reclaim territories without escalat-
ing the conflict and potentially
involving NATO troops— a move
that lacks public support.In recent
months, Russia has made incremen-
tal territorial gains, advancing in the
Kharkiv Oblast and compelling
Ukrainian forces to retreat from a
neighbourhood in ChasivYar,
Donetsk. 
However, the lack of significant
progress has raised doubts about
Russia's capabilities. While strug-
gling to maintain the frontline,
Ukraine has targeted Russian ships,
energy depots, and border regions
with drones, resulting in casualties.
Two and a half years into the con-
flict, neither side appears capable of
achieving a military solution.
Ukraine faces substantial challenges
in reclaiming captured territories,
while Russia's aggression has bol-
stered NATO's resolve, which now
pledges long-term support for Kyiv.
A viable resolution entails bringing
both parties to the negotiating
table. Chinese President Xi Jinping
and Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi have expressed
support for dialogue. Russia's allies
should urge President Vladimir
Putin to cease hostilities and engage
earnestly in negotiations, while
Ukraine's supporters should
encourage Kyiv to consider peace
talks— although NATO vehement-

ly opposes this idea.
With American elections looming,
a Trump victory could pave the way
for a negotiated settlement, where-
as a Biden re-election might prolong
the conflict, potentially transform-
ing Ukraine into another
Afghanistan or Vietnam.
Meanwhile, Russia's economy has
strengthened despite sanctions,
buoyed by trade partnerships with
China and India. 
Historians might view the US-led
NATO expansion as a strategic
failure that catalysed the formation
of an alliance among BRICS nations
to counter NATO. President Xi
Jinping perceives Putin as pivotal in
opposing the United States and its
allies, although a new Trump
administration could potentially
avert broader conflict and repair
relations with adversaries.The sum-
mit's news report highlighted
NATO and its Indo-Pacific part-
ners— Japan, South Korea,
Australia, and New Zealand—
launching four joint projects aimed
at deepening cooperation,
announced by US National Security
Advisor Jake Sullivan at the NATO
Defence Industry Forum. Amidst
the celebration of this military
alliance, Asia faces the daunting task
of safeguarding its position against
a coalition adept at leveraging prox-
ies to achieve its objectives. This his-
torical pattern resonates with
poignant examples throughout his-
tory. 
Asia's imperative now is to cultivate
robust trade relationships and set-
tle territorial disputes through con-
structive dialogue, preempting
external interference. History pre-
sents a stark choice: yield to foreign
ambitions, akin to the post-World
War II tragedies and subsequent
killing fields from Vietnam, Laos,
Cambodia, and West Asia to pre-
sent-day conflicts in Afghanistan,
Libya, and Syria, or thrive together
in dignified coexistence. The path
to a peaceful future hinges on a uni-
fied commitment to peace and
saying no to NATO and its proxies.
Better the devil you know than the
angel you don't.

(The writer is a journalist and
author. Views are personal)

The North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO), widely regard-
ed as the most notorious and ven-

omous military alliance in history, celebrat-
ed its 75th anniversary in Washington this
week, amidst claims of establishing global
peace. However, NATO's actions have
often spread war across continents in pur-
suit of supremacy. Following a disastrous
performance in the presidential debate,
President Joe Biden unsurprisingly
announced increased military aid to
Ukraine, targeting their 'designated enemy'
at the expense of this small European
nation. NATO's ambitions are clear: to
weaken Russia through proxy wars and to
provoke China into potential conflict in
Asia. 
However, finding examples where NATO
has truly ensured peaceful lives for ordinary
people, rather than pursuing its broader goal
of supremacy through alliances with ene-
mies of its enemies, remains
challenging.NATO must be held account-
able for its violations of international law
and its failure to protect unarmed civilians
in nearly every conflict it has engaged in
since its inception. While NATO celebrat-
ed its 75th anniversary, mainstream media
barely acknowledged the 25th anniversary
of NATO's intervention in Yugoslavia—a
glaring failure of this war-oriented
alliance.June 10 marks the 25th anniversary
of the end of NATO's bombing campaign
in the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, ini-
tiated without UN Security Council
approval and lasting 78 days. NATO
dropped 22,000 tonnes of bombs, includ-
ing 15 tonnes of depleted uranium, result-
ing in over 2,500 deaths, including 79 chil-
dren, and displacing over a million resi-
dents. The aftermath included long-term
health and environmental impacts from
depleted uranium munitions. In the decade
following the bombing, approximately
30,000 people in Serbia developed cancer,
with over 10,000 deaths. Studies indicate
increased cancer rates and other serious
health issues among children born after
1999. Three thousand victims have filed
lawsuits against NATO, despite the alliance
claiming immunity based on agreements
with Serbia and Montenegro. 
Serbian experts dispute this, stating that no
agreements grant NATO immunity for past
war crimes. NATO's attempts to evade
accountability only accentuate its war
crimes and the suffering it caused.Since its
establishment, NATO's military opera-
tions have frequently resulted in chaos and
trauma rather than peace and stability. From
April 1992 to December 1995, the war in
Bosnia and Herzegovina erupted among its
three main ethnic groups over their future
and territorial divisions. Shortly before the
outbreak of war in Bosnia, NATO hastily
recognised Bosnia and Herzegovina's inde-
pendence, exacerbating ethnic conflicts in
the region. NATO launched extensive
airstrikes against Bosnian Serbs, eventual-
ly compelling the three ethnic groups to sign
the Framework Agreement for Peace in
Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
As a consequence, 278,000 civilians per-
ished, over 2 million people became
refugees, and the war inflicted more than
£5.1 billion in direct economic losses, with
the majority of economic facilities
destroyed.The Kosovo War, ignited by
ethnic tensions and led by the US-backed
NATO without UN authorisation, lasted
from March 24, 1999, to June 10, 1999. The
three-month bombing campaign caused
1,800 civilian deaths, 6,000 injuries, and sub-
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