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I
NDIA bloc parties won 10 of the 13 Assembly
seats across seven States where by-polls
were held on July 10 and the results were an-

nounced on July 13. The popular verdict broadly
echoes the recent Lok Sabha election results that
signalled a fatigue with the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP). The by-poll results indicate that the BJP’s
politics is encountering some resistance on the
ground. Of particular note is Himachal Pradesh
where the Congress won two of the three As-
sembly seats which fell vacant after three inde-
pendent legislators joined the BJP after resigning
their seats. The government of Chief Minister
Sukhvinder Singh Sukhu had teetered on the
brink in February after six Congress MLAs, along
with these three independents, had voted in fa-
vour of a BJP candidate in a Rajya Sabha contest.
They were later disquali�ed from the Assembly
after Congress candidate Abhishek Manu Singhvi
lost the Rajya Sabha poll. This had brought down
the party’s tally to 34 in the 68-member House.
With its victories in Dehra and Nalagarh, the Con-
gress has returned to its original strength of 40
MLAs. The Sukhu government had won a major-
ity on June 4 when the Congress won four of the
six seats that had by-polls alongwith the 2024 Lok
Sabha election. By restoring the numbers of the
Congress, the electorate of Himachal Pradesh has
rejected the opportunism of the defectors and
the overreach of the BJP. 

Something similar happened in Uttarakhand
too, as the Congress retained the Badrinath seat.
The sitting MLA from the seat, Rajendra Singh
Bhandari, who had defected to the ruling BJP,
was defeated by Congress’s Lakhapat Singh Buto-
la. It is not that all defectors are being rejected by
the people. The Congress continued to su�er
losses in Madhya Pradesh where Kamlesh Pratap
Shah, who had switched sides to the BJP, won a
tough contest against his former party. The conti-
nuing decline of the Congress in the State is a
clear message to the party that it needs to look
beyond the current local leadership. While the
Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam’s win in Tamil Na-
du’s Vikravandi seat further reinforced its posi-
tion, in West Bengal, the Trinamool Congress
(TMC) continued to reign supreme by wresting
three seats from the BJP, in Raiganj, Ranaghat
Dakshin and Bagda. In all the three seats, MLAs of
the sa�ron party had switched sides to the TMC,
which is the ruling party in the State. The TMC al-
so retained the Maniktala seat. In Punjab, the
Aam Aadmi party got its pound of �esh from the
BJP as it trounced the sitting MLA in Jalandhar
West who had defected to the BJP and sought a
re-election. All the parties should heed the voice
of the people, seek consensus and reduce con-
�ict, and eschew opportunistic defections.

Restoring a verdict 
Opportunistic defections will likely 

be punished by the voters  

T
he adage that there are no permanent
enemies and no permanent friends, only
permanent interests in politics could ex-

plain many a twist in shifting political alliances
across the democratic world. But it would only be
an understatement in Nepali politics, where the
art of coalition making has for long been a farce.
On Saturday, incumbent Nepal Prime Minister
Pushpa Kamal Dahal of the Communist Party of
Nepal (Maoist Centre) predictably lost a trust
vote, after only 63 of the 275-member House of
Representatives backed him, while 194 lawmak-
ers voted against the motion of con�dence. The
loss was a foregone conclusion after the Commu-
nist Party of Nepal (Uni�ed Marxist-Leninist) led
by Khadka Prasad Oli — he has been made the
Prime Minister again — withdrew support from
the CPN(MC)-led government and joined hands
with the opposition Nepali Congress, led by Sher
Bahadur Deuba. Mr. Dahal had managed to hold
his post for close to two years, and after surviving
three trust votes — all necessitated by his decision
to change partners. The CPN(MC) had formed the
government after the November 2022 elections,
despite �nishing a distant third and Mr. Dahal
had managed to do so by exploiting the di�erenc-
es between the Deuba-led NC and the Oli-led CPN
(UML). These two parties won 89 and 78 seats,
respectively, in 2022, and have now formed a
coalition government with the arrangement that
Mr. Oli and Mr. Deuba will share the post of Prime
Minister, each for half of the remaining term. 

Ever since Nepal transitioned from an absolute
monarchy to a constitutional one in 1990, and
then to a full-�edged republic in 2008, its demo-
cratic polity has been marked by instability and
constant changes in power, leading to poor go-
vernance. Despite the institution of constitution-
al reforms related to federalism and guaranteed
representation for marginalised forces following
a civil war and the overthrow of the monarchy,
the outcomes have been a perpetuation of the
country’s status as a “least developed country”.
It is quite evident that the leadership of the three
major parties have shown more interest in stick-
ing to power by any means irrespective of wheth-
er they are driven by pre-poll coalitions or not.
Besides, the inherent instability in a parliamen-
tary system that re�ects social �ssures in the
country has led to a form of coalition politics that
is driven less by ideological or principled consid-
erations and more by a hankering towards pow-
er. Such instability and an unprincipled pursuit
of power will only result in more disillusionment
among the Nepali people with the democratic
process. Nepal can perhaps be better o� with a
presidential system that allows for a directly
elected head of state. 

Unprincipled alliances 
There seems to be no end to the
instability of coalitions in Nepal 

T
he contrasting recent election
outcomes a month apart in India and
the United Kingdom tell a complicated
story. As I pointed out mischievously

on social media, “ab ki baar 400 paar” happened
— but not in the country whose Prime Minister
predicted it. It was Britain’s Labour Party that
crossed that formidable threshold to record its
most impressive win at the expense of the
Conservatives, while in India the ruling Bharatiya
Janata Party, which had brashly run on that
slogan, lost its majority and is now dependent on
allies to have a government. In both elections, the
voters had a decisive say in cutting the
pretensions of ruling parties down to size.

By the end of this year more than 60
countries, with some four billion people, will
have held national elections, and pundits are at a
loss to discern any common patterns among
them. The broad narrative of 2023 was that of
“democratic deconsolidation”: governments
around the world were seen as becoming more
authoritarian, less respectful of individual and
media freedoms, more unfriendly to autonomous
institutions and less restrained by checks and
balances on their power.

What Samuel Huntington had described as the
“third wave” of democracy — the heady global
expansion of democratic governance that took
place around the world from the end of the
Second World War to the conclusion of the Cold
War — had ebbed over the past decade and a half.
Freedom House, the American think-tank that
studies the state of democracies, announced that
global freedom declined for the 17th consecutive
year in 2023. The organisation’s annual report
cited everything from coups against elected
leaders in Africa to assaults on journalists in a
number of countries (including India).

Results that are reassuring
Freedom House was not alone. The Economist’s
Democracy Index told a similar story, while
Sweden-based International Institute for
Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA) ,
claimed that “across every region of the world,
democracy has continued to contract”. And yet,
voters in India — which Sweden’s Varieties of
Democracy (V-Dem) Institute, had downgraded to
an “electoral autocracy” — surprised the
doomsayers by cutting autocrats down to size,
while those in the United Kingdom and France

con�rmed that the health of the oldest
democracies remained robust.

Thanks to its two-phase electoral system,
France produced a mixed result in its
parliamentary elections, making a xenophobic
far-right party its largest in the �rst phase and
then producing a “hung Parliament” in the
second phase, failing to give any of the three
main party coalitions a majority to form a
government. Tactical arrangements by the left
and the centrist forces to prevent a right-wing
government by withdrawing candidates in the
second phase so that the strongest non-rightist
might win each seat, ensured a very di�erent
outcome in the second phase from the �rst.

There is much to be said for an electoral
system that brings the self-correcting
mechanisms of democracy so visibly alive by
insisting that voters are entitled to be represented
by someone who commands 51% of the electorate
in his or her constituency. But the democracy
that invented the term “cohabitation”, to re�ect
the uneasy co-existence of a President and a
Prime Minister from opposing political groups,
was now left scratching its head as to the nature
of the government that would follow.

The spotlight on America
The nation that claims to be the very oldest of
modern democracies, the United States, worries
observers for other reasons as it heads into a
presidential election in four months with an
unappealing choice that I had pre�gured in this
column a year ago. That the world’s richest and
most advanced country must choose between a
septuagenarian felon (who tried to orchestrate a
revolt against the last election results) and an
octogenarian whose incoherent debate
performance has raised serious questions about
his mental decline — a contest cruelly described
as “dementia versus the demented” – is
depressing enough. But a new poll says that
Republican voters are now more sympathetic to
the rebels who stormed the U.S. Capitol in
January 2021, with over a third of Americans
saying Joe Biden’s 2020 election win was not
legitimate, despite all the evidence to the
contrary. 

What does this say about the health of
democracy in the U.S.? Could another disputed
election result provoke violence in the streets
again?

Interestingly, it is the newer democracies of
the non-western world whose elections this year
have given more cause for democratic
reassurance. Bangladesh, Bhutan, Taiwan,
Indonesia, Senegal, South Korea, India, South
Africa and Mexico (in chronological order) have
held elections which many feared would lead to
uncertain outcomes and prolonged disputes. Yet,
all have concluded peacefully and largely
uneventfully, and all except one have witnessed a
transition to either a new ruler or a new
governing arrangement. The one exception is
Bangladesh, where Sheikh Hasina has returned to
o�ce after an election boycotted by the principal
Opposition party.

Pakistan does not �gure in this list because of
the undemocratic circumstances in which its
election took place, with the principal contender
jailed and his party outlawed, candidates
representing him winning as Independents,
allegations of ballot-rigging made even by
election o�cials, and the military overtly calling
the shots behind a hapless civilian government. If
more countries’ elections were like Pakistan’s,
global fears of a “democratic recession” would
indeed be borne out.

A Pew poll
Still, for all the good electoral news, a Pew poll in
24 countries found support for “representative
democracy” sliding, with some 59% respondents
“dissatis�ed with how their democracy is
functioning”, three-quarters of those polled
feeling that elected o�cials “don’t care” what
they think, and mounting support for alternatives
to democratic rule: “In 13 countries,” noted Pew,
“a quarter or more of those surveyed think a
system in which a strong leader can make
decisions without interference from parliament
or the courts is a good form of government.”

As columnist Ishaan Tharoor (in the interests
of full disclosure, this writer’s son) wrote in The
Washington Post earlier this year, “In society after
society, illiberal values and politicians who
embrace them are gaining ground. Numerous
elected governments seem bent on undermining
core tenets of the democratic project, from the
freedom of the press to the independence of
institutions such as the judiciary to the ability of
opposition parties to fairly compete against the
ruling establishment.”

Democracy’s future is far from assured.

There is only some good electoral news 

Shashi Tharoor 
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L
ast month, Karnataka introduced a new
Bill, called the draft Karnataka
Platform-based Gig Workers (Social

Security and Welfare) Bill, 2024, seeking to
provide social security and welfare measures for
platform-based gig workers in the State. The
government shared the draft on July 9. In the
recent past, a similar law was also enacted by
Rajasthan called the Rajasthan Platform Based
Gig Workers (Registration and Welfare) Act, 2023.

The Karnataka Bill has a distinct similarity with
the Rajasthan legislation in the sense that both
are based on a welfare board model. This model
does not address employment relations as such
and is more appropriate for self-employed
informal workers. In the case of gig work,
addressing employment relations is the need of
the hour.

The rise of gig work versus work issues
The number of gig and platform workers is on the
rise, more so in the last decade with
developments in the app-cab and retail delivery
sectors. In its working policy paper on the gig
economy, NITI Aayog has made projections of the
gig workforce expanding to 23.5 million workers
by 2030. Given the overall depressed
employment generation scenario, gig work is one
sector that is providing a livelihood to an
increasingly large number of job-seekers. Such
trends are also visible in other countries.

In the recent past, India has seen protests and
agitations by gig workers on the issue of revenue
sharing, working hours and various other
working conditions and terms of employment. It
is di�cult to solve these issues within the existing
legal framework as employment relations in the
gig economy are non-existent at worst or
complicated at best. The legal framework in
labour laws is inherently based on
employer-employee relation.

However, in the gig economy, employment
relations are subject to demysti�cation as well as
complication. Those who run the platform prefer
to call themselves as aggregators and consider gig

workers as independent contractors/workers.
Aggregators believe that they are providing the
technology and bringing together independent
workers and consumers. Independent workers
are masters of their own work, according to
aggregators.

On the other hand, workers in the gig
economy consider aggregators as their employers
as the conditions of service and terms of
employment are set by the aggregators. For
example, in an app-cab operation, the price of
the ride is determined by the app/aggregator and
the entire ecosystem of working conditions and
terms for the ride are decided by the app
company only. In this context, gig workers seek
fair treatment, improved working conditions, and
access to social security as legal entitlement.

U.K. ruling
In a similar kind of a situation, in Britain, the
United Kingdom Supreme Court ruled that Uber
is an employer and that the existing labour laws
of the U.K. do apply to Uber drivers. In India, gig
and platform workers are included in Code on
Social Security 2020 as a kind of informal
self-employed workers but no mention of such
workers has been made in the other three new
labour codes, namely Code on Wages, Industrial
Relations Code and Occupational Safety, Health
and Working Conditions Code. The Rajasthan and
Karnataka pieces of legislation are recent
additions to this legal landscape.

Like the Rajasthan Act, the Karnataka Bill has
also skirted the issue of de�ning employment
relations in gig work. It has preferred the term
‘aggregator’ for app companies rather than
employer. Without the recognition of
employment relations, protective labour laws that
ensure a minimum wage, occupational safety and
health, working hours and leave entitlements,
and the right to collective bargaining cannot be
applied. These important issues remain
unresolved in gig work.

There is no guarantee on minimum earnings
from gig work even when a worker is available for

the greater part of the day. There is no regulation
on working hours also. There are regular
incidents of overworked app cab drivers being
involved in accidents late in the night or early in
the morning, jeopardising their own lives along
with that of passenger.

Employment relations do exist in gig work,
and regulations should acknowledge this.
Aggregators are the de-facto employers as they
set the terms and conditions of employment.
While they may present the platform as a tool
connecting workers and consumers, they are
responsible for designing it and establishing its
terms. The platform is merely a tool, and is not
an independent entity, making the aggregators
the actual employers.

Core issues
The welfare board model adopted by Rajasthan
and Karnataka provides some welfare schemes
for gig workers, but it does not replace
institutional social security bene�ts such as
provident fund, gratuity, or maternity bene�ts,
which regular workers are legally entitled to.
Historically, welfare board models have been
poorly implemented, as evidenced by the
Construction Workers Welfare Act of 1996 and the
Unorganized Workers Social Security Act, where
funds were available but inadequately used.

The Karnataka Bill does not address the issue
of minimum wages or working hours for gig
workers. Section 16 discusses income security
regarding payment deductions but does not
guarantee a minimum income, wage
entitlements, or revenue sharing between
aggregators and gig workers. Section 16(2) only
requires weekly payments, without specifying a
minimum amount.

The proposed Karnataka Bill, like the Code on
Social Security, 2020 and the Rajasthan Act 2023,
fails to address the employment relationship in
the gig economy. This oversight confuses
employment relations and absolves employers of
legal obligations, making it di�cult to fully
protect workers’ rights.

The problem with the Karnataka gig workers Bill 

Kingshuk Sarkar 
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Assassination bid
The former President of the
United States, Donald
Trump, is fortunate to have
had a narrow escape.
History is replete with
attempts being made on
the lives of U.S. Presidents.
Other national leaders
elsewhere too have been
targeted, but for di�ering
reasons. In the Trump
incident, political observers
have highlighted an
increasing and consistent
e�ort at polarisation in the
U.S., fed by hateful political
rhetoric in the past few
years. Mr. Trump, as serving
President, would refuse to
concede defeat in his bid for

is young, immensely
powerful and ruthlessly
precise in every facet of the
game. The lopsided
Wimbledon finals, and one
of the most disappointing,
showcased his dominance.
One feels sorry for Djokovic
who could do nothing right
against an opponent who
meant business. As one
celebrates the versatility of
Alcaraz, Djokovic’s days
could be numbered.

V. Lakshmanan,
Tirupur, Tamil Nadu

chlorinating drinking water
sources and advocating safe
water use. The cases in
Kerala should not be taken
lightly. There is a need to
protect people who live
near water bodies
Dr. Arunachalam,

Nagercoil, Tamil Nadu

Wimbledon king
Carlos Alcaraz shrugged o�
his indi�erent form at the
right time to beat Novak
Djokovic. His class and
brand of tennis were
matchless as he despatched
Djokovic with ease. Here is
a champion who is bound
to win a substantial number
of Grand Slam matches. He

dangerous situation. 
T. Anand Raj,

Chennai

Amoebic encephalitis
I write this letter as a retired
(and first) Dean of the
Kanyakumari Government
Medical College, Tamil
Nadu. Amoebic encephalitis
is a dangerous
communicable disease and
causes damage to the brain.
As a water-borne disease it
can spread while bathing in
polluted water bodies.
Children are more
vulnerable as their
resistance is poor. The
government must take
preventive steps by

also an attempt on the
inviolable spirit of
democracy. The bullet that
grazed the ear of Mr. Trump
may have actually scored a
hit on Joe Biden by possibly
killing the prospects of his
re-election.
R. Ramakrishnan,
Chennai

I am no expert in security
matters. But even as a
layman, I can very well say
that there was a huge lapse
on the part of the secret
service. There are supposed
to be drones hovering
above and CCTV cameras
watching the entire area. If
it is an insider job, it is a

a re-election in 2020. He not
only stuck to a theory of
conspiracy but also created
a partisan following that
would recklessly storm into
the seat of democracy.
The Pennsylvania incident
must carry a larger and
universal lesson. As a leader
grows tall, his onus to
public propriety becomes
exponential. Else it stands
to rapidly fray the
sociopolitic fabric of a
nation. 
R. Narayanan,

Navi Mumbai

The U.S. has su�ered a dent
to its image as a non-violent
democracy. The attempt is
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New Delhi, July 14: India is in danger of losing its
pre-eminent position in the world mango trade,
a national seminar of mango breeders and
experts has cautioned.

Poor e�orts at improvement of the varieties of
mangoes and lack of modern handling and
processing technology are stated to inhabit the
popularity of Indian mangoes abroad. Already
countries like South Africa, East Africa and
Mexico are fast catching up with the world
mango market at the expense of India’s
established position.

The U.K. is reported to have started importing
raw mangoes from third countries for
processing ‘chutney’ indigenously.

The seminar — the �rst all-India seminar on
mango and mango culture — jointly organised by
the Union Agriculture Ministry and the U.P.
Government at Lucknow recently, has suggested
immediate measures for the varietal
improvement of Indian mangoes to maintain its
pre-eminent position in the international
market. 

The seminar noted the urgent need for
breeding new varieties with high pulp-stone
ratio for the canning industry’s requirement,
and for strengthening the post-harvest handling
arrangements, keeping in view the demand for
Indian mangoes abroad. 

It also suggested the setting up of Mango
Boards on the pattern of the Co�ee Board to
take up the integrated development of mango
production, storage, processing, transportation
and marketing.

FIFTY YEARS AGO JULY 15, 1974

World mango trade: threat
to India’s leading position 

F R O M T H E A R C H I V E S

Peking, July 14: The Foreign O�ce has issued the
texts of two Sino-German agreements by which
the German bank’s property in Peking and
Hankow will be restored and the bank will be
compensated for the liquidated property
elsewhere in China and reinstated on a pre-war
footing. China will release German private
property of seventy million dollars. Germany
will pay China half the value of the released
property and as �nal compensation all of the
Government’s claims arising from the war.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JULY 15, 1924

In China 

T
he Samajwadi Party
(SP), forged on October
4, 1992, by Mulayam
Singh Yadav, arose from

the shards of a schism within the
Janata Dal. After its peak in 2012,
the party faced a steady decline.
In the 1993 Uttar Pradesh
Assembly elections, the SP allied
with the Bahujan Samaj Party
(BSP), audaciously challenging the
hegemony of the Congress and the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). This
coalition succeeded and Mr.
Mulayam Singh Yadav became
Chief Minister, marking the rise of
backward caste politics in U.P.

In the late 1990s and early
2000s, the SP grew stronger,
winning 110 seats in the 1996
Assembly polls. Despite internal
con�icts, Mr. Mulayam Singh
Yadav returned as Chief Minister
in 2003 through coalitions.
However, in 2007, the SP lost to
the BSP under Mayawati. The
party rebounded in 2012, winning
224 seats and making Akhilesh
Yadav the youngest Chief Minister.

The 2017 Assembly elections
were challenging, with the SP
winning only 47 seats amid
internal strife, most notably the
acrimonious spat between
Mulayam Singh Yadav and
Akhilesh Yadav. The 2019 general
elections saw a failed alliance with
the BSP. In the 2022 Assembly
polls, the SP saw a modest
recovery, winning 111 seats under
Mr. Akhilesh Yadav’s leadership,
focusing on alliances,
unemployment, and lawlessness.

Defying predictions
As the 2024 Lok Sabha polls
unfolded, the SP and its leader
were largely consigned to the
political periphery by most
commentators. The scepticism
only deepened when the SP
renewed its alliance with the
Congress, a partnership that had
�oundered spectacularly in the
2017 elections. However, the
results de�ed all prognostications,
leaving both the BJP’s and SP’s
supporters incredulous.

The SP won 37 of 62 seats it
contested, while the Congress

secured six of 17 seats. The
coalition, including one Trinamool
Congress seat in Bhadohi, polled
43.52% of the vote share. The BJP
won 33 of 75 seats, with its allies,
the Rashtriya Lok Dal and Apna
Dal (Soneylal), winning two seats
and one seat respectively, together
polling 42.67%. The BJP’s vote
share declined from 2019, while
the vote share of the SP-led
alliance increased. Signi�cantly,
the BSP, led by Mayawati, the
tallest Dalit leader and four-term
Chief Minister, failed to secure any
seats, mirroring its 2014
performance. More alarmingly for
the BSP, its vote share diminished
to a single digit.

The resurgence of the SP
surprised many pollsters and
analysts. In Bundelkhand, a
former BSP stronghold where the
BJP had gained ground since 2014,
the SP performed unexpectedly
well. Under Mr. Akhilesh Yadav’s
leadership, the party also
reclaimed the Yadav belt, winning
back Kannauj, Etawah, and
Badaun. He notably regained the
prestigious Kannauj seat.

A particularly astonishing
outcome was the Faizabad result.
The BJP’s political strategy in U.P.
has been inextricably linked to
Ayodhya, yet the party su�ered a
complete rout in the Ayodhya
division. The SP won in Faizabad,
Ambedkar Nagar, and Sultanpur,
while the Congress clinched
Barabanki and Amethi — a seat
widely dismissed from the
Congress’s tally once Kishori Lal
Sharma’s candidacy was
announced. Political pundits had
predicted an easy victory for the
BJP’s Smriti Irani, who ultimately
su�ered a staggering defeat.

Several prominent BJP �gures
faced ignominious defeats in the
State, including Ajay Mishra Teni
from Kheri, Sanjeev Kumar Balyan
from Muza�arnagar, Niranjan Jyoti
from Fatehpur, Maneka Gandhi
from Sultanpur, and Kaushal
Kishore from Mohanlalganj. The
electoral margins for top leaders,
including the Prime Minister and
Defence Minister, diminished.

Furthermore, the BJP’s victory

margin over the SP-Congress
alliance is narrower than the votes
garnered by the BSP in 16
additional constituencies —
Akbarpur, Aligarh, Amroha,
Bansgaon, Bhadohi, Bijnor,
Deoria, Farrukhabad, Fatehpur
Sikri, Hardoi, Meerut, Mirzapur,
Misrikh, Phulpur, Shahjahanpur
and Unnao. In constituencies such
as Amroha, the BSP siphoned o� a
portion of Muslim votes and
retained a segment of its
traditional support, which
inadvertently aided the BJP.

The SP’s resurgence can be
attributed to its emphasis on social
egalitarianism and its pledge to
‘Save the Constitution’. By
transcending the traditional
Muslim-Yadav vote bank image,
the party made signi�cant inroads
among non-Yadav Other Backward
Classes (OBCs), a feat that even Mr.
Mulayam Singh Yadav struggled to
achieve without BSP collaboration.
Mr. Akhilesh Yadav’s PDA (Pichda,
Dalit, and Alpsankhyak) strategy
proved e�cacious, particularly in
attracting Jatavs and Kurmis along
with the traditional Muslim-Yadav
support. Acknowledging that the
Muslim-Yadav demographic
comprises roughly one-fourth of
the State’s population and
recognising the imperative to
broaden their coalition to counter
the formidable BJP, the SP adeptly
recalibrated its electoral strategy
for a renaissance in U.P.

A formidable contender
The BJP’s aura of invincibility in
U.P. now stands questioned. The
SP has demonstrated its prowess,
posing a formidable challenge to
the BJP’s dominance. If it can
sustain this amalgamation of
Muslims, Yadavs, and a signi�cant
cohort of Dalits and Kurmis along
with some other OBCs, it will be a
formidable contender in the 2027
elections. This coalition could very
well position the SP as a serious
contender for victory. While the
BJP might hope for a resurgence of
the BSP in the State, the SP will
aim to consolidate and entrench
its position with the newfound
PDA combination.

The resurgence of the Samajwadi Party 

Syed Kamran
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The party’s
resurgence can
be attributed to
its emphasis on
social
egalitarianism
and its pledge
to ‘Save the
Constitution’

STATE OF PLAY

E
xtra-judicial killings
may be seen as acts
rendering instant jus-

tice to appease public outrage
and the political opposition
following a sensational crime.
But these deaths in custody,
which the police often claim
are acts committed in self-de-
fence, raise serious questions
about ‘punishments’ that are
not established by the rule of
law and violations of the con-
stitutional right to life, guaran-
teed under Article 21.

On July 5, armed men pos-
ing as food delivery agents
hacked the Tamil Nadu presi-
dent of the Bahujan Samaj Par-
ty (BSP), K. Armstrong, to
death. Armstrong, 52, was a
leader representing the inter-
ests of the Scheduled Castes.

Soon after the incident, 11
suspects, eight of whom had
surrendered, were arrested by
the police. A previous enmity
was attributed as the motive
for the murder. However, sus-
pecting a larger conspiracy in
the crime, supporters of the
leader and some political par-
ties demanded investigation
by an independent agency.

After the murder drew
sharp criticism from civil so-
ciety on the e�cacy of the in-
telligence machinery and
maintenance of law and order,
the State government trans-
ferred Chennai Police Com-
missioner Sandeep Rai Rath-
ore and replaced him with
Additional Director-General of
Police A. Arun.

Early on Sunday, the city
woke up to the news that Thi-
ruvengadam, one of the ac-
cused taken into custody by
the police for interrogation,
was shot dead in an ‘encoun-
ter’. The police stated that Thi-

ruvengadam was being taken
to his house so that they could
recover the weapons used in
the murder. When the escort
personnel stopped the vehi-
cle, he allegedly escaped.

The police conducted a
search and found Thiruvenga-
dam hiding in the locality.
When they tried to arrest him,
he opened �re and the police
retaliated in self-defence, the
police said. It is not clear how
Thiruvengadam escaped from
a team of armed police per-
sonnel and managed to get a
gun.

Hours after the incident,
CCTV footage of Thiruvenga-
dam and his associates brutal-
ly hacking Armstrong to death
were shown in various televi-
sion channels. The footage
was released for the �rst time
after the murder.

Deaths in custody are not
uncommon in Tamil Nadu.
There have been instances of
prisoners in remand being
gunned down for allegedly at-
tacking the police and trying
to escape. In April 2003, two
Tamil nationalist ideologues,
Rajaram and Saravanan, were
shot dead in an ‘encounter’ by
the police. When Rajaram was
being escorted from a court to
prison in a convoy of vehicles,
a private vehicle came to res-
cue him. After an armed sus-
pect, later identi�ed as Sarava-
nan, opened �re, the escort
police retaliated in “self-de-
fence”, killing both of them.
The police dismissed allega-
tions that the shootout was

staged and Saravanan was al-
ready in police custody and
maintained that the ‘encoun-
ter’ was genuine.

In November 2010, a driver,
Mohanraj, who was accused of
kidnapping and murdering
two young siblings in Coimba-
tore, was taken into police
custody for questioning.
When he was escorted to the
crime scene for reconstruct-
ing the sequence of events,
Mohanraj allegedly snatched a
revolver and opened �re, in-
juring two police personnel.
In “retaliation”, the police
shot him dead. The murder of
the two children triggered pu-
blic anger. After Mohanraj was
killed, posters were put up
welcoming the police action.

In recent months, there
have been at least a dozen ‘en-
counter killings’ across the
State. Though magisterial in-
quiries and criminal investiga-
tions follow such incidents,
the police have not been held
guilty.

Rights activists say every ex-
tra-judicial killing should be
thoroughly investigated in
compliance with the guide-
lines of the National Human
Rights Commission as well as
the Supreme Court in Peoples
Union for Civil Liberties v
State of Maharashtra (2014).
The Court in that case had ob-
served that Article 21 of the
Constitution guaranteed the
right to live with dignity. “Any
violation of human rights is
viewed seriously by this Court
as the right to life is the most
precious right guaranteed by
Article 21... The guarantee... is
available to every person and
even the State has no authori-
ty to violate that right,” it said.

The State should hand over
investigation to an indepen-
dent agency and cooperate in
a fair and transparent probe.
Else, the police force will be
left with the dubious distinc-
tion of being trigger-happy.

In the line of �re 
Investigation of the Armstrong case should be handed to an independent agency 

S. Vijay Kumar
vijay.kumar@thehindu.co.in

R
esearch publications are
widely used as a measure
of scienti�c and techno-

logical progress. Analysing trends
in research also helps guide policy.
A brief comparative study of the
most researched topics in the Web
of Science, a scholarly publication
database, over the last 20 years
and the last �ve years highlights
the research focus of scientists in
di�erent countries.

The chart-topper
‘Coronavirus’ was the most pu-
blished research topic in the world
in the last �ve years and in the last
two decades. The sheer volume of
papers on this subject shows the
capacity of the global scienti�c
community to produce relevant
scienti�c knowledge that will help
people respond quickly to a crisis.

‘Coronavirus’ was the most re-
searched topic in India in the last
�ve years and among the top �ve
research topics in the last two de-
cades. It was the most published
research topic in the U.S. over the
last �ve years and in the last two
decades. But it was conspicuously
absent from China’s top research
topics. This is surprising for two
reasons: the SARS-CoV-2 virus was
�rst reported from this country in
late 2019; and China, which has
emerged as a global scienti�c su-
perpower in the last two decades,
has been contributing an increas-
ing share of the world’s papers on
several research topics.

Some of the other topics that
are widely researched are deep
learning, and clean and green
energy topics such as photocataly-
sis, supercapacitors, and oxygen
reduction reactions. Deep learn-
ing refers to a class of arti�cial in-
telligence (AI) algorithms charac-
terised by the use of multiple
‘layers’, where each layer trans-

forms and/or manipulates the in-
put data in speci�c ways. Engi-
neers have built facial recognition
on phones, speech recognition in
digital assistants, and recommen-
dation engines on streaming ser-
vices using deep learning. 

The focus on AI-related re-
search worldwide corresponds to
the increasing importance of AI
technologies in various sectors.
Chinese researchers have pro-
duced more than twice as many
papers on the topic of AI as have
researchers in the U.S., and more
than 45% of the world’s research
output on this subject in the last
�ve years. India’s share remains
low even if the topic features
among the country’s top �ve.

Photocatalysis refers to the ac-
celeration of chemical reactions
using light. Scientists are studying
it to make new materials and gen-
erate clean energy; a particularly
important contemporary focus
area is green hydrogen. Superca-
pacitors are energy storage devic-
es that trap and hold energy as
electrostatic charge. In contrast,
conventional batteries store chem-
ical energy. Supercapacitors are
super-powered batteries that can
store much more energy and also
release it faster. Their applications
include electric vehicles, where
fast charging is required, and the
renewable energy sector. The oxy-
gen reduction reaction is an im-
portant process in electrochemis-
try with a starring role in
next-generation energy conver-
sion devices such as fuel cells and
metal-air batteries. Research on
these topics is evidently driven by
researchers in China.

Comparing the U.S. and China
Overall, China has focused signi�-
cantly on high-impact technologi-
cal �elds and on the development
of new materials. In contrast, the
U.S. appears to be facilitating a
more diverse approach, address-
ing health and social well-being
through research on topics such as
parenting, the human immuno-
de�ciency virus, the SARS-CoV-2

virus, gut microbiota, and pro-
grammed cell death (PD-1). Re-
search on PD-1 has the potential to
revolutionise how we treat cancer
and other diseases by understand-
ing, and then manipulating, the
immune system’s response. The
U.S. National Institute of Health
provides more funding for life
science and health research than
all other civilian research funding
agencies of the country. U.S. re-
searchers are also devoting atten-
tion to astronomy and astrophys-
ics, presumably because they
enjoy greater access to the data
produced by NASA missions.

India’s nano focus
The single largest fraction of In-
dia’s research output is focused on
nanotechnology. In particular, na-
no�uids have applications in heat
transfer; silver nanoparticles have
applications in antimicrobial and
anticancer therapy; and zinc oxide
nanoparticles are essential semi-
conductor materials with applica-
tions in electronics, optoelectron-
ics, ceramics, and cosmetics.

The large volume of papers
about nanotechnology can be at-
tributed at least in part to the suc-
cess of the Nano Mission that the
Indian government launched in
2007 with the aim of making the
country a top research destination
on this topic. Other research focus
areas are deep learning, photoca-
talysis, and coronavirus.

India’s signi�cant focus on na-
notechnology is a sign of a concen-
trated allocation of resources in
areas that may not directly address
the immediate needs in health or
climate change — at least not yet.
Policymakers may examine the
agenda-setting process in Indian
research or, alternatively, guide
nanotechnology towards solutions
more closely related to India’s Sus-
tainable Development Goals and
energy-transition targets.

Suryesh Kumar Namdeo is a Senior Research

Analyst, Avinash Kumar is a Project Scientist,

and Moumita Koley is a Research Associate at

the Indian Institute of Science, Bengaluru

Which topics are India’s researchers publishing papers on?
While India, like the rest of the world, focuses on coronavirus, deep learning, and photocatalysis, it also pays signi�cant attention to nanotechnology

Suryesh Kumar Namdeo
Avinash Kumar
Moumita Koley
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The rise in automobile
exports from India in
the �rst quarter 

15.5
in per cent. Automobile

exports from India rose

year-on-year to 11.9 lakh

units in the June quarter with all verticals,

barring three-wheelers, recording growth

in shipments, according to Society of

Indian Automobile Manufacturers’ data. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

Amount invested in
equities by FPIs in the
�rst half of this month 

15,352
in ₹ crore.

Foreign

portfolio

investors infused the amount into Indian

equities, driven by the government’s

commitment to ongoing reforms, low U.S.

Federal rates and domestic demand. PTI

Number of
countrymen enslaved
in Italy by two Indians

33
Two Indian nationals were

arrested in Italy's Verona

province for allegedly

enslaving farm labourers from India, weeks

after the death of a Sikh farm worker,

according to ANSA. Police seized assets

worth 4,75,000 euros from the suspects. PTI

Loan approved by the
IMF to Pakistan to
bolster its economy

7
in $ billion. The International

Monetary Fund agreed to the loan to

Pakistan to bolster its faltering

economy, with Islamabad pledging it to be

the last time it relied on the IMF. Last year,

Pakistan nearly defaulted as the economy

shrivelled amid political chaos. AFP

Number of
Palestinians killed in
latest Israeli strike

90
Israel said it targeted

Hamas’ military commander

in Gaza, killing at least 90

people including children, but Israel Prime

Minister Netanyahu said it’s uncertain if the

commanders were killed. AP

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

The story so far: 

T
he Supreme Court on July 10
upheld the maintainability of
the West Bengal government’s
suit accusing the Union

government of “constitutional overreach”
by employing the Central Bureau of
Investigation (CBI) to register and
investigate cases in the State despite its
withdrawal of general consent on
November 16, 2018. A Bench comprising
Justices B.R. Gavai and Sandeep Mehta
rejected the Centre’s preliminary
objections that it was wrongly made a
defendant in the suit as it did not control
the CBI, which was an “independent
agency.” Perusing various provisions of
the Delhi Special Police Establishment
(DSPE) Act, 1946, under which the CBI
functions, the Bench concluded “the very
establishment, exercise of powers,
extension of jurisdiction, the
superintendence of the DSPE [Act], all
vest with the Government of India.”
Accordingly, the Court ruled that the suit
discloses a valid cause of action and must
be heard on merits. It posted the next
hearing on August 13. 

What is general consent?
Under Section 6 of the DSPE Act, the CBI
is required to obtain consent from the
concerned State government before
initiating an investigation within its
jurisdiction. 

This permission is crucial since
“police” and “public order” are subjects
that fall within the State List under the
seventh schedule of the Constitution.
However, no such prior consent is
necessary in Union territories or railway
areas. General consent is given by States
to facilitate the agency’s seamless
investigation into corruption charges
against Central government employees in
their territories. However, since 2015,
several States such as Chhattisgarh,
Jharkhand, Kerala, Mizoram, Punjab,
Rajasthan, Telangana, Meghalaya and
West Bengal have revoked their general
consent alleging that the Centre is
misusing the federal agency to unfairly
target the Opposition. “In the absence of
such an omnibus consent, the CBI will be
unable to register any fresh cases in these
States without the explicit permission of
the respective State governments,” P.D.T.
Achary, former Secretary General, Lok
Sabha told The Hindu.

What does the case �led by the West
Bengal government allege?
In August 2021, the West Bengal
government �led an original suit under
Article 131 of the Constitution arguing that
the actions of the Union government and
the involvement of the CBI in the State
infringed upon its sovereignty. The suit
highlighted that despite the withdrawal of
general consent for CBI investigations by
the Trinamool Congress government on
November 16, 2018, the agency proceeded
to register 12 new cases. Deeming this to
be a “constitutional overreach,” the State
sought the annulment of these 12 cases
and a restraint on the agency from
lodging any further cases. 

The framers of the Constitution
envisioned such con�icts between the
Centre and the States owing to the
existing quasi-federal structure and dual
polity. As a result, they conferred original
and exclusive jurisdiction upon the
Supreme Court to address such disputes,
under Article 131. For a suit to be
maintainable under this provision, two
conditions have to be satis�ed — it should

relate to a dispute between the
Government of India and one or more
State Governments (or) between one or
more State Governments, and it must
involve a question of law or fact crucial to
the determination of legal rights. 

In State Of Karnataka vs Union Of India
(1977), the Supreme Court observed that
Article 131 is a feature of federalism and
should be “widely and generously
interpreted” to advance the intended
remedy. Similarly, in State Of Rajasthan &
Ors. vs Union Of India (1977), the top
Court cautioned against taking a very
“restrictive or a hyper-technical view of
the State’s rights.” 

What was the Union government’s
argument?
Solicitor-General Tushar Mehta,
appearing for the Union government,
pressed the Court to dismiss West
Bengal’s suit by raising preliminary
objections to its maintainability. He
pointed out that original suits under
Article 131 of the Constitution exclusively
involve the Union and States as parties.
“It is the CBI which has registered the
cases in question. But the CBI is not a
defendant in this suit, and it cannot be
made one, as the CBI is not a ‘State’ under
Article 131,” Mr. Mehta contended. 

He further argued that the CBI was an
“independent agency” since it did not
function under the direct control of the
Union government. “The Union does not
supervise the registration of o�ences or
investigation or closure or �ling of
chargesheet or conviction or acquittal of
cases by the CBI,” he reasoned. However,
later in the proceedings, Mr. Mehta �nally
conceded that the agency cannot initiate

any investigation without the express
authorisation of the Union government
under Section 5 of the DSPE Act. 

On the contrary, senior advocate Kapil
Sibal highlighted that the case extended
beyond the Centre’s control over the CBI
to the fundamental question of whether
the agency could disregard a speci�c
noti�cation issued by the West Bengal
government in 2018, withdrawing its
consent. Mr. Sibal asserted that once a
State grants and then withdraws its
consent, the CBI lacks jurisdiction to
exercise its powers within that State. 

What did the verdict state? 
The Court observed that a bare perusal of
the provisions of the DSPE Act reveals
that right from the constitution of the CBI,
the classes of o�ences which are to be
investigated by it, to its administration
and powers, it is the “Central government
that it is vitally concerned with.” 

“Under Section 4 of the DSPE Act,
except the o�ences under the Prevention
of Corruption Act, in which the
superintendence will be with the Central
Vigilance Commission, the
superintendence of the DSPE in all other
matters would vest with the Central
government,” Justice Gavai, who authored
the verdict, noted. The judge also
reminded the Centre that Section 6 of the
DSPE Act mandates the prior consent of
the State government to a CBI probe
within its jurisdiction. 

While the Court recognised that the
CBI would always be entitled to
investigate o�ences independently, it
underscored that this autonomy “would
not water down” its administrative
control and superintendence that vests

with the Centre. It thus proceeded to
conclude that the Solicitor General’s
argument that the CBI is an “independent
agency” holds no water. 

The verdict, however, clari�ed that
these observations were only made to
meet the preliminary objections raised by
the Union government and would not
have any bearing on the merits of the suit.

What are the implications?
According to Mr. Achary, if the CBI is
permitted to initiate investigations in
States that have revoked their general
consent, it would be an a�ront to
federalism. “This could strain
Centre-State relations, particularly since
the police is a State subject under the
Constitution. Allowing the CBI to register
cases would e�ectively confer upon it the
same powers as the State police forces,”
he adds. While the Supreme Court has so
far only addressed the preliminary
objections to the maintainability of West
Bengal’s suit, the constitutional expert
pointed out that the �nal ruling on its
merits will have a signi�cant bearing on
other similar pending cases.

Another Bench of the top Court is
tackling a similar question of law related
to the State of Tamil Nadu in the case of
Ankit Tiwari, an Enforcement Directorate
(ED) o�cer against whom the Tamil Nadu
Directorate of Vigilance and
Anti-Corruption had launched a criminal
prosecution for bribery. A Bench of
Justices Surya Kant and K.V. Viswanathan
had recommended judicial oversight over
the cross-�re of criminal cases �led
between Central agencies like the ED and
the police in Opposition-ruled States to
protect innocents from prosecution. 

On the jurisdiction of the CBI 
Is the Central Bureau of Investigation an independent agency or does it come under the control of the Union government? Does the CBI need the permission of

the State to carry out investigation in its territory? Which are the States that have withdrawn general consent to the central agency?

GETTY IMAGES

Aaratrika Bhaumik
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The Supreme Court on July 10
upheld the maintainability of
the West Bengal government’s
suit accusing the Union
government of “constitutional
overreach” by employing the
Central Bureau of Investigation
(CBI) to register and investigate
cases in the State despite its
withdrawal of general consent
on November 16, 2018.

�

Under Section 6 of the DSPE
Act, the CBI is required to
obtain consent from the
concerned State government
before initiating an
investigation within its
jurisdiction.

�

Solicitor-General Tushar
Mehta, appearing for the Union
government, pressed the Court
to dismiss West Bengal’s suit
by raising preliminary
objections to its
maintainability. He argued that
the CBI was an “independent
agency” since it did not
function under the direct
control of the Union
government.
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On July 11, Tamil Nadu Chief Minister M.K.
Stalin alleged that the Union government
was withholding funds for the State’s
Metro rail completion and other vital
projects. In this article, dated February 7,
2024, J. Jeyaranjan and R. Srinivasan
explain how the government’s tax policies
reduce aggregate �nancial transfers to
States, weakening cooperative federalism.

E
ver since the start of the
Fourteenth Finance
Commission award period
(2015-16), the Union government

has been reducing �nancial transfers to
States. This is particularly strange given
that the Fourteenth Finance Commission
recommended devolving 42% of Union
tax revenues to States, which is a clean 10
percentage points increase over the 13th
Finance Commission’s recommendation.
The Fifteenth Finance Commission
retained this recommendation of 41%,
excluding the devolution to Jammu and
Kashmir ( J&K) and Ladakh, which were
recategorised as Union Territories. If we
include the shares of J&K and Ladakh, it
should be 42%. The Union government
not only reduced the �nancial transfers to
States but also increased its own total
revenue to increase its discretionary
expenditure. The discretionary
expenditures of the Union government
are not being routed through the States’
Budgets, and, therefore, can impact
di�erent States in di�erent ways.

Some basic math on tax revenue
The Finance Commissions recommend
the States’ share in the net tax revenue of
the Union government. The di�erence
between the gross and the net tax
revenue includes collection costs, tax
revenue to be assigned to Union
territories, and cess and surcharges.
Though the Fourteenth and Fifteenth
Finance Commissions recommended 42%
and 41%, respectively, of the net tax
revenue to be the shares of States, the
share of the gross tax revenue was just

35% in 2015-16 and 30% in 2023-24
(Budget Estimate). While the gross tax
revenue of the Union government
increased from ₹14.6 lakh crore in 2015-16
to ₹33.6 lakh crore in 2023-24, the States’
share in the Union tax revenue increased
from ₹5.1 lakh crore to ₹10.2 lakh crore
between these two years. In other words,
the gross tax revenue of the Union
government more than doubled while the
share of States just doubled. Grants-in-aid
to States is another statutory grant
recommended by the Finance
Commission. The grants-in-aid to States
declined in absolute amount from ₹1.95
lakh crore in 2015-16 to ₹1.65 lakh crore in
2023-24. Thus, the combined share of the
statutory �nancial transfers in the gross
tax revenue of the Union government
declined from 48.2% to 35.32%.

One of the reasons for the States’ share
in gross revenue declining during this
period is that the net tax revenue is
arrived at after deducting the revenue
collections under cess and surcharge,
revenue collections from Union
Territories, and tax administration
expenditure. Among the three factors,
revenue collection through cess and
surcharge is the highest and increasing.
The cess and surcharge collection in
2015-16 was 5.9% (₹85,638 crore) of the
gross tax revenue of the Union
government, and this ratio increased to
10.8% (₹3.63 lakh crore) in 2023-24. This
calculation is excluding the Goods and
Services Tax (GST) cess that is collected to
compensate for the revenue loss of the
States due to implementation of GST till
June 2022. The Union government is
increasing tax collection under cess and
surcharge categories mainly to implement
its own schemes in speci�c sectors, and at
the same time, the revenues so raised
need not be shared with the States.

More centralisation of public
expenditure
When the �nancial transfers to States
either as tax devolution or grants-in-aid
decline on the one hand, or do not
increase at least proportionately to
increase in gross revenue of the Union

government on the other, the resultant
e�ect is the availability of larger
discretionary funds for the Union
government to spend. This could a�ect
the equity in distribution of �nancial
resources among States. The Union
government has two other routes of direct
�nancial transfers to States, that is,
Centrally Sponsored Schemes (CSS) and
Central Sector Schemes (CSec Schemes).
The Union government in�uences the
priorities of the States through CSS
wherein the Union government provides
partial funding and another part is to be
committed by States. In other words, the
Union government proposes the schemes
and States implement them, committing
their �nancial resources as well. Between
2015-16 and 2023-24, the allocation for
CSS increased from ₹2.04 lakh crore to
₹4.76 lakh crore through 59 CSS. Thus, the
Union government compels the State to
commit more or less an equivalent
quantum of �nancial resources.
Moreover, the actual �nancial transfers to
States under CSS is only ₹3.64 lakh crore
(2023-24), retaining nearly ₹1.12 lakh crore
of CSS allocation for other expenses.

An important aspect of CSS shared
schemes is that the States that can a�ord
to commit matching �nances from the
State budgets alone can avail of the
matching grants. This creates two
di�erent e�ects in terms of inter-State
equity in public �nances. Wealthy States
can a�ord to commit equivalent �nances
and leverage Union �nances inwards
through the implementation of CSS. Less
wealthy States will have to commit their
borrowed �nances in these CSS, thus
increasing their own liabilities. These
di�erential trajectories of the public
�nances of States accentuate inter-State
inequality in public �nances, the major
reason being CSS.

The CSec Schemes are fully funded by
the Union government in sectors where
the Union government has exclusive
legislative or institutional controls. The
allocation for CSec Schemes increased
from ₹5.21 lakh crore in 2015-16 to ₹14.68
lakh crore in 2023-24 to implement more
than 700 schemes. Thus, it is clear the

Union government allocates a larger share
of the �nances to CSec Schemes. It is
quite likely that the Union government
can allocate �nancial resources with a
motive to bene�t speci�c States or
constituencies through the CSec Schemes.
Since the CSec Schemes are directly
implemented by the Union government,
only ₹60,942 crore is devolved to States
under this scheme in 2023-24. The
combined allocation for CSS and CSec
Schemes in 2023-24 is ₹19.4 lakh crore
and only ₹4.25 lakh crore is devolved to
States.

Scope for anti-federal �scal policies
The �nancial transfers through CSS and
CSec Schemes are non-statutory transfers
as they are based on neither any legal
provisions nor any formula determined
by the Finance Commission. This
non-statutory grant forms 12.6% of gross
tax revenue. Together with statutory
grants, the total �nancial transfers as a
proportion to gross tax revenue were only
47.9% in 2023-24. Further, the
non-statutory grants are tied grants, that
is, they have to be spent on speci�c
schemes for which the grants are
allocated. This reduces the freedom of
States in conducting public expenditure.
In addition to retaining more than 50% of
gross tax revenue, the Union government
incurs a �scal de�cit to the extent of 5.9%
of GDP. Thus, the Union government
wields enormous �nancial powers with
limited expenditure responsibilities.

Further, the Fifteenth Finance
Commission noted that the Union
government had argued for the
downward revision of States’ share in
Union tax revenue from 42% and the
Commission retained the share at 41%.
Citing higher expenditure commitments,
the Union government may repeat the
argument before the Sixteenth Finance
Commission. So much for cooperative
federalism!

J. Jeyaranjan is Vice-Chairman of the
State Planning Commission, Government of
Tamil Nadu. R. Srinivasan is Member, State
Planning Commission, Government of
Tamil Nadu.

The Union government’s rein on �nancial
transfers to di�erent States
One of the reasons for the States’ share in gross revenue declining is that the net tax revenue is arrived at after deducting the revenue collections

under cess and surcharge, revenue collections from Union Territories, and tax administration expenditure
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R. Srinivasan

X

QUESTION 1 

Where did India make its debut in ODIs,
against whom, and what was the result?
X

QUESTION 2 

Though India su�ered a reverse, it had
two batters who scored a half-century.
One was the skipper Ajit Wadekar (67).
Who was the other?
X

QUESTION 3 

Two players who figured in the match,
which was played for the Prudential
Trophy, were members of the side that
would lift the Prudential World Cup nine
years later. Name these two Indian greats.
X

QUESTION 4 

Which two members of the fabled ‘Spin

Quartet’ played in the match?
X

QUESTION 5 

Being the first match, all the 11 Indians
who played were debutants. The lone
Englishman to make his first appearance
was incidentally born in Shimla as his
father was a Major with the 2nd Gurkha
Rifles. Name the cricketer.
X

QUESTION 6 

India lost its first two ODIS and its first
success came in the 1975 Prudential World
Cup against a team which is not a regular
International team now. Name the
opponent.
X

QUESTION 7 

The India men have so far played 1,055
ODIS, winning 559 of them. As of June
2024, against which full member of the ICC
has India played the most matches (168).

Questions and Answers to the July

12 edition of the daily quiz: 1. The
reason why world population day falls
on July 11. Ans: It was on July 11,

1987, that the world population

count touched five billion

2. The year in which the last Indian
Census was conducted. Ans: 2011

3. In the 200 years or so, since the
world hit the magic number of one
billion in terms of population, it grew
______. Ans: sevenfold

4. The fertility rate for India as of 2021.
Ans: 1.9

5. The top three most populous
countries in the world. Ans: United

States is at 3. India is at no. 1, and

China at no. 2

Visual: This continent has the highest
rate of population growth. Ans: Africa

Early Birds: K.N. Viswanathan| Tamal
Biswas| Jyot Prakash

THE DAILY QUIZ

A quiz on the Golden Jubilee of India’s �rst-ever men’s One day
International (ODI) played on July 13, 1974

X

Visual question:

Name this Englishman who won the Player-of-the match against
India. Incidentally, he was also the player-of-the-match in the
first-ever ODI in 1971. GETTY IMAGES

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

V.V. Ramanan

“Heard your friend Rajesh has got a great
job in Delhi.” 

“Yes, he has. He’ll be making nearly
double what he’s making here. Also, he…” 

“Double? Wow! He must be thrilled!.” 
“I don’t think he really cares about the

money. I’m told he comes from a
moneyed family.” 

“Moneyed family? What are you talking
about? What does the family have?” 

“What many people desire most.
Money! When you say that someone is
moneyed, what you’re suggesting is that
the person has a lot of money.” 

“I’d like to marry someone from the
moneyed class. That way I won’t have to
work anymore.” 

“Good luck with that! Some of the
small towns along the coast depend on
the moneyed tourists who visit them
during winter. By the way, there are two
ways of spelling the word. It can be spelt
m..o..n..e..y..e..d, or m..o..n..i..e..d.
Dictionaries list both. 

“I see. In school, I never thought your
neighbour Vikram would amount to
anything. He was bad at everything —
studies, sports, making conversation, etc.
Look at him now!” 

“He’s an example of a late bloomer.” 
“Late bloomer? What is that?” 
“He’s like a �ower that blooms much

after most others. When you say that he is
a ‘late bloomer’, what you’re suggesting is
that he became good at something long
after he’d been expected to.” 

“In other words, he becomes good at
something much after those around him
have become pro�cient. He’s one of the
last in his group to become pro�cient.” 

“Yes, that’s right! This individual’s
talents are rather slow to develop. Here’s
an example. As a writer, Shanthi was a
late bloomer. She published her �rst book
of poems at the age of 60.” 

“When he was in school, Yogi’s parents
worried about him. What they didn’t
realise was that he was a late bloomer.” 

“That’s a good example! It’s also
possible to say, ‘late developer’. It has the
same meaning as ‘late bloomer’. It took
Sandeep time to �gure out what he
wanted to specialise in. He was, what I’d
like to call, a late developer.” 

“And look at him today! A lot of people
are very jealous about his success.” 

“That’s true. Some of his close friends
are jealous of his unbelievable success.” 

“Jealous of? You mean jealous about,
don’t you?” 

“No, I don’t! One is usually ‘jealous of
something’ and not ‘jealous about
something’. When you’re jealous of
someone, you are unhappy because the
other person has something that you wish
to have. Here’s an example. When I was in
school, I used to be very jealous of my
cousin’s intelligence.” 

“Shoba was jealous of her mother’s
good looks.” 

upendrankye@gmail.com

I was jealous
of his ability to
dance 
He was able to reach this position

at such a young age as he came

from a moneyed family

S. Upendran
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The Finance Commission (FC)
constituted with an interval of five years
plays a critical role in transfer of
resources from the Union to the States to
alleviate the asymmetry in powers of
raising resources by the constitutional
units in federal structure. 

The Commission, while transferring
resources between the Union and the
States (the vertical sharing) also
determines the share that would accrue
to each State (horizontal sharing) and in
doing so looks at the revenue realised
(realizable) and the expenditure that
would need to be incurred through a
normal assessment. 

Besides the FC, the Union also
transfers resources through Ministries
and Departments for specific
programmes and schemes. The broad
institutional architecture of fiscal
transfer could be well understood
through the diagram given.

The overall flow of resources is quite
significant both from the perspective of
the Union and States. While for the
Union, transfers constitute nearly half of
its gross Revenue Receipts (GRR), for the
States, these transfers account for nearly
47 per cent of their revenue receipts. The
transfers witnessed an upsurge with the
Fourteenth FC, which raised the divisible
pool to 42 per cent of taxes (net of cess
and surcharge and collection costs).

Notwithstanding the importance of
transfers for the Union and the States,
three issues are often raised on the
constitutionally mandated transfers
through FC. These issues indicate that
the FC transfers are status quoist and not
dynamic; these transfers hardly are able
to influence policy paradigm at the level
of the States; these transfers are
non-transparent; they are just handed
down. 

These criticisms are not often out of
place. Transfers have been status quoist
because the criteria governing the
transfers have hardly undergone
significant changes. Almost equal weight
has been allocated to the need and fiscal
capacity, with poorer and smaller States

getting a significantly larger share. This
should change.

On per capita transfers, against an
average transfer of little over ₹8,000
during 2014-22, the range has been
varying; from under ₹6,000 to Haryana,
Maharashtra and Gujarat to over ₹50,000
for Sikkim, Mizoram and Arunachal
Pradesh. Even Goa, a better o� State,
gets over ₹20,000. 

Similarly, transfers from the Union, as
per cent to overall revenue receipt of the
States, during 2014-2022, have varied
from 23.4 per cent for Haryana to 72.9
per cent for Bihar and more than 80 per
cent for most smaller North-Eastern
States.

LITTLE POLICY IMPACT

The awards of the FC have hardly been
able to influence policy patterns. The
Commissions, since the Twelfth FC, have
been emphasising fiscal responsibility
and setting debt ceiling relative to GSDP. 

Twelfth Finance Commission
recommended a ceiling of 25 per cent as
Debt/GSDP. Fifteenth FC reiterated this
in its Fiscal Responsibility
recommendations, but the actual debt to
GSDP ratio of the States has remained
elevated. In 2023-24 (BE), it was 13.9 per
cent for Odisha (the lowest) to 47.6 per
cent for Punjab. It exceeded 50 per cent
for Arunachal Pradesh. 

Due to debt waivers, interest
subvention and other special
programmes by the States, FCs were
hardly able to enforce the required fiscal
discipline. While the Union Government
is equally responsible, as every proposal
for borrowing must be agreed to by it, the
fiscal situation in some States is nearly
crumbling. 

Discretionary transfers through
Departments are preferable as they are
pointed, specific and better targeted and
monitored, as compared to such
transfers through FCs. However, to
relieve the serious debt distress of some

States, a one-time grant under strict
conditionalities is needed. Criteria must
be evolved after due consultation with
experts and the States. Again, cesses
must be merged with the divisible pool.

Non transparency is a complaint made
by most States. According to them, while
FCs discuss their Memorandum, there is
hardly any forum where they can
collectively raise their issues and get
answers as why their demands are
unacceptable. 

Similarly, each State usually suggests
di�erent criteria for inter-State
distribution of divisible pool, but FCs,
without getting into the merit of these
cases, decide the criteria. Their approach
is often seen to be guided by the Union,
not from the perspective of the States.

It is not that these apprehensions are
unfounded. It is, therefore, important
that steps should be taken to remove any
apprehensions in the interest of
cooperative federalism. For
transparency, it may be desirable for the
FC to hold inter-State meetings at
regional level or with comparable States
to convince them of the approach the FC
proposes to follow. 

It has been observed that as a result of
equity considerations dominating
weights, the ratio of resource transfers to
better o� and poor States has remained
largely unchanged. 

The Twelfth FC did talk of
equalisation of revenue expenditure for
some merit goods like education and
health, but that was not pursued by the
later commissions. Given that
discretionary transfers are better
targeted and monitored, FC transfers
could themselves be in two parts, fully
equity based, and entitlement based. 

It is important that inequality as is
being observed in terms of per capita
income or expenditure or asset holding
are reduced, but mechanism for an
appropriate intervention needs to be
conceived by the FC. The current
approach creates more heartburn than
address the needs.

There has often been talk of
constituting a mechanism like inter-State
GST Council where these issues are
discussed, but such a forum where
decisions are taken on unanimous basis is
not feasible in FCs. 

Similarly, an arrangement like that of
the Inter State Council is also not very
useful. Better inter-State
communication, a genuine mix of
entitlement with discretion for better
monitoring are the key issues and the FC
must arrive at a consensus on these. 

Gopalan is former Secretary, Economic A�airs, and
Singhi is former Senior Economic Adviser, Ministry of
Finance. Views are personal

Knotty issues in
Finance panel
transfers

Transfers have been
status quoist because
the criteria governing 
the transfers have 
hardly undergone
significant changes

SHARING RESOURCES. Centre-State transfers should be
based both on equity and entitlement considerations. Better
consultation with States is called for
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T
he Ambani wedding extravaganza (Mukesh
Ambani’s son Anant's marriage with Radhika
Merchant on July 12) has set o� a ‘rich’ debate.

While one side questions whether such a lavish
celebration is kosher in a country where half the
individuals spend less than ₹3,000 per month in real
terms (2011-12 prices), there is the other which says
that an individual has the right to spend his or her
money that is rightfully earned in whichever why he or
she pleases. There is perhaps much to be said for both
sides. 

It is a fact that large weddings create a chain
of livelihoods, more so in India where the
wedding industry is supposed to be the second
largest globally after the US. And weddings are
private a�airs after all with the commentariat
having no stake in them. But socio-economic
spillovers ought to concern us more than
discussion around the event itself. Billionaire
events trigger a ‘demonstration e�ect’ --
particularly among the burgeoning
aspirational class. This could exacerbate
indebtedness. A research paper on the impact
of such weddings in rural India (by Francis
Bloch, Vijayendra Rao and Sonalde Desai)
published 20 years ago rings true today. A
study by them of rural households in
Karnataka finds that lavish celebrations are
influenced less by norms in the village than
patterns in cities. This is a variant of what
sociologist MN Srinivas called
‘sanskritisation’ – mobility achieved by
imitating the behaviours of families of higher
social orders, with the di�erence that this
goes beyond rural India or caste.

According to a report by Motilal Oswal
Financial Services, household debt is
estimated to have touched 40 per cent of GDP
in the December 2023 quarter, led by
unsecured personal loans. These loans cannot
be linked to weddings, but some of it may be
debt-driven consumption by those who
believe in ‘keeping up with the Joneses’.
Leading private banks and NBFCs o�er
personal loans for weddings, while five-star
hotel chains tie up with fintechs to o�er
‘marry now, pay later’ schemes. According to a
recent Je�eries report, the Indian wedding
industry is estimated to have grown to a
staggering ₹10.7-lakh crore. Luxury weddings,
ranging between ₹20 lakh and ₹30 lakh,
constitute a major segment of the market.
These generate livelihoods on a major scale,
but compromise the savings even of the
fixed-income upper middle class. The Je�eries
report concludes that many Indians spend
nearly double on weddings as compared to a
tangible investment like education. 

A 2020 World Bank study documented
40,000 marriages in rural India between 1960
and 2008 and found that dowry was rampant.
It is incumbent on influential leaders, whether
in politics or business, to be mindful of the
consequences of endorsing shock and awe
consumption. They should also be aware of
the timeless struggle for social reform, led by
Jyotiba Phule, Gandhiji, Dayanand Saraswati
and others. Gandhiji’s dictum of moral
restraint and minimalism (aparigrah)
remains relevant today. 

Made for each other 
Lavish weddings can have a socio-economic impact 
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Economic boost
The estimated ₹5,000 crore spent at
the Ambani wedding has injected a
significant amount of money into the
economy, circulating funds that were
otherwise sitting idle in bank

accounts. This grand expenditure
isn't just about extravagance. It’s a
textbook example of how high
spending can have a ripple e�ect on
the economy, boosting various
sectors from hospitality to retail. 
Critics may frown at this display of
wealth, but the truth is, such
spending sprees fuel our
consumption-driven economy. It’s a
reminder of capitalism's core:
businesses thrive because of
consumer demand. While we must
balance consumption with
sustainability, there's no denying that
events like these give a substantial
boost to GDP.
Gaming cos’ Budget bet
The online gaming sector is hoping

for a major relief in the upcoming
Budget. Industry insiders are abuzz with
speculation that the Budget will abolish
retrospective taxation on online gaming
companies, a move that could bring
significant relief.
A key panel under the GST Council has
already recommended amending the
CGST Act to quash past tax demands
that arose due to interpretative issues or
lack of clarity. This proposal, if
incorporated into the Budget, would
mean an end to the financial uncertainty
that has plagued the industry.
With the Budget barely a few days away,
online gaming companies are betting big
on a favourable decision that could
provide them with much-needed
stability. 

Runaway brides
Recently media reports highlighted
how 11 women reportedly “eloped”
with their lovers after they received
the first tranche of Pradhan Mantri
Awas Yojana (PMAY) money. 
Post a complaint in one such case, an
investigation was launched at the local
level. And preliminary findings show
there are at least 10 more such
instances where women have gone
missing after receiving the first tranche
of money under PMAY. 
The scheme is aimed at providing
support to poor and lower
middle-class households to build a
permanent home. And the first
tranche disbursed was to the tune of
₹40,000. 

Caught o� guard
Social media is a double-edged
sword. It can make or destroy a
person's image in no time. Recently,
the Excise Department of Telangana
held a person who made a video on
Facebook, explaining to his followers
how to safely pack a liquor bottle
while travelling.
On a tip-o�, the Excise cops
scrutinised the video and found
more than one bottle in the video.
On inquiry, they found that the
person brought the bottles from Goa
and had not paid the relevant taxes. A
case was booked. The moral of the
story is – think twice before posting
videos on social media. Our

Bureaus

BELOW THE LINE 

Anant Ambani ties the knot with
Radhika Merchant at the Jio
World Convention Centre in
Mumbai ANI
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A
midst the heroics of
16-year old Lamine Yamal
in the ongoing Euros and

Jasmine Palolini’s run in the
Wimbledon, the retirement of a
cricketing legend got pushed to
the corner of the sports pages.

England’s Jimmy Anderson
stepped on the cricket field for the
188th and last time, when he
played against West Indies in the
Lord’s Test last week.

For some players their records
tell their story whereas for others
the numbers don’t quite capture
their achievements. Anderson
belongs to the first category – a
staggering 704 Test wickets at an
average of 26.45. For a fast bowler
to have lasted till the age of 41 is
proof of Anderson’s stamina,
fitness and determination. Having
made his debut in 2003 under
Nasser Hussain’s captaincy,
Anderson has been a constant
presence in the English team over
the last two decades.

This Lancastrian was not a
flamboyant, flashy fast bowler —
he was of the shy, reticent type

who let his seam and swing do the
talking. The pace may have
dropped in the recent times, as is
to be expected, but the line and
length were still probing enough
to fetch him wickets. Like a lot of
bowlers his home record was
better than his away record. But he
also played a good 66 fewer
innings away from home. Also at
neutral venues, he had a
spectacular average of 20.54.

Anderson’s battles against Virat
Kohli tell a fascinating tale. In the
disastrous 2014 series in England
where Kohli flopped, Anderson
had got his scalp four times. But in
the 2018 series, Kohli got the
better of Anderson as he couldn’t
get Kohli’s wicket even once,
though India went on to lose the
series 1-4.

Anderson recently said that the
best batter he bowled against was
Sachin Tendulkar, though he did
get his wicket nine times in the 14
Tests they played against each
other.

Great cricketers don’t always
get the send o� they deserve. But
Anderson was an exception.
Thanks for the memories, Jimmy.

Farewell Jimmy, and thanks for the memories

B Baskar

FROM THE VIEWSROOM.
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T
hose who studied
advanced economics
between 1960 and 2000

were bullied into believing that
people were rational and that
therefore economics was the
study of rational behaviour. 

Deep down everyone had our
doubts, some more than others.

In the 1980s Amos Tversky and
Daniel Kahnemann stood
economics on its head: far from
being rational optimisers seeking
equilibrium, they said, people
were irrational and didn’t really
know what was the best choice. 

After 2000 this has become the
received wisdom of economics.

One day I found a book with an
intriguing name: ‘Misbehaving’. It
was by Richard Thaler, the
economist who wrote ‘Nudge’.
The paperback only costs about
₹500.

That was 10 years ago. For
some reason, I never got around
to reading it. 

LIMITS OF ‘IRRATIONALITY’

Last month there was a heated
discussion on the limits of
treating irrational behaviour as
the bedrock of economics. So I
finally read Thaler’s book.

He defines misbehaviour as
when people don’t behave as
economics expects them to:
rationally. 

The book describes a large
number of fascinating
experiments and situations
where people don’t seem to know
what they are doing but are
happy. Thaler’s overall message is
clear: the economics of
1960-2000 was a big con in that it
was all make-believe.

In one place he says how John
Maynard Keynes, the Bible writer
of macroeconomics, thought
people were actually quite
irrational. 

He referred to this as animal
spirits. His great insight was that
widespread ownership of shares
makes markets less e�cient
because in a closely held company
the owners have a better sense of
the company’s intrinsic value.

PSYCHOLOGY PLAY

Given below are some examples
from the book. 

Psychology plays a huge part in
them. In his very experiment,
Thaler found that his students
were happier getting 95/137 than
72/100 because they felt better.
That’s all. They felt better.

Then there’s the Groucho
Marx theorem’s version in
economics. Groucho had said he
would never want to belong in a
club that would admit him. 

Likewise in economics a
rational person would never buy a
stock that another rational
person was willing to sell.

This drove a stake through the
heart of the e�cient market’s
hypothesis that in such a market
the price is always right. 

But if the price is right, why
trade at all? There’s nothing to be
gained.

Another crucial finding was
that loser stocks yield better
returns than winner stocks. I
don’t have the space here to fully
explain what they did. 

Su�ce it to say that they
showed this to be true. So much
for the e�cient market
hypothesis, then, of beating the
market.

POLICY FACTOR

Another finding of huge
relevance to India which used tax
subsidies to increase savings.
Apparently, this is simply not the
case. It’s far better, instead, to
have new but automatic savings
plans o�ered to employees by
their employers. 

Once again, you need to read
the book.

Thaler has another insight
that’s of direct relevance to India:
when there are so many choices
to be made, an individual needs to
be guided. He calls it “libertarian
paternalism”. 

Basically, you don’t reduce
choice by making things
compulsory. 

You leave the right to choose
intact and instead make things
easier for people to choose.

The book is a virtual treasure
trove of highly valuable policy
insights that the Finance
Ministry would do well to force
its o�cers to read. 

It’s called “dimag ki batti
kholna”.

‘Misbehaving’ economics

TCA Srinivasa Raghavan

When Richard Thaler turned rationality on its head 

KITAB KHANA. Keynes’ great
insight was that
widespread
ownership of shares
makes markets less
efficient because in a
closely held company
the owners have a
better sense of 
the company’s 
intrinsic value.

July 15, 2004

UTI MF seeks exemption on long-term capital gains 
UTI Mutual Fund, the country’s largest mutual fund, has written to the Finance
Ministry seeking to extend the proposal on long-term capital gains tax exemption
for securities transactions to mutual funds. It has also suggested that the proposed
reduction in rate of short-term capital gains from 20 per cent to 10 per cent be
applicable to units of mutual funds. 

Govt to review NDA’s urea distribution policy: Paswan 
The new United Progressive Alliance (UPA) Government headed by the Prime
Minister, Dr Manmohan Singh, would review the urea distribution policy of the
previous National Democratic Alliance Government. This was stated by the Minister
for Fertiliser, Chemicals and Steel, Mr Ram Vilas Paswan, here on Wednesday. 

SBI divests 37 pc in MF arm
State bank of India has decided to divest 37 per cent of its holding in mutual fund
arm, SBI Funds Management Pvt Ltd, for an amount in exces of $35 million. Both
parties have signed a memorandum of understanding to this e�ect, whereby they
agreed to enter into all defenitive agreements and other ancilliary documents
subject to regulatory approvals. 

thehindubusinessline.

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS

02. Concise (5)

05. Detest (4)

07. Shivering fever (4)

08. Unbeliever (8)

09. Mule-like (8)

11. African river (4)

12. Mayonnaise, 

vinaigrette etc (5,8)

15. Light cloud speeding 

before wind (4)

17. Was in arms against

authority (8)

19. Towards lower slopes (8)

21. Volition (4)

22. Pile (4)

23. Serious; tomb (5)

DOWN

01. Early evening meal (4,3)

02. Comb-maker (3)

03. The perfect insect 

stage (5)

04. Money backing (7)

05. Owns (3)

06. Fabric showing 

diagonal lines (5)

10. Smooth, suave (5)

11. Of the nose (5)

13. Endearment (7)

14. Pine leaves (7)

16. Old woman (5)

18. Model-making wood (5)

20. Snooze (3)

21. Misfortune, calamity (3)

ACROSS

02. Only half set of underpants prepared for barrister? (5)

05. Love the opposite combination of articles (4)

07. It makes one sick, being so sketchy when topless (4)

08. Not believing a song to be wrong, tick the end o� (8)

09. Mulish way to put fag out 

when brought into the world (8)

11. River that counts for nothing with the East (4)

12. Does it make tomato redden, seeing it? (5,8)

15. Copper in heartlesssad setting

to run before the wind (4)

17. Ringer, taken in by mouthpiece, was up in arms (8)

19. Who'll din shatter if not on the way up? (8)

21. In short, Shakespeare 

deals with disposal of e�ects (4)

22. A whole lot taken out of the apparatus (4)

23. Serious sort of accent the French use (5)

DOWN

01. Cha up? (4,3)

02. Thing with a sting in a bonnet one is obsessed by (3)

03. I am endlessly allowed to depart for Butterfly (5)

04. Can be upset in the penalty, \

but finds necessary money (7)

05. Being one of the ‘haves’, 

he's su�ered a change of heart (3)

06. Material to work the land around the West (5)

10. Orchestra of about fifty can appear smooth (5)

11. Nail one out as being put in about the nose (5)

13. Grace, perhaps – such a dear! (7)

14. Pine trees may drop them, but they have their point (7)

16. The old girl has an ice-cream, which is about right (5)

18. Wood for modelling, a chunk of which turns up (5)

20. Break the top o� cloth surface (3)

21. Misery waged over European leaders (3)

EASY

ACROSS 1. Remuneration 8. Abdicate 9. Star 11. Dodge 12. Immense 13. Earn 15. Asia 19. Tipping 20. Knack 22. Cook 23. Helmsman 24. Safe and sound

DOWN 2. Ended 3. Uncles 4. Entail 5. Intends 6. Nerve-racking 7. Candlesticks 10. Imp 14. Reproof 16. Dip 17. Agreed 18. Akimbo 21. Ammon

BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2482

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2481

NOT SO EASY

BOOK REVIEW.

T
he freedom to move
around the country
without being watched or
questioned has over the
years resulted in books

that have brought out the gross
inequities of the Indian state. The
latest one, reviewed here, is Bela
Bhatia’s 2024 collection of her writings
Forgotten Country - A View from the
Margins.

Bhatia’s writings reflect not just her
thinking as an involved activist, a
concerned citizen, and a scholar, but
also those of other perceptive
observers of India, among them
Ronald Segal in his 1965 tour de force
The Crisis of India, the Nobel Laureate,
VS Naipaul’s An Area of Darkness and M
Rajashekar’s 2021 work Despite the
State: Why India Lets its People Down
and How they Cope.

Most of the 25 essays appearing in
Bhatia’s volume were published
between 2000 and 2011, a bulk of
which — 10 in all — first came out
between 2000 and 2006. Very few are
from the late 1990s and just five were
published between 2013 and 2020.

FUTURE RELEVANCE

Dated as most of Bhatia’s writings in
this volume are, they have current and
future relevance. Almost all her essays
have well-documented accounts of
individuals and communities who have
been at the receiving end of state
directed violence and arbitrariness.

Her essay Forced Evictions in
Narmada brings out the coercive
nature of resettlement programmes
associated with large dam projects that
rarely get sustained attention in the

greatest benefit. There are simply too
many instances of state directed
violence against the poor and the
marginalised to ignore. 

However, Bhatia seems to live in
denial of a universal phenomenon, the
power and right of the state to
preserve itself with all means at its
command. One wonders what would
have happened to India if the state had
not repeatedly intervened to preserve
its unity and territorial integrity.

SACRIFICES NOT IN VAIN

India’s police and armed forces have
battled revolts and insurgencies ever
since Independence to hold together a
diverse country like ours. 

This has come at the great cost of
thousands of lives of young policemen
and soldiers from all parts of the
country over 76 years. Such sacrifice
remains unacknowledged by Bhatia. 

However, the outcomes of such
sacrifices have not been in vain for
India survived well enough for people
to take advantage of a large relatively
stable democratic state with a growing
economy. Reading Bhatia is
instructive. One wonders what the
di�erent parts of a fragmented India
— the end result of caving in to every
separatist demand — would have
achieved. 

To visualise what an independent
Nagaland or Manipur would have been
we only need to look at the plight of
hopelessly impoverished break-away
countries such as Timor Leste and the
Republic of South Sudan.

Bhatia’s book is well worth reading
for its brilliant documentation of the
many inequities of the Indian state,
but not for her standing up for some
questionable entities.

The reviewer taught public policy and contemporary
history at IISc, Bengaluru

unrest and rebellion. But, of course,
Bhatia ignores these aspects
altogether.

Bhatia’s book is well worth reading
if only to get a better understanding of
how influential social, economic, and
political forces in India have harnessed
the powers of the state to their

media. Bhatia’s piece on bonded labour
in Baran — Rajasthan — Of Human
Bondage in Baran first published in
2012, is not out of date. It might
surprise most Indians to know that
bonded labour persists in the country
to this day, with more than a crore of
labourers yet to be released and
rehabilitated from bondage. The plight
of the poor in Bihar and especially its
agricultural labourers, is brought out
movingly in her essay The Mazdoors of
Bihar. It is based on her doctoral
thesis. 

Anyone who has worked in Bihar —
and this reviewer has — cannot deny
the power of the zamindars who have
successfully subverted land reforms or
the near-slave like conditions of the
Dalits and landless agricultural
labourers of that State.

NAIVETE AND BIAS

However, several of Bhatia’s essays
such as the one on violence in Kashmir,
the insurgencies in di�erent parts of
India, including the Naxalite
movements, reflect a certain naivete as
well as far-Left bias. 

Her piece A Stone in My Hand on
violence in Kashmir is a case in point,
where she underestimates the
significant role of neighbouring
Pakistan and even China in the conflict
in the Valley going back to early days of
Independence. Likewise with the
Naxalites in her essays On
Revolutionary Violence and Salwa Judum
and After. 

While it is true that the Naxals and
other extremist elements have some
support of the communities in which
they operate, there is enough evidence
to show that such solidarity is neither
spontaneous nor just a reaction to
state interventions. It is
well-documented that external forces
have played their part in fomenting
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I
ndia's domestic EV battery recycling
industry not only promotes
sustainability but also reduces the

country's reliance on China.
Domestic recycling of these batteries

ensures that valuable materials (lithium,
cobalt, nickel) are recovered and reused,
reducing the need for new mining
operations.

India's democratic framework
provides avenues for worker
representation, making the domestic
battery recycling ecosystem more
respectful of ethical and sustainable
management practices. The government
formulated the Battery Waste

break down components of materials to
be recycled. 

By building a robust domestic battery
recycling industry, India can reduce its
reliance on China for critical battery
materials. China currently dominates the
global battery supply chain, but by
investing in domestic recycling
infrastructure, India can create a
self-sustaining loop where valuable
materials are continuously reused within
the country. 

As the EV market continues to grow,
the importance of closing the loop
through domestic recycling becomes
increasingly evident, paving the way for a
more sustainable and self-reliant future.

The writer is Founder & Director, Recyclekaro

recycling factories. Consequently, the
demand for skilled labour in this sector is
increasing rapidly, presenting promising
career options for youth and students. 

Currently, important technologies
deployed in recycling include
hydrometallurgy, which involves
recovering metals using aqueous
solutions, and pyrometallurgy, which
uses high-temperature processing to
separate materials. 

Another promising method is direct
recycling, which reuses battery
components directly in new batteries.
These technologies are constantly
evolving, increasing e�ciency and
reducing the e�ort required in the
recycling process. Recent innovations
include the use of microorganisms to

Management Rules, 2022, which
mandates Extended Producer
Responsibility (EPR), making battery
producers responsible for the collection
and recycling of used batteries. This
policy ensures that manufacturers take
an active role in managing the lifecycle of
their products, promoting a circular
economy. Additionally, the government
has introduced financial incentives and
formed partnerships to boost the
domestic recycling industry. 

The domestic recycling industry has
the potential to create numerous jobs
and stimulate technological
advancements. 

The first lot of batteries deployed in
the initial EVs manufactured in India
about 5-7 years ago have started reaching

Rajesh Gupta
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T
he NITI Aayog, the government think tank, has presented a hopeful 
picture in its latest Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) India Index 
with the nation’s composite score improving to 71 points (out of 100) 
from 66 in 2021 and 57 in 2018, the baseline year. The report, which 

tracks the progress of states and Union Territories (UTs) on 113 indicators aligned 
with the United Nations’ National Indicator Framework, shows that all states and 
UTs have improved their SDGs with scores ranging from 57 to 79 against a 42-69 
range in 2018. In the broad national rankings, 32 states/UTs made the “front-
runner category” (scores of 65 to 95) with 10 new entrants. If no state figures in 
the “aspirant” or lowest category (a score 0-49), no state figured in the highest 
(score of 100) either. There has been significant progress on 12 of the 16 goals. The 
most concerning outlier is gender equality, where the needle has hardly moved 
since 2019-20; India remains firmly in the aspirant category on this SDG. 

The report has linked the improved composite score to government welfare 
programmes and initiatives. If this is the case, a closer look at the disaggregated 
data suggests that this assistance has been unevenly distributed. The goal of 
zero hunger is one example. Though the composite score has improved (from 
48 to 52), a wide swathe of “aspirant” scorers cuts through the centre of India, 
from wealthy Gujarat in the west through to Bihar and parts of the Northeast. 
On quality education, patches of central, east, and north-east India remain at 
aspirant levels. All of this suggests that programmes providing access to food or 
schools and educational institutions do not necessarily translate into satisfactory 
outcomes in all parts of the country. Both these parameters have a direct bearing 
on the future quality of India’s population, as does the relatively slow progress 
on industry innovation and infrastructure. 

Some scores, however, appear to be incompatible with lived experience. 
India gets a lavish score of 83, up from 29 in 2018, on sustainable cities and com-
munities, which is hard to reconcile with the poor quality of life for most people 
in Indian cities. This parameter appears to have relied on the degree to which 
bio-hazard and bio-medical waste is treated, which must surely be just one 
dimension of creating a sustainable city. Similarly, the enormous leaps recorded 
in affordable and clean energy — most of India gets a 100 per cent score — skew 
a picture in which India ranks high among the world’s most polluted (read: Fossil 
fuel emitting) cities and coal does the heavy lifting in power generation. 

The NITI Aayog’s SDG report is undoubtedly an invaluable exercise in 
cooperative federalism, and the evidence of a reduction in multi-dimensional 
poverty is heartening. But the exercise is essentially an inward-looking,  
comparative picture of the country’s social and development progress. When 
measured against global, even Asian, standards, India lags on almost all  
parameters. In the latest UN Sustainable Development Report, India ranked 
109th out of 193 countries. The report stated only 30 per cent of the SDG targets 
are on track or have been achieved, and there has been limited progress in 40 
per cent of the targets and a worsening situation in 30 per cent. Reconciling 
these varying pictures may require raising the standards on which states are 
judged to more realistic levels.

Defining success
Amazon@30 has lessons for startup ecosystem

T
hirty years after starting from Jeff Bezos’ garage in Bellevue, Washington, 

Amazon is now a shopping powerhouse, set to sell an estimated $550 

billion worth of goods online in the US during 2024. Just ahead of its 

30th anniversary recently, the biggest e-commerce company hit a mar-

ket value of $2 trillion for the first time. In 1994, Mr Bezos had quit his job in an 

investment bank to “capitalise’’ on the potential of the internet, putting in $10,000 

from his personal savings to incorporate a company called Cadabra, which was 

soon changed to Amazon, inspired by the South American river, as the earlier 

name didn’t click. As the Seattle-headquartered e-commerce-to-AWS-to-Prime 

Video major prepares for the next trillion in market value while integrating its 

businesses, there are takeaways for the Indian startup world. 
The Indian posterboy of e-commerce, Flipkart, was founded by Sachin Bansal 

and Binny Bansal (not related) and both worked in Amazon before starting their 
entrepreneurial journey. If Amazon had started as an online bookstore three 
decades ago, so had Flipkart, founded in 2007. If Amazon turned into a virtual 
department store soon after, so did Flipkart. While Flipkart’s success triggered a 
startup rush in India, the entrepreneurial ideas in this country have been heavily 
influenced by the successful models in the West, to a large extent. Flipkart, now 
owned by the world’s largest retailer Walmart, competes with Amazon in India. 
Even as a large number of Indian startups have been able to raise multiple rounds 
of funds from marquee foreign investors and join the unicorn and decacorn clubs, 
the absence of new and original ideas has been a concern. The education system 
and the regulatory environment in India may have come in the way of creating 
“garage-based” startups turning into world beaters such as Amazon, Apple, and 
Google. Startups have been high on the priority list of the government through 
its “Startup India Initiative”, but for them to make a difference there should be 
regulatory clarity on various fronts including taxation, in addition to a much 
greater focus on research and innovation. The startup culture in India should get 
a boost through real ease of doing business, helping entrepreneurs build  
transformational businesses while creating hundreds of thousands of jobs. 

According to the recent data, India has the third-largest startup ecosystem 
globally with over 127,000 startups. India has produced more than 100 unicorns 
— privately-owned companies valued at over $1 billion — but the growth is not 
being fuelled by Indian investors. While some Indian industrialists have backed 
startups, the numbers are low. Along with domestic funding and industry backing, 
institutes of higher learning will play a key role in creating startups that can 
become a role model for generations. Along with bouquets, Amazon has got brick-
bats too through its 30-year journey. Its workplace culture has been under scrutiny 
for being “cut-throat’’, “inhuman’’, and “stressful’’. Its Indian warehouses too are 
under scrutiny owing to complaints that workers have been denied washroom 
breaks. In a latest report, a Switzerland-based trade union body, UNI Global Union, 
has alleged only one of five Amazon warehouse workers in India finds the work 
environment safe. Some of these concerns must be addressed. Indian startups 
must learn and build sustainable businesses.
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T
he financial sector in most of the economies 
of the world, especially the emerging ones 
like India, is bank-dominated. Banks are cru-

cial because they facilitate financial inclusion 
through their outreach, and play an important role 
in directing credit to desired sectors and help gov-
ernments achieve various objectives. 

The need for a differentiated regulatory archi-
tecture for banks is obvious. They operate on an 
extraordinarily high leverage ratio; are permitted 
to accept deposits from the public; and have the 
backing of the central bank as the 
lender of the last resort. 

The masses have faith in the 
banking system. A run on a bank 
can have serious economic, social, 
and political consequences. 
Naturally, supervising and regulat-
ing banks is a serious business in 
any country. Because of the sheer 
nature of their job, bank regulators 
the world over are perceived to be 
a bit conservative and risk-averse. 

That said, at the end of the day, 
banks are commercial and for-profit entities that not 
only compete among themselves but also with other 
lenders and credit providers. They need to have suf-
ficient operational flexibility, keep pace with tech-
nological advancements, and encourage innovation. 

For the regulator, maintaining a right regulatory 
balance could prove to be a tricky affair — where 
and when to tighten regulation and when to let go? 
Then, there is a constant tussle of choosing between 
principle-based or rule-based regulation. 

Coming to the Indian context, few would dis-
agree that the banking regulator, the Reserve Bank 
of India (RBI), exercises tight-fisted control over 

virtually all the activities of the banks. In addition 
to the formal regulatory oversight, the RBI influ-
ences the banks’ workings through informal nudges. 
In fact, these nudges may often prove to be onerous 
for banks to comply with. 

While regulatory oversight covers a wide range 
of subjects, this column limits itself to issues relating 
to banks’ board-level appointments and protecting 
the interests of investors in banks’ securities. 

The RBI approves the appointments of the 
chairpersons, managing directors, and directors 

on the boards of all the private-
sector banks, and also their 
tenures and remuneration. This 
is irrespective of the size of 
these banks. Many a time the 
RBI rejects the candidates for 
these positions and/or modifies 
their tenures, as recommended 
by the banks’ management. 
Besides this, on occasions, the 
regulator appoints additional 
directors or its representatives 
on banks’ boards. 

At present, the board configurations of the top 
10 private-sector banks in the country, in terms of 
their market cap, depict seven of the 10 chairpersons 
are either former RBI officers or former civil ser-
vants. These categories, supplemented by retired 
public-sector officers, constitute a significant pro-
portion of the non-executive directors on these 
banks’ boards; this proportion goes up to 50 per 
cent in one bank. This makes the boards of private-
sector banks look quite similar to those of public-
sector banks! 

An obvious corollary that follows from all this 
is reduced distance between the regulator and the 

regulated entities. The regulator, taking responsi-
bility for the capabilities and integrity of the top-
level personnel in all banks, creates a moral hazard 
problem, and this is likely to lead to an increased 
forbearance tendency on the part of the regulator. 
As a consequence, the regulator may find it  
difficult to extricate itself from certain possible 
awkward situations. In the process, it may even 
risk its credibility. 

The RBI may consider taking another look at its 
policy on appointment matters, and perhaps restrict 
its role to appointing chairpersons and directors of 
only the systemically important banks. 

Now let’s turn to investor protection. Banks have 
to be necessarily listed in accordance with the reg-
ulatory mandate. This is to bring transparency to 
their functioning and improve corporate gover-
nance. However, often listed banks do not make 
full or timely public disclosures, purportedly to 
contain the possibility of a run on them, thereby 
safeguarding the interests of the depositors, or on 
supposedly financial stability concerns. As a result, 
investors in banks’ securities may not be fully aware 
of the happenings in those banks. While there could 
be sensitivities involved, a sudden punitive action 
by the regulator on a bank may leave the investors 
high and dry. What is more worrisome is that often 
the RBI doesn’t pass a speaking order against the 
defaulting bank. Resultantly, even after the regu-
lator’s action, the investors may be left guessing 
without a clear understanding of the issues. 

Continuing with the investors’ concerns, remem-
ber the ongoing litigation relating to ~8,400 crore 
worth of AT-1 bonds issued by YES Bank and written 
off by the administrator appointed by the RBI while 
reconstituting the bank with investment from State 
Bank of India and some other banks. AT-1 bonds 
have a complex structure that goes against the basic 
financial principle by giving precedence to equity 
over debt holders in the waterfall. Logically speak-
ing, AT-1 bonds should be so structured that if a 
distress situation in a bank demands that they be 
written down, that should be done only after wiping 
off the common equity Tier-I capital of the bank. 
The argument that the AT-1 bond is an internation-
ally recognised instrument and is used by banks 
also in other jurisdictions for raising capital is of 
little help. In fact, the Credit Suisse collapse last 
year has many regulators sit up and have a second 
look at these bonds. 

The sum and substance of this discussion is that 
besides the depositors, the investors in bank secu-
rities are important stakeholders, and their interests 
ought to be adequately safeguarded. The regulator 
needs to give this a serious thought. 
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S
ocial media over the past few weeks has been 
flooded with news and pictures of bridges col-
lapsing, roofs at airports crashing, newly laid 

expressways being washed away or developing huge 
cracks, and rainwater gushing through the roofs of 
newly built airports and railway stations. Citizens 
are justifiably concerned about the quality of infras-
tructure being built, especially since the government 
has massively stepped up infrastructure spending. 
Over ~10 trillion was allotted in each of the last two 
Budgets, and the level of allocation 
has been planned to be maintained. 
The worry, though, isn’t merely the 
quality of the infrastructure being 
built. A bigger question is the enor-
mous delays that continue to plague 
the construction of infrastructure pro-
jects. This shows up in the data put 
out by the Ministry of Statistics and 
Programme Implementation (MoSPI). 

As on April 1, 2024, MoSPI was mon-
itoring 1,873 projects — 612 mega pro-
jects (~1,000 crore and above) and 1,261 
major projects (~150-1,000 crore). Of the 
1,873, 449 have overshot their sanc-
tioned cost and 779 have suffered 
delays. These projects were supposed to cost ~26.87 
trillion but the cost, as of now, has shot up to ~31.88 
trillion — an 18.65 per cent jump. Fortunately, the 
largest outlay is on road projects (1,093 projects being 
monitored), where the cost overrun has been much 
less; it is only from ~8.38 trillion to ~8.68 trillion. But 
implementation has gone haywire in the Indian 
Railways, which has the second-biggest chunk of pro-
jects sanctioned. There are 249 railway projects under-
way, and their original cost of ~4.44 trillion has bal-
looned to ~6.85 trillion till now, a rise of 54 per cent. 
Another area of massive cost overrun has been water-
resources projects, for which the costs have increased 
200 per cent. Against the original sanction of ~23,466 
crore, it is estimated these projects will cost ~69,700 
crore. Atomic energy, petroleum, and power are three 
other areas that have seen large cost overruns. 

Now let us turn to delayed projects. Of the 1,873, 
701 projects are on time, while 779 have been 
delayed. Of these, 202 were delayed by 1-12 months, 
181 by 13-24 months, 277 by 25-60 months, and 119 
by more than 60 months. The average time overrun 
was a massive 36.04 months or three years. What is 
worse, the ministry does not have information about 
the commissioning schedule of as many as 393 pro-
jects. In recent years, the government has apparently 
been working at bringing down this number. Yet, in 

2017-18  55 per cent (or 731 projects) 
of the 1,232 projects being moni-
tored were open-ended, that is 
they were without any firm date 
of completion. 

Concerned about the delays, 
in February 2023, the Prime 
Minister asked all government 
agencies to complete pre-con-
struction work like shifting utili-
ties and land acquisition well in 
advance. A national daily quoted 
the Prime Minister as saying: 
“Don’t you feel the pain of delay 
(in completing projects).” Way 
back, in March 2015, the govern-

ment had set up PRAGATI, an acronym for “Pro-
Active Governance And Timely Implementation”, 
which aimed to combine two completely unrelated 
issues: Redress of public grievances and timely 
implementation of projects. A government press 
release at that time said PRAGATI was a uniquely 
integrating and interactive platform, bundling three 
latest technologies — digital data management, 
video-conferencing, and geo-spatial technology for 
“simultaneously monitoring and reviewing impor-
tant programmes and projects of the Government 
of India as well as projects flagged by State 
Governments”. Clearly, PRAGATI has had little 
impact; only the number of projects with completion 
dates has increased as against a larger number of 
open-ended ones earlier. 

Among the causes of cost escalation identified 

by MoSPI are under-estimating the original cost, 
changes in rates of foreign exchange and statutory 
duties, cost of environmental safeguards and reha-
bilitation measures, land acquisition costs, 
changes in the scope of projects, and time over-
runs. The reasons for time overruns are listed as 
changes in the scope of projects, encroachment, 
court cases, lack of infrastructure support and 
linkages, delays in land acquisition, obtaining for-
est/environment clearances, tieups in project 
financing, detailed engineering, tendering, order-
ing and equipment supply, and getting clearances 
from local authorities.  

All these reasons are well known and have exist-
ed for decades. No matter which party has been in 
power, there has been no change in an ecosystem 
destined to cause cost and time overruns. We 
should assume all these factors will continue to 
inflict cost and time overruns in future. Against 
this background, what happens to the massively 
increased outlays on defence production, urban 
infrastructure, railways, renewable energy, trans-
portation, water supply, etc. The central govern-
ment’s capital expenditure as a percentage of total 
expenditure hit an extraordinary 28 per cent in 
FY24 from just 14 per cent in FY14. Working within 
the same legal, social, political, and governance 
system, delays and cost overruns are only going to 
increase manifold. 

Companies in infrastructure have benefited from 
the enormous government spending. Many of these 
companies are listed and their stock prices have 
seen a steep jump in the past two years. Perversely, 
delays and cost increases will perhaps help them 
even more. But they have macroeconomic conse-
quences. Apart from a higher fiscal deficit and infla-
tionary pressures, overruns mean much less funding 
available for sectors where the money is really need-
ed — primary and secondary education and public 
health —where India invests too little. 

The writer is editor of www.moneylife.in and a  trustee of the 

Moneylife Foundation; @Moneylifers

Costs & time overruns in infrastructure

NITI Aayog index suggests progress but also raises questions

A marker of development

W
e don’t yet have “Madoff:  
The Musical,” but years after 
his 2021 death from kidney 

disease in a federal prison hospital, Bernie 
the Ponzi-scheming potentate keeps 
yielding cultural dividends. An 
experimental film shown at Lincoln 
Center. A Netflix documentary series, The 
Monster of Wall Street.  And now, adding 
to a fat stack that includes a colouring 
book and an exposé by New York Times  
reporter that generated its own Robert De 
Niro movie, a new prose probe entitled 
Madoff: The Final Word.  

Final? As its own author, Richard 
Behar, admits: Doubtful.  

A long-time investigative journalist 
who has taken on, among other 

formidable institutions, the litigious 
Church of Scientology, Behar spent 15 
years seemingly half-shackled to and 
half-tickled by this, his first book. Along 
with many, many secondary interviews, 
he visited Madoff in prison three times; 
talked to him on the phone about 50 
times; and received from him dozens of 
handwritten letters and hundreds of 
emails. (He’s far from the first or only 
reporter to have visited the man in the 
clink, but the passage of time has 
loosened some auxiliary tongues 
 — though death has stilled others.) 

For every dollar he stole, Madoff 
seems to have generated at least one 
piece of regular paper. The hoard of 30 
million documents he didn’t manage to 
destroy, Behar writes, “is nearly half the 
size of the printed material collection of 
the US Library of Congress.” The 
shredding operation Madoff ran 
starting in the mid-90s, in a Brooklyn 
facility now called Tuck-It-Away, had 
burlap bags of the scraps taken to a 
nearby recycling plant, his secrets 
“dissolving to mulch.” 

Who knew he was so eco-conscious? 

Behar approaches this towering 
mountain of material with rigour,  
but also a certain informality. He delights 
in its wackier crags, like the auction of 
Madoff goods, the proceeds going to claw 
back money for those he'd ripped off, at 
which even his boxer shorts were for sale. 
Andres Serrano, the artist known for “Piss 
Christ,” paid $700 (“which seems crazy 
cheap”) for 22 pairs of the shoes in  
Bernie’s large collection, including 
leopard-print loafers. 

Madoff’s reading material in jail, 
Behar reports, included Leon Uris’s 1953 
novel Battle Cry. But the gruesome deaths 
of various players in the Madoff saga — 
the overmedicated multibillionaire 
floating in a Palm Beach pool; the French 
financier’s office wastebasket filling with 
blood from his slashed wrists — are more 
John Grishammy. 

Madoff: The Final Word  carefully 
explains complicated matters like the 
turned cheek of JP Morgan Chase, which 
Behar calls “a gluttonous hydra when it 
came to Bernie,” and the trial of the 
Madoff Five, but it also includes 
exclamation points, asides and 

expressions like “Poof!” and “amirite.” 
Behar’s conversational intimacy — he 
discloses, for example, that his subject’s 
prison shrink reassured him he was just a 
compartmentaliser, not a sociopath — 
would have been fortified considerably by 
footnotes to 
distinguish between 
new material and old.  

Not until the 
middle of the book do 
we learn that Madoff-
invested money paid 
for the author’s own 
modest down payment 
on an apartment; his 
Aunt Adele was one of 
those who lost her life 
savings, which she took remarkably well. 
“I call Bernie ‘My Little Gonif,’” she told 
him, “using the Yiddish word for a thief or 
scoundrel. ‘A gonif steals someone’s 
lollipop but does it cutely.’” 

Behar, too, seems determined to  
see Madoff’s humanity, and the tragedy  
of his family. 

An older son, Mark, died by suicide in 
2010, on the anniversary of his father’s 

arrest; the younger, Andrew, succumbed 
to lymphoma four years later, and  
Bernie was not permitted to attend  
either funeral. “Losing your only children 
is a life sentence in itself,” Behar writes, 
“but to mourn them from a literal  
cage has to be unbearable, even for a 
financial cannibal.” 

He finds a grim humour in  
Madoff’s widow, Ruth, whose level of 

complicity remains 
undetermined. Behar 
interviews the lawyer 
who is trying, so far 
futilely, to return to 
her the canopied 
marital bed — 
“shorter than a 
queen” — and quotes 
the hard-boiled FBI 
agent who chides her 

for smoking. “Ruth, that’s gonna kill you,” 
he says. “If only,” she replies. 

“No wonder Bernie doesn’t mind 
prison,” the agent says later. “She won’t 
shut the [bleep] up.” 

Perhaps most provocatively, Behar 
takes chapter-long issue with the 
characterisation of Madoff’s wiped-out 
clients as “victims,” preferring the term 
“losers.” After all, he writes, “these poor 
unfortunates had been pulling in 

massive, impossibly consistent profits 
without a peep — often for decades.” 

He’s right that investors should 
conduct due diligence. But there’s a  
weird unacknowledged echo  
with one of Donald J Trump’s favourite 
disparagements that makes Behar’s own, 
late-in-the-narrative attempt to yoke 
together Madoff and the former president 
as avatars of a national mental-health 
crisis seem shallow. 

In a large crowd that includes 
accountants, key punch operators, 
secretaries, traders, turncoats, quants, 
Securities and Exchange Commission 
officials, lawyers, court officers and the 
dear departed Aunt Adele — who worked 
with neuroscientists and calls for a 
forensic examination of the warped folds 
of Bernie’s brain — the psychiatrist Behar 
consults seems like a last-minute and 
somewhat awkward invitee. 

Even with various quirks and jerks, 
though,  Madoff: The Final Word  boils  
a story of mythic proportions down  
to a bowlful of golden nuggets. If this  
is the first time you’re being served, so 
much the better. 

The reviewer is a Times book critic and 

occasional features writer 
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O
n July 9, Prime Minister (PM) Naren-
dra Modi was in Moscow for a sum-
mit with Russian president Vladimir
Putin. The previous day, during an

informal conversation with Putin, Modi made
two significant statements. First, he said: “I
have brought with me the love of 140 crore
countrymen.” Second: “Peace talks do not suc-
ceed amid bombs, guns, and bullets.” What
did Modi mean?

His first statement aimed to tell world lead-
ers that they should not think the mandate his
government now has is in any way weaker
than what he enjoyed in his first two terms; he
still is the all-powerful prime minister of a
sovereign nation. Putin acknowledged this
sentiment. Now we get to the second state-
ment. Modi used words such as bombs and
bullets to signal to the West that India’s for-
eign policy remains unchanged. Those who
feel India should align with the US also got a
fitting response.

It’s vital to mention Quad here. This
informal, but crucial strategic group has
India, the US, Japan, and Australia as its con-
stituents. The US also proposes to expand the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) as
the grouping celebrates its 75th anniversary.
Though India is not a member of NATO, its
position as a Quad ally demonstrates its bal-
ance of policy.

But I won’t discuss foreign policy here. My
objective is to discuss the first month of
Modi’s third term. Modi has accomplished
and communicated a lot in just one month.

Let’s begin with the creation of the cabinet.
Many believed Modi would not be as power-
ful as in his last tenure, since the BJP no
longer has a simple majority in Parliament
and would have to accept the demands of his
coalition partners while forming the govern-
ment. There was speculation that the Telugu
Desam Party (TDP) and Janata Dal (United)
would strike a hard bargain. But the Cabinet
Committee on Security, or CCS, the most pow-
erful organ of the Union Cabinet, has
remained exactly as it was. Similarly, the
portfolios TDP and JD(U) received were not
discussed prior to Cabinet formation, nor is it
expected in the future. 

There were rumours about who would be
the Speaker. The selection of Bhartruhari
Mahtab, who joined the BJP after leaving the

Biju Janata Dal, as pro-tem speaker was seen
as a hint. But Om Birla resumed as Speaker.
Birla’s last tenure was controversial. He sus-
pended scores of MPs. Rahul Gandhi and
Mahua Moitra were dismissed from the Lok
Sabha. By picking him, the BJP showed that
its strength remains intact. Later, during the
motion of thanks to the presidential address,
there was a lot of bluster, but neither the gov-
ernment nor the Speaker of the Lok Sabha
tumbled. 

People saw only one difference between
the previous Lok Sabha and this one: The
Opposition was more aggressive owing to
their better numbers. It is a different matter
that the ruling party MPs went to great
lengths to respond.

Now let us talk about the BJP. The prime
minister and the home minister have held the
party in a firm grip. There were rumours that
the RSS had issues with it and may intervene
this time. But it didn’t. The current BJP
national president, Jagat Prakash Nadda, is
already on an “extension” and continues to
make decisions as party president a fortnight
past the end of his tenure on June 30. It is
almost inevitable that the party will elect a
new president in time. Perhaps this is why he
has been assigned the critical ministry of
health. For sure, Modi-Shah’s grip on the
party remains strong.

Should we presume that PM Modi is
entirely unchallenged?

Modi has exhibited unprecedented confi-
dence at home and abroad, but new anxieties
are emerging on the internal front. This
month, the finance minister will present the
first budget of the third term of Modi. Will
there be an imprint on NDA allies on that? If
so, what will happen to economic reforms?

Additionally, the rising attacks on security
forces in Jammu and Kashmir have raised
concerns. With assembly elections scheduled
by September, Delhi needs to take prompt
decisions. Meanwhile, the Opposition is vehe-
mently criticising the Agnipath scheme,
demanding a caste census, and asking ques-
tions about unemployment. The BJP and the
government will need to address these chal-
lenges.

Shashi Shekhar is editor-in-chief, Hindustan. 
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Whiff of continuity and 
a resurgent Opposition

sia. Put differently, if China and Russia
increasingly synergise their strategies in
India’s neighbourhood, it could harm India’s
interests. For India, the best-case scenario is
to drive a wedge between Russian and Chi-
nese strategies in the region. But, if that
proves to be too ambitious, which may indeed
be the case, the second-best scenario is to
ensure their strategies do not align against
Indian interests.

Third, despite some recent signalling from
New Delhi, Beijing has shown little enthusi-
asm for a rapprochement. Its lack of appetite
for resolution worries New Delhi, thereby
prompting it to seek assurances from Mos-
cow. We do not know if there are any assuran-
ces from the Russian side on the China ques-
tion, but it is clear that one of India’s biggest
challenges when it comes to relations with
Russia is to get the latter to publicly acknowl-
edge Chinese aggression against India, let
alone support India. Likewise, Moscow too
will find it hard to get assurances from New
Delhi on the latter’s relations with the US.

High on symbolism but somewhat low on
substance, the current India-Russia relation-
ship is increasingly transactional. Both sides
are hedging their bets and subtly signalling
redlines, expectations and limitations. New
Delhi reassures Moscow that it will not turn
its back on Russia while steadfastly getting
closer to the latter’s rivals and pursuing poli-
cies that are not in line with Moscow’s inter-
ests. New Delhi has maintained Moscow’s red-
lines so far, such as not openly criticising the
Russian invasion of Ukraine.

Russia, on the other hand, seeks to main-
tain its relationship with India while simulta-
neously strengthening its partnership with
China. Moscow faces long-term challenges
from Beijing, but they are overlooked given
the weight of the short-term benefits. For
India, the long-term interests lie with the US,
but in the short-term, Russia brings benefits.
Both sides recognise the utility and limits of
their bilateral strategic partnership. They also
acknowledge that the other side will continue
to make strategic choices that are contradict-
ory to their own and that they have little
power to influence those choices.

Modi’s visit underscores the fact that New
Delhi realises that trying to align the interests
of the two sides that are growing more diver-
gent than ever is futile. In that sense, it makes
perfect sense for New Delhi to partner Mos-
cow in spaces where the fundamental inter-
ests of Moscow and Beijing diverge, such as
Central Asia. We may also see Delhi partner-
ing with Moscow and Beijing when it suits its
interests, especially under the ambit of the
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO).
Likewise, New Delhi partners with other
countries (the US and the West) in spaces
where India’s interests are in direct competi-
tion with those of Russia and China; the Indo-
Pacific is an example of such a space. The test
of Indian diplomacy lies in managing these
competing pulls, pressures, and interests.   
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This leaves India with the kinetic
option, both covert and direct. Many
recent writings suggest that India
should conduct cross-border strikes
and abrogate the ceasefire in place
from 2021. These are decisions for
the government to make after care-
fully considering the pros and cons.
However, whatever decision is taken
must be clearly communicated and
should be credible. 

The effectiveness of deterrence
hinges critically on the credibility of
the threats. There must be a consist-
ent demonstration of our resolve and
the political will to follow through if
Pakistan continues to send terrorists
into our territory. It must also be
understood that credible threats
involve an element of the risk of esca-
lation, and this should be factored
into our planning. 

Since deterrence is fundamentally
an effort to influence the thinking of
the opponent, the other side should
also see some perceived benefit of
compliance. Benefits provide a posi-
tive inducement for the adversary to
refrain from taking an undesirable
action or to comply with specific
demands. What kind of inducements
India can offer Pakistan (if at all) is a
politically sensitive matter that
would have to be closely debated in

the inner circles of the government
and would depend on affirmative
action by Pakistan.

It could be argued that given Paki-
stan’s record of duplicity, induce-
ments have little meaning, and pun-
ishment is the only way to influence
Rawalpindi’s behaviour. However, as
Thomas Schilling writes in his classic
Arms and Influence, “Coercion
requires finding a bargain, arranging
for him to be better off doing what
we want — worse off not doing what
we want — when he takes the threat-
ened penalty into account.”

India has shown its resolve in
dealing with terror emanating from
Pakistan but with limited long-term
impact. In the face of continuing
intransigence from Pakistan, India
must now look to refine its strategy.

While India deliberates its options,
Pakistan must also deeply reflect on
whether its persistent irrationality
over the Kashmir issue truly serves
the nation’s interests or if it risks
plunging the country into an even
deeper crisis than it currently faces.

Lt General (retd) Deependra Singh Hooda
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There must be a consistent demonstration of our political will to follow 
through if Pakistan continues to send terrorists into our territory ANI

W
hile several factors drove Prime
Minister (PM) Narendra Modi’s
recently concluded visit to Mos-
cow, the predominant one may

be China. Since the Ukraine war and in the
context of India’s growing proximity to the
United States (US), New Delhi has been trying
to reassure Moscow that the relationship will
continue despite the pressure to turn its back
on Russia. While that may be true, what has
been under analysed is India’s need for assur-
ances from Moscow on the China question. 

The current Indian stance towards Russia
appears to be driven by a set of interrelated
beliefs. One, New Delhi believes Russia is win-
ning the war, and being on the winning side is
a good strategy from its perspective. Two,
there has been negligible pressure from the
US on India to alter its stance towards Russia.
Three, Western and US engagement with
India has only strengthened since the war
began, providing no disincentives for India to
change its policy.

Europe is on the back foot with the Gaza
war having eroded its moral standing. Thus,
Europe will not be able to exert significant
normative pressure on India in relation to
Russia. Thus, there has never been a better
time in the recent past to organise the India-
Russia summit.

Coming back to the China question, first, at
a broader level, China has had a paradoxical
influence on India-Russia relations. Chinese
aggression is, at least partly, both the reason
why New Delhi sticks to Moscow (since giving
up on Russia could decisively turn the two
against its regional interests) and also why it
seeks to diversify beyond Russia (since India
needs more strategic partners to address the
China challenge), which amounts to a certain
amount of disengagement from Moscow. 

Second, PM Modi’s visit took place in the
shadow of the growing Russia-China strategic
partnership. The growing number of bilateral
visits, uptick in the trade, financial and busi-
ness relationship, and increasing synergy
between the two sides on a variety of strategic
issues have not gone unnoticed in New Delhi.
Russia has increased engagement with India’s
neighbours, such as Bangladesh, Myanmar,
and Pakistan. While Russia’s engagement in
India’s neighbourhood could help indirectly
moderate China’s rising influence in the
region, such moderation may not be possible
without India’s active engagement with Rus-
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Political violence 
haunts America

In Kathmandu, no 
end to power games

A
s KP Sharma Oli prepares for his fourth stint as
Nepal’s Prime Minister (PM), it would be 
instructive to recall that no premier of that

country has completed a full term since 1990. Oli is 
back after the fall of the government led by former 
PM Pushpa Kamal Dahal “Prachanda”, who couldn’t 
survive a vote of confidence in Parliament after Oli’s 
Communist Party of Nepal-Unified Marxist-Leninist 
(CPN-UML) joined hands with Sher Bahadur Deuba’s 
Nepali Congress (NC) joined hands to form a new 
coalition. The CPN-UML and Nepali Congress, despite 
being political and ideological rivals, have shared 
power about half a dozen times in the past.

Occupying the post of PM in Nepal has become akin
to a game of musical chairs over the past decade, with 
most occupants, other than Oli and Dahal, having 
exceptionally short stints. This political instability, 
arising mostly from the fractured mandates produced 
by successive elections, has had wide-ranging impacts 
on Nepal’s economy and overall development. In his 
last term, Oli had moved his country closer to China 
and triggered a row with India by issuing a new 
political map that sought to claim territories controlled 
by India. The Indian side will be hoping that the 
presence of the Nepali Congress, which has had long-
standing ties with India’s political leadership, will help 
balance the new government’s foreign policy stance. 

For India, against the backdrop of its strained ties
with China, it will be essential that the new 
dispensation in Kathmandu maintains a balanced 
position between the two Asian giants. New Delhi 
will also do well to step up various initiatives aimed 
at creating physical, transport and energy 
connectivity between India and Nepal.

A
merican political history is littered with
chapters of violence. Yet, when Donald Trump,
former president and the presumptive 
Republican nominee for president, was shot at

a campaign rally on Saturday, it shocked the world’s 
oldest democracy, and with it, the rest of the world. It is 
a relief that Trump is safe, and leaders across the 
spectrum have condemned the shooting, with President 
Joe Biden terming it “sick”. Political violence must have 
no place in any society, and definitely not in a 
democracy where individuals and political parties 
compete on the basis of their ideas in an election and 
the public sphere. Yet, even though the motives of the 
perpetrator in this particular case aren’t clear, the 
episode shouldn’t have come as a shock, perhaps 
because America’s bad political habits are coming back 
to haunt its polity in at least three distinct ways.

The first is how both sides in the American polity now
treat each other as threats to the country. For 
Democrats, Trump threatens democracy due to his 
actions in power and after the last elections and his 
campaign promises now. For Republicans, Biden is a 
threat to the nation due to his record in office, especially 
on immigration. The almost apocalyptic manner in 
which both parties talk about each other has radicalised 
their respective support bases and opened up the space 
for political violence. Two, America has a gun epidemic. 
The easy availability of weapons of all kinds stems from 
a rigid interpretation of America’s constitutional 
provisions framed in the late 18th century. But this 
democratisation of tools of violence is an affront to 
civilised society. It shatters the state’s claim of 
monopoly over violence, leads to frequent mass 
shootings, and makes it easier for lone wolves and 
groups to plot violence while making it more difficult 
for law enforcement to tackle threats. Finally, rampant 
misinformation and disinformation are now a part of 
America’s political theatre and anarchic media 
environment. This is an inevitable result of new 
technology and isn’t unique to America, but when 
combined with its polarised politics and guns, it opens 
up room for ideological extremism and violence.

That the shooter was a young White man, rather than
a person of colour, will help in preventing the episode 
from worsening the already deep ethnic and racial 
divisions. Electorally, the attack is likely to help Trump 
position himself as both a victim and a hero and charge 
up his base. But beyond the immediate implications, the 
story of America’s democratic backsliding, extremism 
and violence should worry the rest of the world.

O
n July 8, two Army
trucks moving on a
mountain road near
Badnota village in the
Kathua district were
ambushed by a group of

terrorists. In the ensuing firefight,
five soldiers were killed and five seri-
ously injured. This was the latest in
the series of attacks witnessed in the
Jammu region, in areas that were,
until recently, regarded as militancy-
free.

Terror incidents, though isolated,
have now taken place across the
entire expanse of Jammu Division,
stretching from the Poonch district
adjoining Pakistan-occupied Jammu
and Kashmir in the west to the
Kathua district bordering Punjab and
Himachal Pradesh. Most of these
attacks are attributed to Pakistani
terrorists who have infiltrated the
Jammu region in recent months.

The attempt to reignite violence in
Jammu appears to be a meticulously
planned and deliberate effort. Under
relentless pressure in the Kashmir
Valley, terrorists have redirected
their focus to areas south of the Pir
Panjal Range, where the troop den-
sity is lower, the terrain more chal-

lenging for the security forces, and
the intelligence network is less devel-
oped. 

These attacks are aimed at coun-
tering the government’s narrative
that terrorism is on its last leg and
will be soon eliminated. Many are
contesting the claim that normalcy is
being restored in Jammu and Kash-
mir. When their credibility is ques-
tioned, governments often find them-
selves compelled to take action. 

Defence secretary Giridhar Ara-
mane expressed his “profound grief
on the loss of five Bravehearts” and
said, “their sacrifice will not go unav-
enged”. Some actions are
already visible. Additional
forces have been inducted
into the Jammu region,
patrolling has been intensi-
fied, suspects are being
questioned in large num-
bers, and the security grid
along the international bor-
der in Jammu and Punjab is
b e i n g  r e v i e w e d  t o
strengthen counter-infiltra-
tion measures. There is also a need to
improve human intelligence by
enhancing outreach to the local com-
munities. A few dozen terrorists are
no match for state power applied
effectively. There could be costs, but
ultimately, the security forces will
prevail, particularly in conditions
where local support is limited, as is
the case in the Jammu region.

How to deal with Pakistan is the
more serious question. It is fairly
obvious that the planning for the
activation of the new areas has been
carried out in Pakistan, and the per-

petrators of the recent attacks across
the Jammu region are all from there.
In deciding India’s response, the
objective is also clear – to deter Paki-
stan from continuing with state-
sponsored terrorism against India. 

The BJP-led governments have
shown resolve in dealing with terror-
ism and have not hesitated to use the
military instrument. Improvement in
bilateral ties has been made incum-
bent on Pakistan stopping the use of
terrorists to destabilise Jammu and
Kashmir, and cross-border opera-
tions have been conducted in 2016
and 2019. 

However, it must also be
admitted that these policies
have had only a limited
impact. They have served to
assuage public sentiment
and demonstrate the state’s
decisiveness, but beyond
imposing caution, have not
entirely deterred Pakistan.
India now has to decide
how deterrence can be
achieved through a more

coercive posture.
The core component of traditional

deterrence is the threat of punitive
measures. There will be a stated pen-
alty if Pakistan continues with
actions that we do not want it to take.
However, since diplomatic ties are
almost non-existent and there is no
economic interdependence, little
pressure can be put on these areas.
We could continue to call out Paki-
stan for its support of terrorism in
international and multilateral
forums, but this has yielded few con-
crete results. 

Making deterrence on 
terrorism work in J&K
The terror strikes in 
Jammu call for refining 
India’s Pakistan policy. 
Delhi now has to decide 
how deterrence can be 
achieved through a more 
coercive posture

A

{ ELON MUSK } FOUNDER, TESLA AND SPACEX

P
We were told AI doom would be a 
paper clip maximizer, but it’s 
actually going to be Strawberry 

Fields Forever
(On the news that OpenAI is working on a reasoning technology

that is called Strawberry)

The Chinese tangle in 
India-Russia relations
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The attack may boost Trump’s prospects, but the 
larger story of the US’s democratic backsliding 
and violence should worry the rest of the world

Deependra 
Singh 
Hooda

New Delhi must partner Moscow in spaces 
where interests of Moscow and Beijing 
fundamentally diverge AP
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ple are living much longer, but they are not 
living with the zest of their ancestors. People 
are living in a manner that is exactly the 
wrong way to die. Personally, I would rather 
leap off a cliff heroically than live the way 
most people in this world live.

This will not be changed by an app that 
uses spurious personal data to ask people to 
go against their will and do difficult things 
like eat bland food, swim or lift weights. The 
only way most people will live healthy old 
ages is if there is a pill that not only prolongs 
their death, but also their youth.

There is another reason why medicine has 
disappointed, and this is an unsung reason. 
Parents have become kinder to children and 
they are given freedoms to avoid dreary 
career paths, like hard sciences. Just as the 
sciences once stole our school geniuses from 
the arts, then technology stole them from 
the sciences, something else is stealing them 
from both tech and sciences. If geniuses are 
not forced to toil in dreary scientific careers 
early in their lives, we are in trouble.

But then, there might be compensation in 
the form of AI. Through its brute ability to 
make numerous permutations and combi-
nations, hundreds of labs across the world 
are searching for a way to help people live 
the wrong way, yet die the right way.

to an individual. Their Thrive Ai Health 
plans to change the behaviour of people by 
giving information that is highly specific to 
the person who is using the app. “AI, by 
using the power of hyper-personalization, 
can significantly improve these behaviours,” 
they wrote in an essay in Time magazine.

They make two assumptions. One is that 
people want to be healthy. The second is that 
people give truthful information about 
themselves to an app, in private. It may seem 
obvious that both these assumptions are cor-
rect, but humans are so twisted that they 
may not be right. For instance, people lie 
about their diet even on surveys that do not 
ask for their identity, probably because they 
find truths about themselves unpleasant. 
This, according to longevity specialist Peter 
Attia, is a reason why he does not take most 
diet research seriously.

The other assumption, that people want 
to be healthy, has a layer of truth, but it does 
not matter. What people want often has 
nothing to do with what they actually do 
because what they do is subject to a secret 
hierarchy of things that they hold dear. Peo-
ple want to be healthy, but what they want 
more is to eat tasty food, three times a day, 
every day of the week.

Huffington and Altman assume that the 

T
o be healthy is to find the right way to 
die. This may involve dying later than 
sooner, but this is only a popular part 

of it. The right way to die is to be full of life, 
until the end, the best we can be using the 
cards we have been dealt.

American tech billionaires are trying to 
make death obsolete. After all, death is 
nature’s technology, and the fate of all tech 
is to become obsolete one day. I would never 
mock them because I have great hope in the 
self-interest of rich people. Their desire to 
live forever, or at least for very long, has 
made the health of all humans, even those 
who are not millionaires, the emotional goal 
of modern science; everything else is just 
business. Not surprisingly, the hype of this 
decade, AI, is at the core of most attempts.

A few days ago, the founder of Huffington 
Post, Arianna Huffington, and the CEO of 
OpenAI, Sam Altman, announced a venture 
that they say will solve one of the biggest 
practical problems in health today, which is 
that most advice is too general to be relevant 

Given the importance of the NSA’s 
role, prime ministers have a natural 
incentive in ensuring that the job goes 
to a highly competent person.

Let me go further and make a point 
that some may find uncomfortable: if 
the prime minister feels that the ideo-
logical and political inclinations of the 
NSA are relevant, then that is the 
leader’s prerogative. The NSA is 
accountable to Parliament and the 
public through the prime minister.

Second, the NSA should remain an 
advisor and not have operational or 
command responsibilities. Operations 
should be carried out by intelligence or 
security forces through their respec-
tive chains of command. This will 
ensure that operations are carried out 
by organizations that have the man-
date, resources and expertise to do so, 
while shielding the political leadership 
for legitimate reasons. The NSA is not 
an operational shortcut and should not 
be treated as one.

Third, the rank assigned to the office 
of the NSA need not be fixed. Its current 
occupant has been given a cabinet rank, 
but previous NSAs have been of minis-
ter-of-state and principal secretary 
ranks. These differences have caused 
perplexity in the top ranks of govern-
ment officials, but they have adapted.

Arvind Gupta, a former deputy NSA, 
writes in his book that “at the best of 
times, the NSA and other functionaries 
work together on key issues of national 
security.” And, “On other occasions, he 
works independently. The NSA can 
very much define his role.”

Whatever the rank, the NSA’s power 
derives from his relationship with the 
prime minister. So does his effective-
ness. Establishment insiders might 
have a different view on this, but I think 
the prime minister should have the 
flexibility of assigning the rank he 
deems appropriate.

Fourth, it is best that the office of the 
NSA remains outside the turf of any 
and all branches of the civil service. It is 
perhaps the only such position at the 

top level of government that is not cap-
tured by a service. We have had former 
Indian Administrative Service (IAS), 
Indian Foreign Service (IFS) and Indian 
Police Service (IPS) officers becoming 
NSAs, and this openness must remain 
in place. Indeed, it should be possible 
for capable individuals from outside 
the government to be appointed to the 
role. Of course, it will be extremely 
hard for an outsider to operate effec-
tively in what is the most secretive part 
of the establishment. Sometimes, 
though, an outsider is just what secre-
tive establishments need.

Fifth, it is the NSA who should do 
the prime minister’s daily security 
briefings. The appointment of 
another security advisor (internal or 
additional) should not change the 
accountability equation. At the same 
time, the additional NSA, chief of 
defence staff (CDS), the three service 
chiefs, future theatre commanders 
and the intelligence chiefs should 
have direct access to the prime minis-
ter when needed. These arrange-
ments make the principal secretary to 
the prime minister a crucial player in 
ensuring that the national security 
system functions smoothly.

Finally, as Baru points out, the duties 
of various officials and institutions and 
chains of command have to be clearly 
specified. Any security system faces its 
real test during a crisis, when informal 
work arrangements and formal lines of 
responsibility play an important role. 
Controversies around India’s official 
response during  the Kargil war, IC-814 
hijacking and the 26/11 Mumbai attacks 
demonstrate this point.

Now, with the growing relevance of 
cybersecurity, the institution of the 
CDS system and the prospective 
creation of theatre commands, the 
complexity of the national security 
ecosystem has grown by orders of 
magnitude compared to 2008, when 
the terrorist attack of 26/11 took place. 
It underlines the need for clarity of 
thought and purpose.

W
riting in the Indian Express 
last Monday, Sanjaya Baru, 
former media advisor to 

prime minister Manmohan Singh, 
drew attention to the appointment of a 
new additional national security 
advisor (NSA) and the restructuring of 
the reporting relationships among top 
officials and institutions responsible 
for national security management. 
Baru writes that “the absence of any 
clearly laid out criteria and qualifica-
tions for the post and, worse, clearly 
specified duties and chain of com-
mand, has left the question open as to 
who should be made NSA—a diplomat, 
a spook, a soldier or a scholar?”

Let me carry the conversation for-
ward from the scholarly perspective 
of a non-partisan outsider. I am not 
concerned with which individual is 
appointed to which office or which ser-
vice gains an advantage. Similarly, I do 
not want to make off-hand recommen-
dations on how the national security 
setup can be restructured. Rather, I 
want to restate the principles that will 
make the NSA, National Security Coor-
dination Secretariat (NSCS) and Indian 
defence and intelligence organizations 
more effective.

The most important principle is that 
the NSA must enjoy the confidence and 
trust of the prime minister. This means 
that the prime minister should be 
unconstrained in making the choice. 

The NSA’s role needs clarity but it’s crucial that the appointee has the prime minister’s confidence
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Why human health is more than a behaviour problem
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F
oreign direct investment (FDI) flows 
into India have been slowing down, 
and touched a five-year low of $44.4 
billion in 2023-24, declining steadily 
from the $59.6 billion level achieved 
in 2020-21. Net FDI flows, which 

account for outbound money too, were $2 bil-
lion in the fourth quarter of 2023-24, compared 
with $6.4 billion a year earlier, according to the 
Reserve Bank of India, even as foreign portfolio 
inflows were remarkably higher. The drop is 
not a cause for alarm. Ever since interest rates 
rose sharply in the rich world (by more than five 
percentage points in the US), the increased cost 
of capital has dampened enthusiasm for FDI, 
especially in emerging markets. FDI flows to 
China have shrunk too. Yet, it would be impru-
dent to dismiss India’s FDI decline as just a blip. 

In the last quarter of 2023-24, India regis-
tered a current account surplus, rather than the 
usual current account deficit (CAD). The CAD 
measures the extent of foreign savings the 
economy is able to absorb, to supplement 
domestic savings and achieve investment levels 
higher than what would have been possible 
only on the strength of what we save within the 
country. During 2023-24, India’s CAD moder-
ated to $23.2 billion (0.7% of GDP) from $67.0 
billion (2.0% of GDP) the previous year on the 
back of a lower merchandise trade deficit. The 
economy’s inability to absorb external savings 
at the usual scale signals flagging economic 
momentum, even if this is out of sync with the 
robust initial estimate of 8.2% GDP growth in 
2023-24. The fact that FDI inflows shrank, 
even as global businesses were trying to adopt 
a China-plus-one strategy and reduce their 
dependence on the People’s Republic, suggests 
that India is not yet seen as the definitive alter-

native to it as the world’s factory. Computer 
software and hardware are still our biggest 
magnet for global investors, with these sectors 
receiving more than five times as much as the 
$1.5 billion that flowed into automobiles. What 
this indicates is that New Delhi’s vaunted man-
ufacturing plans, promoted with large dollops 
of subsidy under the production-linked incen-
tive (PLI) scheme, are not drawing as much 
investment as we hoped. If foreign capital is 
willing to enter in the guise of portfolio inflows, 
to take advantage of red-hot asset markets that 
seemingly promise to turn white hot, rather 
than cool off, but is reluctant to come as stable 
direct investment for long-horizon returns, 
then that is less than a ringing endorsement of 
India’s economic conditions and policy regime. 

Perhaps, it is time the government took a 
close look at all FDI hurdles, apart from merely 
rejigging existing schemes. Low and conver-
gent import tariffs across the board, instead of 
crude attempts to favour some sectors with 
high protection, would ease the inclusion of 
local factories in supply chains than span bor-
ders. Lower barriers could be a starting point to 
assure investors of a stable and predictable tax 
regime. Apart from that, India must dispel the 
impression that enforcement and intelligence 
agencies serve as political tools, not to mention 
the perception that some industrial groups are 
more equal than others in the administration’s 
eyes. If these cause discomfort, joining more 
free-trade arrangements would do the opposite, 
especially for export-oriented investment. 
Concerns of social instability arising from some 
groups getting left behind also need to be 
calmed. All this needs urgent attention, even as 
reforms in education, healthcare and govern-
ance need to be pursued for long-term gains. 

India’s FDI drop is both 
explainable and fixable 

Global conditions played a role in last year’s FDI slump but India’s ambition of emerging as 

the world’s next big manufacturing hub demands sharper policy responses from the Centre 
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Cooling
curve
There are two pieces of

good news on the
inflation front that may
signal India is back on
the long road back to
macroeconomic stability.
The rate of inflation—
wholesale (WPI) and
retail (CPI) inflation—is
slowing even as the gap
between WPI and CPI
narrowed to less than two
percentage points in
June.

Getting prices right is
the first step in returning
to higher growth—if one
considers lower cost of
borrowing as key to
reviving investment.
Unless prices cool, the
central bank won’t be in
a position to lower the
policy rate. To that
extent, WPI in June
(which rose by 5.4% on a
year-on-year basis, the
lowest since February)
and CPI (slightly higher
at 7.31% year-on-year in
June) are heading in a
direction of comfort.

The only cloud on the
horizon is the lack of
rain-bearing clouds. If
the monsoon falters, the
trajectory of inflation
may be reversed. That is
the single biggest risk to
growth revival as of now.
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Inflation dips, but
RBI may stay firm

BY A SIT RANJAN M ISHRA

asit.m@livemint.com
·························
NEW DELHI

Retail inflation slowed to a
record in June and
wholesale price inflation

decelerated to a four-month low
the same month, after factory
output in May grew at a rate not
seen in 19 months, but the re-
cent wave of good news could
be drowned by a delayed mon-
soon, the consequent spurt in
vegetables prices, and the fall-
out of the violence in Iraq on
commodity and oil prices.

If that happens, it could stay
the central bank’s hand from
lowering interest rates—a move
that would have helped the
cause of economic growth that
slumped to sub-5% levels for
two consecutive years.

Retail inflation slowed to
7.31% in June, its lowest level
since January 2012 when the
new inflation series started,
from 8.28% in May as food infla-
tion moderated. Data released
separately by the industry de-
partment showed wholesale
price inflation decelerated to

TURN TO PAGE 2®

Worries over monsoon
and continued upward
revisions of provisional
data may limit central
bank’s room to act

Reforms on for
state-run banks
but govt won’t
cede control

BY REMYA NAIR

remya.n@livemint.com
·························
NEW DELHI

The government is consid-
ering administrative re-

forms at state-run banks, in-
cluding separating the post of
chairman and managing direc-
tor and giving them a fixed
term of five years, but is not
considering lowering its stake
in these lenders below 51%.

The reforms are aimed at
improving the functioning and
competitive edge of the insti-
tutions that account for 70% of
banking industry assets.

The government could also
specify criteria such as educa-
tional qualifications and expe-
rience for independent direc-
tors appointed to bank boards
to improve corporate govern-
ance.

G.S. Sandhu, secretary, fi-
nancial services, in the minis-
try of finance, said the meas-
ures are at a fairly advanced
stage of discussions.

“After we finalize the pro-
posal, it will go to the appoint-
ments committee of cabinet
for approval,” he said in an in-
terview.

A fixed tenure to bank chiefs
for better accountability was
one of the recommendations
of a panel set up by the Re-
serve Bank of India (RBI) un-
der former Axis Bank Ltd
chairman P.J. Nayak. In its re-
port, submitted in May, the
panel also called for privatiza-
tion or mergers of state-run
banks and a change in the gov-
ernance practices to ensure
that these banks remain com-
petitive.

Currently, only the chairper-
son of State Bank of India

TURN TO PAGE 2®

EASING PRESSURE
Retail inflation slowed to 7.31% in June, its lowest level since January 
2012 when the new inflation series started, while wholesale price 
inflation decelerated to 5.43% as prices of cereals and pulses eased.
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Banks wary
of budget’s
5:25 plan for
infra projects
BY P .R . SANJAI &

MADHURA KARNIK

·························
MUMBAI

The so-called 5:25 financing
structure for infrastructure

projects proposed by finance
minister Arun Jaitley last week
during his budget speech may
have brought some cheer to
debt-laden project developers,
but banks aren’t too hot on the
idea.

They are concerned about the
loans turning bad, the long ges-
tation period of such projects,
and their own ability to raise
long-term money for infrastruc-
ture funding.

A 5:25 structure will allow a
bank to loan money to a devel-
oper for 25 years, with an option
of rewriting the terms of the loan
(called resetting in banking par-
lance) or transferring it to an-
other bank of financial institu-
tion after five years. It is struc-
tured thus to allow the tenure of
the loan to match the life cycle
of the underlying asset.

The problem with such a
structure is an asset-liability
mismatch, said a banker with a
private bank who specializes in
infrastructure finance. Bonds of
that duration (sold by the bank
to raise money) won’t have any
buyers in the local market, add-
ed this person, who asked not to
be identified.

Last week, Reserve Bank of In-
dia governor Raghuram Rajan
said the central bank is working
on ways to make it easier for
banks to raise long-term money
from the market for infrastruc-
ture and housing projects. In his
budget speech, Jaitley said infra-
structure credit would not have
to meet current norms related to
the amount of money banks
need to keep with the central
bank as cash (cash reserve ratio,
or CRR; 4%) or the amount they
would have to invest in govern-
ment bonds (statutory liquidity
ratio, or SLR; 22.5%) or lend to
the so-called priority sector
(40%) that includes agriculture
and small industry.

“The 5:25 structure is hugely
positive for infrastructure com-
panies as banks will now be al-
lowed to lend to infrastructure
companies with a tenure of 25
years with a clause to reset the
loan every five years,” A. Issac
George, director and chief finan-
cial officer at GVK Power and In-
frastructure Ltd, said. “The ex-
isting asset-liability mismatch
was not allowing the banks to do
so. Even infrastructure finance
companies were offering only
loans up to 12-15 years.”

With the government likely to
relax the regulatory requirement
with respect to CRR and SLR in
case of banks issuing long-term
infrastructure bonds, banks
would be able to offer long-term
loans, George said.

India needs $1 trillion of in-
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Raghav Bahl, 51, the found-
er of Network18 Media

and Investments Ltd, who exit-
ed after Reliance Industries
Ltd (RIL) decided in May to
convert its debentures in the
group into shares and take
control, says he loves news too
much, and will launch a digital
news outlet that would com-
plement his former company’s
offerings.

“I believe journalism or
news will migrate to the online
medium,” says Bahl, adding
that he was still young (“50s
are the new 30s”), and has “ex-
perience and capital”.

Bahl walked out of TV18 on
29 May with around `700
crore. He subsequently re-
turned as a non-executive in-

dependent director on the
board of the company.

Bahl insists there was noth-
ing sudden or surprising about
Network18’s takeover by RIL
and that it had nothing to do
with the formation of a
Bharatiya Janata Party-led Na-
tional Democratic Alliance
government at the centre in
May, seeking to dispel one
popular rumour about the de-
velopment. He also dismisses
subsequent reports about the
happenings at TV18 as “sur-
round sound”.

The “transaction started
weeks earlier,” he says. And
back in January 2012, when
RIL invested in the group by
purchasing debentures, “we
disclosed that they had a right
to convert at any moment”.

And he had made it clear to
RIL that he would exit once the
debentures were converted be-
cause he didn’t want to “work

as a minority voting share-
holder”. In an interview, he
spoke about journalism, his
and Network18’s past, and the
digital future he sees for media
(and also for himself). Edited
excerpts:

We believe you are venturing into
digital media. Could you share your
plans?
It’s too early to be concrete

about it. But I see myself at an
interesting juncture. We fin-
ished one innings very satis-
factorily and built one of the
finest and largest media com-
panies in India. I let that be
and move on to the second
thing. I am not very old...50s
are the new 30s. Also, the
handicaps—no capital or expe-
rience—I had when I started
Network18 are not there. So if I
am young, have experience
and the capital, I’ll do some-

thing. I am too much of a news
lover and the obvious thing to
do is in the digital space be-
cause I believe journalism or
news will migrate to the online
medium.

We will do news in English
and Hindi to begin with. Re-
gional will come later.

Will you compete with RIL in this
space?
I think we will be comple-

mentary because 4G will be the
platform on which a lot of our
products will be carried. So we
will be complementary and not
competitive. We may compete
with some other brands of
Network18, but that is inevita-
ble if you’re going to be in the
content space. This is just the
beginning of the Internet.
There is space for hundreds of
us.
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LIFE AFTER NETWORK18

Raghav Bahl plans to launch digital news outlet
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Health care is vital to 
all of us for some of the time, 

but public health is vital to 
all of us all the time. 
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stop doing the moment they get a chance.
The reason most people are unhealthy is 

that it’s hard work to go against human 
nature, and against an evolutionary draw-
back—that we evolved for scarcity. To live in 
plenty and behave as though there is scarcity 
is to be a philosopher. This is impossible for 

most people.
The solution to the 

global pandemic of poor 
health is something that’s 
kinder than asking people 
to change. It’s a pill.

Or some other form of 
drug. A direct medical 
intervention is the true 
equalizer that can help 
most people achieve what 
is possible only for some. 
On this, science does not 
offer any immediate hope.

Science, in fact, is the 
most overrated of human 

pursuits. Medicine, especially, has been a big 
failure. It is true that modern medicine has 
increased the quality of information and 
debunked many of its own myths, and 
ensured that billions of babies have lived, 
but its greatest achievements concern pro-
longing death and not prolonging life. Peo-

reason most people are unhealthy is that 
they are unable to change their behaviour, 
and that is because they don’t have good 
information about themselves.

While it is true that most health advice is 
general, it is also true that general advice is 
mostly good. Stay away from sugar, exercise, 
be active and don’t be a 
glutton. There’s nothing in 
this that can harm any-
body, and it has nothing 
that will not do some good 
to most people. Yet, most 
people are not able to 
change their behaviour, 
and this is not because an 
app didn’t send a notifica-
tion asking them to avoid 
that third bottle of soda. 
They are in the grip of 
human nature.

What is the true nature 
of people? The question is 
an obsession with Western anthropology, 
and the answers are usually qualities that 
people do not exhibit. There is a lot of talk 
about “hunting” and “gathering.” “Picking 
berries,” figures a lot. But then the greatest 
evidence of what people really are lies in how 
they are, how they exist. Not in what they 

The assumption 

that people 

are unhealthy 

because they 

don’t have good 

information is 

misguided

Basic principles for an effective 
national security set-up in India
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T
he budget is now slightly more than a 
week away. Finance ministry officials 
would have already sifted through all 
the proposals, recommendations and 
advice received from various quarters, 
and taken a decision on which ones to 

retain and which ones to discard. Many proposals 
and measures are probably already in the oven for 
final baking; what is probably left are incorporating 
last-minute proposals from party members, 
updating data and putting final touches to finance 
minister Nirmala Sitharaman’s commentary.

There is another source that the finance minis-
try may wish to assess while drawing up the final 
contours of the new government’s first budget: the 
results of the latest general elections. The ruling 
party Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) had claimed in a 
meeting of its office-bearers that it would increase 
its 2019 tally of 303 seats by 67 seats to 370 seats; 
the BJP, instead, lost 63 seats and ended up having 
to rely on coalition partners for support. The 
deepest cuts were delivered by Uttar Pradesh, 
Maharashtra and West Bengal where its tally 
dropped by more than half.

Much newsprint and airtime has been devoted 
to analysing the myriad factors leading up to the 
2024 Lok Sabha election results. As usual, there 
is probably not one particular reason but a multi-
layered stack of causes. Three factors, among the 
multiple strands, make for compelling inclusion in 
the budget-making process.

One is the fact that even though the Lok Sabha 
elections are national in character, in reality each 
state follows different voting patterns. This had 
become an accepted home-truth for over two dec-
ades after the late 1980s, when the era of coalition 
governments began, and persisted for some time 
thereafter. However, over the past 10 years, the 
BJP’s majority position in Parliament had raised 
doubts about that thesis. The 2024 general elec-
tions seem to indicate that the trend of differenti-
ated approaches has returned, challenging the 
emerging tenet that the voting behaviour of Indian 
voters resembles something close to a unified 
national movement.

This has major implications for fiscal federalism 
as well, including the central government’s use of 
funds devolution as a bargaining tool. A 4 July 
report from Motilal Oswal Financial Services on 
fiscal data from 20 states (representing 93-94% of 
all states’ budgets) highlights central parsimony. 
The report shows that total fund transfers—tax 
devolution plus grants—from the Centre to states 
grew by only 2.5% during 2023-24, against a 
growth of 4.9% during the previous year. What is 
even more shocking is the revelation that grants-
in-aid from the Centre to states contracted by close 

to 22% in 2023-24, compared with a modest 4% 
growth the previous year. This decline in grant 
transfers during the year is likely to have affected 
spending across many social sector schemes.

Grants-in-aid are transferred from central funds 
to states as per Article 275 of the Constitution. Suc-
cessive finance commissions have tried to remedy 
the vertical imbalance between the Centre’s taxa-
tion powers and states’ spending responsibility by 
recommending a mix of tax devolution and grants. 
However, states have regularly preferred higher 
tax devolution, a Constitutional right, over grants, 
which are perceived to be discriminatory. The 15th 
finance commission, while recommending almost 
20% of transfers as grants, may have ended up 
strengthening those perceptions (and stoking fears 
of deepening central powers) by introducing per-
formance criteria as a condition for devolution.

The second strong message coming from voters 
is anxiety over employment and income. Many 
pre-budget presentations to the government as 
well as some research reports have recommended 
state support for labour-intensive industries such 
as textiles. The government’s production-linked 
incentive scheme, to be fair, has employment gen-
eration as one of the desired outcomes and textiles 
is included in the scheme. However, the scheme 
focuses largely on man-made fibres—such as poly-
ester, acrylic and viscose fibres. But man-made 
fibre manufacturers have over the years automated 

their operations to a large extent and reduced the 
need for additional manpower. In addition, 
the scheme has shown patchy progress so far, com-
pelling the government to drop hints of extending 
it to the apparel sector.

While the apparel segment does hold promise, 
the handloom industry might be better placed to 
meet the government’s ambitions on employment 
generation. The textiles ministry admitted as 
much in its 2022-23 annual report: “One of the 
largest in terms of employment potential, hand-
loom industry, with 23.77 lakh looms, plays a 
very important role in the country’s economy, 
producing both for domestic as well as interna-
tional consumption.”

The third signal emerging from ballot boxes 
relates to capital expenditure. The government has 
been bold in front-loading its infrastructure 
investments, but has failed to evoke the desired 
investment response from the private sector that 
could have generated additional employment. 
Numerous papers and op-eds have pointed to 
some of the tangible and intangible hurdles 
holding back higher private-sector investment, 
and the government needs to heed these. In addi-
tion, to make capital expenditure more effective, 
the government could also look internally and 
force some key ministries, such as the ministry for 
development of northeast states, to spend their 
allocated capital budget.

The election outcome can offer 
Sitharaman cues for the budget

The result has pointers on fiscal federalism, job creation and private capital spending that the finance minister may consider
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I
t was supposed to be a good week for 
Samsung Electronics Company, with 
attention focused on the consumer gad-

gets to be unveiled last Wednesday at its 
annual summer product event. Instead, the 
South Korean tech titan is grappling with 
an unprecedented three-day strike staged 
by its largest union. 

This work stoppage is not about artificial 
intelligence (AI) taking people’s jobs. But 
the biggest organized labour action in 
Samsung’s 55-year history portends what 
companies inside and outside the tech 
industry will soon have to confront on a 
global scale. As Generative AI technology 
increasingly threatens to upend entire 
industries and sow further labour unrest, 
firms creating this turbulence have an out-
size responsibility to work with unions and 
give workers a seat at the table. 

How this technology effects the jobs 
market will likely take years, if not decades, 
to unfold, but some workers are already 
feeling the pinch. In Silicon Valley, the very 
firms racing to create AI recently cut hun-
dreds of thousands of jobs at the same time 
as company leaders doubled down on 
multi billion-dollar investments into it. 
Beyond the tech sector, the threat of AI to  
livelihoods brought Hollywood produc-
tion to a standstill last year as actors and 
writers went on a high-profile strike.

It’s not unheard of for tech companies to 
team up with labour unions. Industry 
leader Microsoft announced late last year 
that it was forming a historic alliance with 
a coalition of 60 unions to discuss how AI 
will impact workers. It’s a rare example of 
a tech giant showing foresight and respon-
sibility over how the products it’s creating 
could impact real people’s employment 
prospects. 

At Samsung, rank-and-file chip assem-
bly line workers are also now seeing the AI 
boom make their company richer, and are 
seeking a clearer method of tying bonus 
payments to operating profits, among 
other demands. Samsung last Friday 
posted a 15-fold increase in profits, buoyed 
by a rebound in demand for memory chips 
for data centres and AI development. 
These rosy earnings come after a difficult 
last year for its memory chip division. 

The work stoppage at Samsung could 
not come at a more consequential time for 
the company: The one-time leader lags 
domestic rival SK Hynix in making high-
bandwidth memory chips that can be used 
for AI. While SK Hynix has benefited from 
being the main supplier of these semicon-
ductors to AI leader Nvidia, Samsung has 
yet to get its own HBM chips to pass 

Nvidia’s qualification checks, and it cannot 
afford any missteps. SK Hynix shares have 
rallied more than 60% since the beginning 
of the year, while Samsung stock is up 
roughly 10%.

Some union representatives at Samsung 
have criticized the company for failing to 
get ahead of the high-end memory chip 
demand. These feelings of betrayal also 
underscore the love-hate relationship 
many Koreans have with their chaebol, or 
large corporations. 

Within Asia’s fourth-largest economy, 
those employed at chaebol tend to receive 
higher pay and benefits than most other 
workers. Many Koreans are also very patri-
otic and proud of how companies like Sam-
sung and SK Hynix have succeeded glo-
bally in the technology sector. Even union 
workers may not want to put those so 
closely tied to their nation’s economic 
strength at risk. 

Times are changing fast, and businesses 
need to adapt. In what would have seemed 
impossible just a few years ago—Samsung 
took a hardline industrial approach for 
most of its history and only in 2020 said it 
would respect workers’ rights to orga-
nize—the union held a strike and is seek-
ing an additional annual paid day off, 
changes to the bonus system and other 
improvements. 

Samsung said on Monday that the strike 
has had no impact on chip output, and 
markets have so far shrugged off any 
potential business disruption. But the 
union is threatening further action later 
this month if demands are not met, and the 
optics of thousands of workers rallying 
amid a monsoon downpour are not great 
for the country’s wealthiest corporation. 
Organized labour movements tend to 
inspire each other, and the Samsung strike 
could spur similar actions across the tech 
sector in Asia and beyond.

The South Korean electronics company 
now has a unique opportunity to show 
global leadership. It can start by working 
with its own employees as it races to cash in 
on the AI boom and give the union a proper 
seat at the table. Developing this relation-
ship now could help empower its work-
force and catch up to competition. 

And as AI continues to reshape the 
global labour market, other firms will need 
to do the same. ©BLOOMBERG

The strike at Samsung is a sign 
of what our AI future may hold 

Worker discontent is something all tech businesses must brace for

The Samsung strike grabbed international 

headlines for good reason BLOOMBERG
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dend-yielding companies in sectors rela-
tively insulated from policy intervention or 
firms that have ventured into overseas mar-
kets and are proving to be formidable global 
competitors. 

Another distinguishing feature of the EM 
asset class is that it comprises heterogenous 
countries that do not have a common mone-
tary, fiscal or trade policy. This means that 
individual macro themes are important. 
Countries like India and Indonesia, for 
example, have a strong domestic consump-
tion base, while Poland and Vietnam are 
export powerhouses. Greece is coming out 
of a decade-long balance sheet repair pro-
cess, while Mexico is benefitting from the 
American push for ‘near-shoring.’ A passive 
EM investor ends up investing in these 
countries primarily based on the size of their 
equity markets, which is not an optimal way 
of allocating money within this asset class. 
An active fund manager, on the other hand, 
is able to make choices based on their rela-
tive macro merits. 

Multi-year low valuations and balance 
sheets that are well-placed to support 
growth generally excite bottom-up inves-
tors. Emerging markets happen to be at that 
juncture now. 

These are the author’s personal views. 

The 12-month forward price-earnings (PE) 
ratio for EMs is barely 12 times. This is not 
only cheap versus its own history, it reflects 
a discount of over 40% to US markets, the 
widest gap in a decade. Sizeable EMs like 
Brazil, Korea, Poland and South Africa are 
trading at single-digit PE multiples. Add to 
this a 3% dividend yield that the EM index 
offers, and the valuation case becomes more 
compelling. Consensus forward return-on-
equity of nearly 13% and earnings growth in 
excess of 20% should allay fears that EMs are 
a value trap. 

In most EMs, private-sector balance 
sheets are in a better shape than they were 
five years ago. Remarkably, for a period that 
included the pandemic disruption, the level 
of private-sector indebtedness has reduced. 
Moreover, average public debt as a propor-
tion of GDP among EMs is less than 60%, 
with no large EM in any sort of fiscal crisis. A 
significant exception to this trend of lower 
leverage is China, which has continued to 
pile on debt across private and government 
balance sheets. 

While attractive valuations and strong 
balance sheets provide a floor to the asset 
class, the investment case for EMs will likely 
grow stronger with easing of interest rates. 
The inflation experience in Asian EMs over 

F
or many years now,  emerging-market 
(EM) assets as a class have got little 
attention, globally. Data from JPMor-

gan suggests that over the past year, foreign 
investors have pulled out over $36 billion 
from this asset class. No discussion about 
EMs is complete without someone pointing 
out their insipid returns over the past dec-
ade—a paltry 3% annualized in US dollars 
(including dividends). While the composi-
tion and computation of the MSCI EM index 
depress its headline returns somewhat, the 
broad assertion that EM returns have been 
forgettable is true. They pale even more in 
comparison with the S&P500’s nearly-13% 
dollar return over the same period. Global 
asset allocators have been feeling vindicated 
in opting for US markets over EMs. 

People tend to judge a movie by the size of 
crowds that come to watch it. By that yard-
stick, the EM movie seems like a flop, but 
regular moviegoers will notice that the show 
has gotten better and promises to improve 
further. To begin with, the tickets are cheap. 

Emerging markets could spring back to global favour 
SWANAND KELKAR

is managing partner at 

Breakout Capital Advisors. 

against the US dollar in over three decades.
The country that is following a different 

path from this macro storyline is China. Its 
nominal GDP growth has decelerated 
sharply, and its twin headwinds of elevated 
debt and deteriorating demographics will 
likely put a lid on its structural growth pros-

pects. Net exports and 
investments, which were 
China’s erstwhile engines 
of growth, are now stalling, 
while the Chinese con-
sumer remains a circum-
spect spender, preferring 
to stash surplus savings in 
low-yielding bank deposits. 
Recent government 
actions may have tempora-
rily stabilized China’s real 
estate and onshore stock 
markets, but the path out of 
its current economic situa-
tion remains hazy. 

Despite its bleak macro picture, China 
remains an $18 trillion-economy accounting 
for a fourth of the MSCI EM index. Given the 
size of its market, finding good bottom-up 
investment opportunities in China is not a 
lost cause. We can expect investor interest to 
converge on attractively valued large divi-

the past couple of years has been more 
benign than in the developed world. While 
Latin American and European EMs did see 
sharp inflation spikes, price levels there have 
cooled off too. Many EM central banks raised 
rates ahead of the US Federal Reserve, and 
with relatively well-behaved inflation num-
bers, real rates are now sig-
nificantly positive, even as 
absolute rate levels remain 
high. Over time, once the 
Federal Reserve cuts rates, 
many EM central banks 
will likely follow suit, 
which could provide a 
monetary fillip to growth. 

The International Mon-
etary Fund (IMF) predicts 
that the growth rate differ-
ence between EMs and 
developed markets (DMs) 
will widen to 2.4 percent-
age points by 2025 from 
1.4 percentage points in 2022. Historically, 
this gap along with a weakening dollar has 
provided the base conditions for EM equity 
outperformance. It is also worth noting that 
when compared in real-effective-ex-
change-rate terms, the average EM cur-
rency is now trading close to its lowest level 

Multi-year low 

valuations and 

strengthened 

balance sheets 

should attract 

investment 

flows to EMs
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ID you know until the elections 
that the presiding deity of  Tripu-
ra is the Devi in her supreme en-
ergy as Lalita Tripurasundari? I 
didn’t. I jumped out of  my skin 
when I read it, because my gran-
ny’s name was Lalita and her 

mother’s name was Tripurasundari. They 
were so far south of  the northeast, but ap-
parently their ancestors were inhabitants 
of  the Hindi belt who moved aeons ago via 
Magadha to ancient Tondaimandalam, 
around Kanchipuram in Tamil Nadu. 

The dotted lines run far and wide across 
the subcontinent and the Mahodadhi (the 
Bay of  Bengal). The Indic bandwidth runs 
a good way into Eurasia, too. Last year, at a 
talk I gave on Indian culture, I was told by 
a young Lithuanian diplomat that her lan-
guage contained many Sanskrit words. 

What does all this have to do with the 
Devi as Lalita Tripurasundari? Just this: 
while ideologies may flourish and decline, 
we must absolutely try to live amicably 
and supportively with each other. So, let’s 
not exist in disconnected mutual igno-
rance. Lalita Tripurasundari, the beauti-
ful concept that we all share culturally, 
whatever creed we follow, calls us to the
peaceful path, saying, ‘Am I not yours?’

In real life, meanwhile, the struggle is 
stark for women between perception as 
‘goddess’ and reality. But while bad news 
on that front is never in short supply, it 
might be nice to remember some tradition-
al notions about the mother. This is not to 
‘glorify’ biological motherhood as the sole 
destiny for women but to appreciate the 
quality of  motherhood that all of  us, men 
and women, possess as human beings.

The mother is revered as one’s first guru 
in the saying ‘mata-pita-guru-deva’. Usu-
ally, it is she who teaches us not only the 
a-b-c-d of  existence but also our human 
duty, and to respect the father. Our parents, 
if  so minded, acquaint us next with a spir-
itual teacher, who, if  genuine, is supposed 
to lead us to God. Meanwhile, I’ve heard it 
said in religious discourses that the Dhar-
ma Shastras hold duty to one’s mother 
paramount. Apparently, the shastras go so 
far as to say if  one’s father is a person of  
bad character, one may ask him to leave 
the household. But a mother, even if  a dis-
ruptive presence, should never be aban-
doned. Rather, the family should put her 
on the emotional back foot with unrelent-
ing kindness and win her over to civility.

I would like to suggest that an outstand-
ing example of  this is Rama. Bharata, as 

a person of  honour, spurns his mother 
Kaikeyi not just for the shame brought on 
him by her machinations but even more 
for the injustice and suffering she caused 
to a caring person like Rama, who was 
especially attached to her. But Rama and 
Sita are so gently behaved and without a 
trace of  reproach when Kaikeyi meets 
them in Chitrakoot that it stuns Kaikeyi. 
These two young adults, a man of  24 and 
a woman of  18, behave like mothers to her 
with kindness and consideration.

Like Valmiki, Adi Shankara, the ach-
arya of  acharyas in this tradition, must 
have felt deeply for Bharata’s disgrace and 
appreciated Kaikeyi’s change of  heart. A 
clue to this conviction lies in Acharya’s 
beautiful poem, Sri Rama Bhujangam. In 
it, Acharya alludes twice to Bharata as 
‘Kaikeyi-nandan’ or ‘Kaikeyi’s joy’, which 
shows a charming restorative intention.

In fact, the mother goddess appeared as 
the ultimate guru to seekers in the tradi-
tion. Two famous recipients of  her grace 
and favour were Tenali Raman in 16th cen-
tury Hampi, the capital of  Vijayanagar, and 
Mahakavi Kalidas of  4th century Ujjain. It 
seems Kalidas evoked compassion in her 
and Tenali Raman, amusement. (If  you 

would like to re-read Kalidasa’s story, 
please see Faithline, January 2, 2023, A Tale 
of  Devotion to Remember for the Ages.)

Tenali Raman was born as Garlapati Ra-
makrishna. He did not receive formal edu-
cation during his childhood, but became a 
great scholar due to his thirst for knowl-
edge. The story goes that Vaishnava schol-
ars rejected him as a disciple, as he was a 
Shaiva. Raman was however determined 
to get educated so he went to many pandits 
and begged them to accept him, but they 
called him names and threw him out. Lat-
er, while roaming in search of direction, 
he met a sage who advised him to worship 
Goddess Kali. He did so most earnestly. 

The legend goes, Mother Kali appeared 
before him and was amused by his sense 
of  humour. She blessed him that one day 
he would be acclaimed as a great poet in 
the imperial court of  no less than 
Krishnadevaraya, emperor of  Vjayana-
gar. It seems the goddess also gave him the 
title ‘Vikatakavi’ or Terrifying Poet, to 
mark his wit. Tenali Ramakrishna at-
tained the status of  a folk hero as the court 
poet of  Krishnadevaraya, but he also com-
posed serious works on religion. 

Less known is Mooka Kavi, who lived in 
the 3rd century in Kanchipuram. Mooka 
Kavi was dumb from birth; but having ob-
tained the grace of  Kamakshi, whom he 
prayed to everyday, he burst forth into ex-
quisite poetry. He sang 500 verses in praise 
of  Sri Kamakshi in five satakas, meaning 
sections of  100 verses each. In the first 
sataka, the Arya Sataka, he says, “Siva, 
Siva pasyanti samam Sri Kamakshi katak-
shitah purushah/ Vipinam bhavananam 
amitram mitram loshtam cha yuvathi bim-
bhostam.” This means, “O Shiva, what a 
wonder. Great men, blessed by the katak-
sha (benevolent look) of  Kamakshi, re-
gard with equal unconcern forest and pal-
ace, foe and friend, a piece of  stone and the 
captivating lips of  damsels.”

My granny had his verses in her prayer 
book, in which I also found a postcard of  
Mary holding baby Jesus; an endearing af-
firmation, indeed, of  mothers as gurus.

(Views are personal)
(shebaba@gmail.com)

D

06 HYDERABAD  MONDAY   15�07�2024

Jayaprakash 
Narayan

Freedom has become the passion of my 
life and I shall not see it compromised 
for bread, for security, for prosperity, for 
the glory of the state or for anything else

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

— Ramnath Goenka

N the just-concluded session of  
the new parliament, there was 
one odd historical coincidence 
and remembrance that created 
some noise but not enough de-
bate. Om Birla, the Speaker of  
the Lok Sabha, immediately af-

ter he was elected on June 26, moved a 
resolution condemning the Emergency 
of  1975. He also led the observation of  a 
two-minute silence, quite unprecedent-
ed, and described it as a “dark period” in 
Indian democracy. 

What Birla did was seize the opportu-
nity that June 26 offered—the day Indira 
Gandhi inaugurated her dictatorial rule in 
1975. This was not just an annual reminder, 
but also marked the beginning of  the 
countdown to the 50 years since the Emer-
gency was proclaimed. Symbolism was 
written all over Birla’s move. Expectedly, it 
did not go down well with the Congress. 

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s words 
on the occasion unambiguously captured 
the significance of  the act of  mourning 
the historical happening. For him, per-
sonally, and for his 10-year-old regime, 
constantly accused of  being authoritari-
an, it was about turning the tables on the 
Congress and pulling them down from the 
moral perch they had come to occupy dur-
ing the election campaign. 

Modi said: “It was also a wonderful 
gesture to stand in silence in honour of  
all those who suffered during those days 
… It is important for today’s youth to 
know about it because it remains a fitting 
example of  what happens when the Con-
stitution is trampled over, public opinion 
is stifled and institutions are destroyed. 
The happenings during the Emergency 
exemplified what a dictatorship looks 
like.” Obviously, his target was the 
younger generation, who he suspected to 
have innocuously walked into frames 
created by the Congress against him. 

The Congress during the poll campaign 
made the Constitution a political symbol, 
with an eye mostly on Dalit and backward 
class votes. They argued Modi wouldn’t 
hesitate to alter the Constitution and its 
quota guarantees if  he was put back on the 
saddle with huge numbers. Besides, Rahul 
Gandhi had waved his little red book, a 
pocket-version of  the Constitution, all 
through the campaign, and also at Modi 
when he took oath in the Lok Sabha. 

On June 26, it was as if  Rahul Gandhi 
was being reminded of  his party and his 
dynasty’s democratic record. Standing up 
in silence was a powerful act, conceived to 
perhaps unambiguously register in the 
minds of  younger generations as to when, 
and what, the real threat to democracy 

was. It was also perhaps intended to drive 
home that everything being said about the 
Modi regime now was mere propaganda, 
rehearsed to wash off  Congress’ guilt from 
the past, and to deliberately create amne-
sia about a real event in contemporary his-
tory. What it perhaps meant is that the jibe 
‘undeclared Emergency under Modi’ was 
nothing but a perception manufactured by 
an old establishment to desperately coun-
ter an indelible fact of  history. This line 
became even more apparent in Modi’s two 
speeches to the parliament during the mo-
tion of  thanks to the President’s address. 

However, the more curious aspect of  
this contestation is, what should have 
been or be the Congress’ response to this? 
Should it be angry each time it is raised? 
Should it continue to draw a feeble equiv-

alence between then and now? Should it 
be in denial and argue erroneously that 
the 1975 moment was far benign com-
pared to what has happened since 2014? 
If  it keeps saying this, will it not erode, at 
some point, the party’s credibility among 
its own allies, many of  whom found po-
litical existence during the Emergency 
on an anti-Congress platform? Will they 
rewrite their own history?

On the contrary, should the Congress 
participate in future events that con-
demn the 1975 Emergency? Should it 
plainly say that it has learnt lessons from 
the past and evolved in the last five dec-
ades to protect the Constitution? After 
all, as early as January 1978, addressing 
a public meeting in Yavatmal in Mahar-
ashtra, Indira Gandhi took the “entire 

responsibility” for all the mistakes and 
excesses committed during the Emer-
gency. But, she caveated it by saying she 
did what she did to save the nation. 

Similarly, in March 2021, Rahul Gan-
dhi admitted that the Emergency was a 
mistake but had again qualified it by say-
ing the Congress “at no point had at-
tempted to capture India’s institutional 
framework”. He was wrong there. The 
Emergency saw the worst corruption 
and capture of  institutions—the ideas of  
a committed bureaucracy, a committed 
judiciary, and different forms of  ‘cham-
chagiri’ got entrenched at that point. 
Money and muscle unabashedly entered 
politics. It was also a moment in history 
that birthed the very idea of  dynastic 
rule. Therefore, instead of  a half-hearted, 
caveated admission, instead of  present-
ing it as a reaction to a dire provocation, 
why not a straight, sincere admission of  
a mistake and move on? 

Also, the phraseology of  moral equiva-
lence that is often used between 1975 and 
post-2014 is wrong. Each bend in history 
is different, if  not exclusive. The circum-
stances, contexts and consequences are 
all different. Condemn the India under 
Modi and its democratic deficit by all 
means, if  need be with a stronger formu-
lation. But to present it in relation to the 
1975 Emergency is self-defeating. 

Noam Chomsky in a BBC interview in 
2002, after September 11, put it across bril-
liantly: “Moral equivalence is a term of  
propaganda that was invented to try to pre-
vent us from looking at the acts for which 
we are responsible… There is no such no-
tion. There are many different dimensions 
and criteria. For example, there’s no moral 
equivalence between the bombing of  the 
World Trade Centre and the destruction of  
Nicaragua or of  El Salvador, of  Guatema-
la. The latter were far worse, by any crite-
rion. So there’s no moral equivalence. Fur-
thermore, they were done for different 
reasons and they were done in different 
ways. There’s all sorts of  dimensions.” 

Incidentally, there was another remem-
brance in June that was forgotten. June 
5, the day the poll results were struggling 
to settle down, was a day 50 years ago in 
1974 when Jayaprakash Narayan had 
given the call for “total revolution”. He 
had ended his speech in Patna by saying: 
“When a man loses his head, he thinks 
there is one man who is causing all the 
fire. The fire is already there, only you 
can’t see it.” The Opposition that brought 
sobriety to our democracy on June 4 had 
missed this reference in history. 

(Views are personal)
(sugata@sugataraju.in)
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THE AFFIRMATION OF  
MOTHERS AS GURUS

THE EMERGENCY 
AND ITS MORAL 
EQUIVALENCE

SUGATA SRINIVASARAJU Senior journalist and author of Strange Burdens: 
The Politics and Predicaments of Rahul Gandhi

The mother is revered as one’s 
first guru in the saying ‘mata-pita-
guru-deva’. Usually, it is she who 
teaches us not only the a-b-c-d 
of existence but also our human 
duty. In fact, the mother goddess 
appeared as the ultimate guru to 
seekers in many traditional stories

One side of India’s political divide is reaffirming its faith in the 
Constitution, while the other is pointing to the Emergency. But 

one must remember that each bend in history is different

SOURAV ROY

Major boost
Ref: Oppn picks up 10 of 13 bypoll seats, 
keeps momentum (Jul 14). The bypoll results 
showed that opposition parties thwarted 
BJP’s hitherto successful strategy of weaning 
away opposition MLAs and making them stand 
in bypolls under the lotus symbol. This victory 
will  give a major boost to the opposition.
P Victor Selvaraj, Palayamkottai

Rectifying faults
NDA leaders have to take cognisance of the 
reverses that happened in these bypolls and 
make an honest attempt to rectify the faults 
in their party. This time was also a lesson to 
independent candidates of Himachal Pradesh, 
who withdrew support to the Congress to 
jump into the BJP bandwagon and were 
defeated by the electorate.   
H P Murali, Bengaluru

BJP’s shortcomings
As expected in the Vickravandi bypolls, the 
ruling party in Tamil Nadu triumphed with 
a whooping margin. The results in TN and 
other states that held bypolls indicates that 
the people’s disillusionment with the BJP 
still  lingers. A raft of burning issues and its 
shortcomings have dwarfed the Emergency 
raised by the ruling party. 
Rajamani Chelladurai, Tirunelveli

Women’s empowerment
Ref: Giving divorced Muslim women their due 
(Jul 14). The article was a great read. In the 
same vein as Shah Bano (which was attempted 
to be nullified by former congress PM Rajiv 
Gandhi) and the judgement against Triple Talaq, 
the present SC judgement is a step in the right 
direction. It goes a long way in ensuring Muslim 
women’s empowerment and emancipation.
Hemanth D Pai, Bengaluru 

Reducing crowds
Reduced passenger movements at 
Secunderabad, Hyderabad Nampally and 
Kachiguda by opening the new Cherlapalli 
railway station in Hyderabad is certainly good.  
But the state government must also increase 
the number of local buses to the new station 
from different points to help passengers reach 
the place without delays. 
Katuru Durga Prasad Rao, Hyderabad

Telecom tariffs
The recent tariff hike by major telecom  
players ranging from 12.5% to 25% is a  
major setback for consumers. This highlights 
the monopolistic tendencies within the 
telecom market, as the three telecom  
giants captured almost 90% share in the 
telecom market. To address this, stronger 
regulatory oversight is needed.
Bishal Kumar Saha, email

PT
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TASK CUT OUT FOR 
PRACHANDA-MUKT NEPAL 
COALITION GOVERNMENT

W
HEN two polar opposites of  Nepal’s politics came to-
gether last week, they ended the spectacle of  the tail 
wagging the dog and threw up a new coalition govern-
ment that on paper appears sturdy. That Pushpa 
Kamal Dahal ‘Prachanda’, 69, with just 32 seats in 

parliament—where the simple majority figure stands at 138—
managed to stay as PM for so long was a testimony to his skills 
in alternatively playing the two biggest parties in the House 
against each other. With the two-cats-and-a-monkey story mani-
festing, the loaf  of  bread to be shared equitably between the 
felines invariably ended in the wily Prachanda’s mouth. While 
the Nepali Congress led by Sher Bahadur Deuba, 78, has 88 seats, 
the Communist Party of  Nepal-Unified Marxist Leninist with 
K P Sharma Oli, 72, at the helm has 77. Taken together, they add 
up to 165 seats—comfortably past the simple majority mark. But 
they are like water and oil; Deuba pro-India and Oli pro-China. 
Apart from their king-sized egos, their trust deficit is near-total 
and their opposite ideologies can never mix. Yet, the alchemy 
of  political compulsion brought the two together and cut the 
monkey out, though a possible foreign hand was the catalyst. 
Oli and Deuba have since agreed on rotational prime minister-
ship, with the former leading the government in the first half. 

Corruption probes opened by the Prachanda government 
against biggies in both the parties are said to be the immediate 
trigger for their new bond. Those probes would likely be buried 
and new dirt dug up against the outgoing government. Prach-
anda was a Marxist guerrilla leader before he entered the politi-
cal mainstream. Would the politics of  vendetta push him back 
to the bloody cycle of  violence and gore is anybody’s guess. 

A Beijing hand was visible in Prachanda approving an agree-
ment on a rail link with China a day before he lost the trust vote. 
But Nepal’s new pragmatic policy is to accept foreign grants 
alone, not debt. In his last shot as PM, Oli indulged in carto-
graphic aggression against India by producing a revised na-
tional map that included three villages in Uttarakhand. Wheth-
er Deuba would be able to moderate Oli’s baiting of  India 
following Chinese prodding remains to be seen. Amid growth 
pangs, land-locked Nepal’s perennial political instability pro-
duced 14 governments in the past 16 years. It deserves better.

TIME TO SETTLE AP-T’GANA 
BIFURCATION ISSUES 

T
HE recent meeting between Andhra Pradesh Chief  Min-
ister N Chandrababu Naidu and his Telangana counter-
part A Revanth Reddy was fruitful in the sense that it 
raised hopes of  finding an amicable solution to unresolved 
issues between the two states hanging fire for the last dec-

ade. Ever since the creation of  Telangana in 2014, efforts have 
been made by both the States as well as the Centre to resolve 
problems such as division of  assets and settlement of  dues, but 
no common ground could be found on most for various reasons. 
The Revanth-Naidu bonhomie, though, may finally seal a deal 
since both have been on good terms for a long time.

As we pointed out in these columns earlier, the Andhra 
Pradesh Reorganisation Act 2014, by which the state of  Telan-
gana was carved out of  AP, hasn’t yet been fully implemented 
in letter and spirit. Major issues such as construction of  the 
multi-purpose Polavaram irrigation project in Andhra still per-
sist as there are questions on the funding for relief  and rehabili-
tation of  displaced people. Similarly, the promise of  establishing 
steel plants in both states is stuck because of  Centre-state differ-
ences. Those have to be resolved with the cooperation of  the 
Centre. What Revanth and Naidu will have to do is clear-cut: 
arrive at an acceptable solution to the division of  assets listed 
in Schedule IX and X of  the AP Reorganisation Act, settling 
outstanding dues and adopting a give-and-take approach in river 
water sharing. Both CMs have decided to meet up periodically 
and agreed to constitute two panels, one of  officials and another 
of  ministers, to go through each and every pending problem. If  
followed through, this will help both sides enormously. One may 
wonder why it has taken a decade for both parties to tackle the 
bull by the horns. Reasons are mainly political and bureaucrat-
ic. The parties in power should not let political considerations 
come in the way of  resolving inter-state disputes.

Telangana and Andhra are two separate states now and peo-
ple-to-people contacts are immense. There is no animosity to-
wards one another. In these circumstances, the best interests of  
the people of  both states ought to be kept in mind. To treat any 
attempts at addressing pending issues as surrendering the in-
terests of  a state does no good to anyone. To avoid this, we sug-
gest the governments in both states involve the opposition par-
ties as well and solicit their views. With grace and magnanimity, 
both can solve most of  the issues without going to courts.

Q U I C K  TA K E

RETURN TO DECENCY

DECENCY is an inevitable casualty when polarisation peaks. 
In today’s social media era, the resultant textual and visual 
violence can quickly get out of  hand—at times leading to 

physical attacks and mob fury. So when US President Joe Biden 
condemned the attempt on his opponent Donald Trump’s life on 
Saturday, it indicated a much-needed toning down. Trump’s rare 
call for “national unity” means the coin has dropped on the other 
side too. Similarly, Rahul Gandhi’s appeal to refrain from troll-
ing Smriti Irani is a necessary healing gesture. Political leaders 
need to constantly tell their followers to stay within the line of  
decency even while fulminating against their fiercest foes.
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We witness events
each waking
moment of our

lives. These incidents are
interesting when looking
through rose-tinted glasses.
Our analysis may some-
times subconsciously over-
look deep-rooted biases.I
was out for my usual morn-
ing walk. A dog, held firm-
ly by its walker, rushed
barking at a bike coming
from the opposite direction,
straining at the leash. It is
immaterial to even con-
template if the bark was a
friendly overture, or if it
was meant to be a gesture of
aggression to protect its
territory. The response of
the biker was far more
interesting, “What will you
gain out of biting a poor
man.”
A few years back I hap-
pened to be sitting with
someone. A statement
made by the other person
was a revelation, “There is
a premium on poverty in
our society.” He went on to
elaborate looking at my
puzzled expression, “A rick-
shaw puller or even a cyclist
may bump against your car,
scratching it in the process.
In no time there will be a

crowd requesting you to let
the poor man go.”I read a
couple of interesting articles
a few years back. One was
about our burgeoning pop-
ulation. The article stated
that a big population should
be viewed as a bigger
human resource bank –
one of the 5Ms of manufac-
turing – Money, Manpower,
Materials, Machinery and
Methods. This resource, if
correctly utilised, can make
our country a leading
nation in the world; some-
thing that China has been
able to achieve. 
I would debate the methods
adopted by the neighbour-
ing country for the utilisa-
tion of their manpower.
However, I could not fault
the logic. The other article
compared the number of

entrepreneurs in the United
Kingdom and India. The
percentage of entrepreneurs
in the total population was
very low in our country.
The logic put forward was
that we should stop looking
to the government to pro-
vide us with jobs. More
the people enter the busi-
ness, more the new jobs are
created. I have met several
people, even from lower
strata of the society, who
chose to drive their own
lives, and in the process,
created opportunities for
more livelihoods.
That brings me to a recent
pre-wedding gala. I did not
fathom at the time that
there would be many such
events leading up to the
grand finale. Many felt that
such shows of wealth were
uncalled for. Without being
judgemental, I would say
that these also mean the
f lourishing of several
diverse industries and con-
sequently generation of
income for the local work-
force. Not to forget that
many families in India
indulge in such events,
maybe on a lower scale,
even from other walks of
life.A friend recently helped

financially in the wedding
of a girl from an underpriv-
ileged section of society.
The expenses also included
a decent meal for the entire
village of about 250 odd
members. The family could
not do away with the cus-
tom for fear of ostracism
from the community. 
I could not discern any dif-
ference between the two
events. Both were lavish
for the families involved –
one could afford it, the
other was forced into it!My
own opinion is that money
should be spent on educa-
tion and skilling, without
any biases – age or gender.
Learning is essential – be it
for a child, a married
woman, or an old man. It is
education that would truly
empower, providing a bet-
ter life to all.It is within us
to make this world a better
place for everyone. 
In Frances Hodgson
Burnett’s words, “If you
look the right way, you can
see that the whole world is
a garden.”
(The author is an electrical

engineer with the Indian
Railways and conducts

classes in creative writing;
views are personal)
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and peace? What is the need to make the
June 25 'Samvidhan Hatya Diwas' after
so long? We are a democratic-inspired
nation and we must be on the path of
a beacon of light for global peace,
instead of commending the day as the
'Killing of the Constitution'. No doubt
that those 21-month-long periods were
the dark days of the Democratic &
Liberal spirit of India, and we never
wanted that day should ever be repeat-
ed in future, but the government can't
propel the darkness for a growing
nation like India. Instead, the point of
appreciation would happen when the
Modi government see optimism from
the other side calling March 21st as
'Constitution Rescue Day' teaching
generations that there is bliss after
every pain. There is hope of delight after
every grim night. The government
must propel peace, unity and tranquil-
lity between people, keeping personal
rivalry with the Congress party partic-
ularly aside.

Kirti Wadhawan |Kanpur
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Madam — ‘Swing King’  James
Anderson, the English cricketer and fast
bowler, retired in style with a Test vic-
tory against the West Indies, achieving
remarkable match-winning figures of 3
for 32 in 16 overs. Anderson is the only
fast bowler in the world to have reached
the towering milestone of over 700 Test
wickets.With a total of 704 Test wick-
ets (in 188 matches), 269 ODI wickets
(in 194 matches), and 18 T20 wickets (in
19 matches), he boasts an impressive
total of 991 international wickets. We
urge James to play one or two more
Tests to secure just five more Test wick-
ets and become world No. 2 in Test
bowling, and just nine more wickets to
reach the milestone of 1,000 interna-
tional wickets.Currently, world No. 2 is
Shane Warne  with 708 Test wickets,
while world No. 1 is Sri Lanka's Muttiah
Muralitharan with 800 Test wickets.

PV Sinivas Sreelekha | Secundrabad
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Madam — This refers to the news about
the INDIA bloc gaining 10 out of 13
seats in the recent by-elections held in
seven states. Several messages can be
decoded from these results. Despite
delivering a stern message to mend its
policies and relying on two vulnerable
regional parties to sustain its rule, the
BJP does not seem to understand the
significance of the general election
results. These outcomes reinforce the
message from the public regarding the
absence of constructive changes. 
They clearly signal that a communal
agenda does not align with the people's
aspirations and demands, as evidenced
by the defeats in Ayodhya and Badrinath
against independent candidates.The
results also convey a message to the
opposition INDIA bloc: the public has
high hopes for them to function as a
responsible opposition, exposing the
ruling government's  mistakes.
Therefore, the ruling party must focus
on welfare, employment, inflation, and
change its attitude towards opposition
members, who are also elected by the
people. It is clear that continuing the
same policies will prompt the public to
respond accordingly in future elec-
tions.

A G Rajmohan| Anantpur
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Madam — There is no doubt that the
fact that Emergency of 1975 has left
unforgettable scars on the people of our
nation. The period between 1975 to
1977 is among the grim reality of the
Indian History. But commemorating
June 25th as the 'Samvidhan Hatya
Diwas' is like scratching the old scars
after 50 years now. In a milieu, the BJP
via its government under the leadership
of PM Narendra Modi is messaging
Vishva Shanti (Global Peace) by empha-
sising the fact of extending the leader-
ship as Vishwa Guru (World Leader).
Then why does the BJP not follow the
same principle for internal functioning
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Gandhi’s emphasis on the
essential goodness inherent
in people, which can be
reclaimed through nonviolent
means.
Nelson Mandela’s advocacy
for non-violence found its
roots in the ideologies of
Mahatma Gandhi. Mandela
greatly admired Gandhi’s
methods, drawing significant
inspiration from his successful
campaigns against British colo-
nial rule. The Mahatma’s
teachings on non-violence,
civil disobedience, and recon-
ciliation profoundly influenced
Mandela’s approach to the
struggle against apartheid.
Madiba viewed freedom not as
a pursuit for personal libera-
tion alone but as an endeavour
grounded in the emancipation
of others. Despite facing 27
years of imprisonment,
Mandela emerged without bit-
terness, advocating for recon-
ciliation and understanding
rather than retribution. His
approach to forgiveness was
not merely personal but was
woven into the very fabric of
South Africa’s journey towards
healing and unity, exemplified
by the ‘Truth and
Reconciliation Commission’.
This process underscored that
acknowledging and forgiving
past wrongs is essential for
building a cohesive and for-
ward-looking society.  Instead
of trying to seek revenge on his
oppressors, he took to the
Gandhian path of forgiveness
and reconciliation in his

endeavour to build a new
South Africa. We all remem-
ber what he said as he was
coming out of prison. “As I
walked out the door toward
the gate that would lead to my
freedom, I knew if I didn’t
leave my bitterness and hatred
behind, I’d still be in prison.”
Incorporating forgiveness into
conflict resolution and person-
al growth is the need of the
hour.
Forgiveness allows individuals
and communities to move
beyond grievances, fostering
environments where trust and
collaboration can thrive. It is
a powerful antidote to cycles of
hatred and violence, promot-
ing lasting peace and under-
standing. Mandela’s legacy
teaches us that forgiveness is
not about forgetting or con-
doning harm, but about free-
ing oneself from the burden of
resentment and creating the
space for healing and positive
change. Forgiveness plays a
pivotal role in resolving glob-
al conflicts, acting as a catalyst
for peace and reconciliation.
Across various conflicts, from
the Rwandan Genocide of
1994 – during the Rwandan
Civil War – to the Northern
Ireland Troubles (ethno-
nationalist conflict in Northern
Ireland that lasted for about 30
years from the late 1960s to
1998, and is sometimes
described as an “irregular war”
or “low-level war”), the process
of forgiveness has been instru-
mental in bridging deep

divides. In Rwanda, following
the 1994 genocide that claimed
the lives of approximately
800,000 people, the govern-
ment established ‘Gacaca
Courts’ to facilitate communi-
ty-based justice. This process
emphasized truth-telling, rec-
onciliation, and forgiveness,
allowing survivors and perpe-
trators to coexist and rebuild
their communities. 
Seen in the context of person-
al growth, forgiveness liberates
individuals from the chains of
resentment and empowers
them to move forward with a
sense of renewed purpose.
This is evident in the stories of
individuals like Malala
Yousafzai, who, despite surviv-
ing a brutal attack by the
Taliban, advocates for the edu-
cation of girls worldwide with-
out harbouring bitterness
towards her assailants.
Similarly, the story of
Immaculée Ilibagiza, a sur-
vivor of the Rwandan
Genocide and motivational
speaker, highlights the trans-
formative power of forgive-
ness. Like in Buddhist psychol-
ogy, forgiveness is understood
as a way to end suffering, to
bring dignity and harmony to
our lives, what Madiba has
taught us is that forgiveness is
fundamentally for our own
sake, for our peace. It is better,
that we learn to let go.

(The writer is Programme
Executive, Gandhi Smriti and

Darshan Samiti; views are
personal)
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Nelson Mandela, the
iconic South African
leader, symbolises
peace, resilience, and
unwavering com-

mitment to non-violence in the
face of oppression and injustice.
July 18, 2024, marks the 106th
birth anniversary of Nelson
Rolihlahla Mandela – a poignant
reminder of his enduring legacy
and the principles he championed
throughout his life, having had
the inspiration of none other than
Mahatma Gandhi. Mandela’s evo-
lution from a young civil rights
activist to a global statesman
who promoted reconciliation and
peaceful coexistence has left an
indelible mark on humanity. 
His significant contributions to
peace and non-violence, the influ-
ence of Mahatma Gandhi’s prin-
ciples on his ideologies, and the
continued relevance of his mes-
sage in today’s conflict-ridden
world underscore the impor-
tance of knowing about his sac-
rifices and courage.
Mandela’s life exemplifies the
power of perseverance and the
potential for positive change
through non-violent means. Born
in 1918, he witnessed firsthand
the brutalities of apartheid in
South Africa, a regime that insti-
tutionalized racial segregation
and discrimination against the
majority black population. Nelson
Mandela’s  anti-apartheid activi-
ties led to his imprisonment. At
the age of 44, Mandela was man-
acled and transported to Robben
Island prison. He was released at
the age of 71 in 1990, after 27
years of incarceration. Upon his
release, Mandela embraced a
path of reconciliation and non-
violence, guiding South Africa
through a remarkable transition
to democracy. In 1994, he became
the country’s first black president.
Nelson Mandela’s words, “No
one is born hating another per-
son because of the colour of his
skin, or his background, or his
religion. People must learn to
hate, and if they can learn to hate,
they can be taught to love, for love
comes more naturally to the
human heart than its opposite”,
reflects his belief in the capacity
of humanity to embrace love
and understanding, transcending
divisions based on race, ethnici-
ty, or religion. It echoes Mahatma
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Ease of living has taken a
hit amidst inflation, ris-
ing prices and job-relat-

ed challenges. It was a major
poll plank of the opposition,
especially Congress which
resorted to specific guarantees
to provide relief to the com-
mon man. All this adversely 
impacted BJP's poll prospects.
Taking a leaf from that, Modi
3.0 will be focusing on Ease of
living. This time, along with
marginalised sections of soci-
ety, the focus will be on the for-
midable yet neglected middle
class. During the last 19 years
of Modi's rule, the focus was
on the poor sections of society.
This was reflected through
the disillusionment of middle-
class voters during the
Loksabha polls, denying an
absolute majority to the BJP.
Faced with assembly elections 

in Haryana and Maharashtra
in October, the BJP is con-
sciously treading the course-
correction path to win the con-
fidence of the electorate.
As inflation has hit people
hard, the government may
well provide budgetary mea-
sures like relief in personal
income tax, a hike in tax
exemption on interest on
Savings accounts and benefits
to government staff under the
National Pension Scheme

(NPS). The budget will come
with a reworked middle-class
housing scheme to enlarge
the number of beneficiaries
and benefits like the reintro-
duction of interest subsidies to
homebuyers and tax incentives
to developers under PMAY
(U). The budget may also
come up with measures to pro-
mote slum redevelopment to
bolster ease of living. The
government is also expected to
fulfil its promise to broaden
the coverage of the Ayushman
Bharat scheme  by providing
free Rs 5 lakh health insurance
coverage to senior citizens
above the age of 70 years, 
Taking a lesson from the
Loksabha polls, not just the
centre, even the BJP-ruled
states are taking welfare mea-
sures to enhance ease of living.
In competitive populism, doles

are now no longer being derid-
ed as 'rewris'. In poll-bound
Maharashtra, already Rs 80000
crore of welfare schemes
including subsidy for onion
and milk farmers, and free
power to farmers' agricultur-
al pumps of eligible capacity,
have been rolled out. Taking a
leaf from the popular 'Ladli
Behna' scheme of the BJP-
ruled Madhya Pradesh, Rs
1500 per month and 3 cook-
ing gas cylinders a year have
been announced for eligible
women from poor house-
holds. 
The Haryana government is
taking populist welfare mea-
sures including free bus rides
to the poor, plots for the back-
ward communities and special
placement drives to recruit
youth for government jobs
besides considering a job quota

for Agniveers. In a major pol-
icy decision, Haryana has
enhanced the powers of
sarpanches, allowing them to
sanction development works
of Rs 21 lakh (against Rs 5 lakh
earlier ) without e-tendering.
Under Mukhyamantri Shahari
Swamitv Yojana, ownership
certificates are being provided
to those occupying land for
over 20 years. To tackle the ire
of the urban middle class due
to poor civic infrastructure, the

state government is taking
desperate measures to stem the
rot. The construction of the
Gurgaon Metro Extension,
hanging in balance for years,
is going to be started before the
state elections. 
As the BJP paid the price for
farmers' discontentment, the
government's welfare mea-
sures are going to be focused
on farmers. The policy mea-
sures may well include increas-
ing the PM Kisan Scheme allo-

cation, greater investment in
R&D and new technologies
and better seeds to improve
crop yield to achieve doubling
of farmers' income and a new
National Cooperative Policy
and setting up of farm credit
societies in over 200000 pan-
chayats and measures to
ensure fair price to farmers. 
A bumper RBI dividend and
Rs 1.09 trillion in non-tax
receipts will come in handy as
a cushion for the government
to undertake a range of welfare
measures. Under MGNRE-
GA, one may see a hike in
mandatory days of employ-
ment and wages. Schemes for
workers' wellbeing include
increasing the beneficiary pool
of pensions under the
Employee Pension Scheme
(EPS), more employment
under the National Career

Services (NCS) scheme and
expanding the registration tar-
get of workers on the e-ashram
portal.
Against the backdrop of 1.67
million informal sector jobs
lost in over 7 years, notwith-
standing BJP's claim of creat-
ing 12.5 crore jobs in the last
10 years, the Budget will put
focus on skill upgradation of
workers and professionals with
incentives for companies pro-
moting skilling.
While following the broader
path of structural reforms to
boost the economy, the budget
is going to have the central
theme of ease of living to
ensure that the gains of eco-
nomic development reach the
masses.

(The writer is a senior jour-
nalist; views are personal)
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outflow.   
However, given the massive appeal
of the grant amount promised
under the Scheme, not a single
poor household would like to be
left out and a beneficiary HH once
included wouldn’t like to get
excluded. Any attempt to do so
could trigger socioeconomic ten-
sions between those who get it and
others who don’t. So, all 40 million
poor HHs will have to be given Rs
200,000/- each.
The other guarantee is a Youth
Apprenticeship Scheme (YAS) for
diploma holders under which an
unemployed youth will be given Rs
100,000/- every year. Taking a total
of 260 million persons in the 15-
29 years age bracket and an unem-
ployment rate of 10 per cent, giv-
ing Rs 100,000/- to each of the 26
million unemployed would cost
the exchequer Rs 260,000 crore
annually.
An apprenticeship is an arrange-
ment under which a person works
for an agreed period to learn a new
skill that enables him to get a suit-
able job. During this period, he
gets a fixed amount as a stipend.
Under such an arrangement logi-
cally it is expected that at the end
of the training period, there won’t
be any need to give the stipend.
But, the GOP hasn’t alluded to any
blueprint for training and occupa-
tions/businesses where the appren-
tices - on completion of the train-
ing - would get absorbed. In such
a scenario, persons getting Rs
100,000/- will continue to get it
year after year. As a result, the
Center will be saddled with a
recurring liability of Rs 260,000
crore. 
Congress promised a legal guaran-
tee for the MSP (minimum sup-
port price). The farmers would
want it for all 23 crops for which
MSP is currently fixed. Eventually,
this will have to cover all crops; the
entire agricultural produce. The
government can’t force private

entities to buy at the MSP. So, it
should be prepared to pick up the
whole of it. This will cost about Rs
33,00,000 crore annually.
It promised 3 million govern-
ment jobs. Taking an average
salary of say Rs 50,000 per month,
this would entail an additional cost
of Rs 180,000 crore annually. A
hike in the wage under the
Mahatma Gandhi National Rural
Employment Act (MNREGA) to
Rs 400 per day would cost around
Rs 80,000 crore. Further, the GOP
has promised a one-time student
loan waiver to cost around Rs
120,000 crore.
All put together, Congress’s
Guarantee Schemes will cost the
Union Government a monumen-
tal Rs 47,40,000 crore annually
(800,000+260,000+33,00,000+180,
000+80,000+120,000). Excluding
the cost of student loan waiver
which is one time, the recurring
annual burden would be Rs
46,20,000 crore. This is almost
close to the total expenditure of Rs
47,66,000 crore estimated in the
interim Union Budget for 2024-25
and more than four times the cap-
ital expenditure outlay of Rs
11,10,000 crore.
During 2024-25, the total receipts

other than borrowings of the cen-
tral government are estimated to
be Rs 30,80,000 crore including tax
receipts of Rs 26,02,000 crore.
The spend of Rs 800,0000 crore on
the much-touted Mahalakshmi
scheme alone will take away a
quarter of the total receipts and
nearly one-third of the tax receipts.   
As it is, the fiscal deficit (total
receipts minus total expenditure)
or FD for 2024-25 is estimated at
Rs 16,85,000 crore which is 5.1 per
cent of the gross domestic product
(GDP). Add to this Rs 46,20,000
crore being the additional expen-
diture due to the guarantees, we get
a whopping FD of Rs 63,05,000
crore which comes to 19.1 per cent
of the GDP. This is more than two

times the 9.2 per cent reached in
2020-21 when the economy was
crippled by the devastating Corona
pandemic.    
One shudders at the very thought
of where this will take the Center’s
debt currently estimated at around
Rs 187,35,000 crore (as of 31st
March 2025). It will double in less
than four years, courtesy of the
guarantees. At present, the Center’s
debt is around 57 per cent of the
GDP.
As per the amendment to the
Fiscal Responsibility and Budget
Management (FRBM) Act
(2018–19), this should have been
lowered to 40 per cent by 2024-25.
Instead, we will be heading
towards a level far more than 100
per cent.  India's sound econom-
ic fundamentals, robust growth
momentum, and focus on fiscal
consolidation have led global rat-
ing agencies such as  S&P Global
to consider a sovereign rating
upgrade by raising its country out-
look to positive from stable after
a long hiatus of one-and-a-half
decades. All this could go for a toss
in the event of ‘fiscal profligacy’
triggered by the guarantees.
The fiscal catastrophe would bring
with it a deadly cocktail of unsus-
tainable debt, galloping interest
payments (exacerbated by rising
interest rates), high inflation (cour-
tesy, mountain of cash in people’s
hands), declining investment,
decelerating economic
activity/GDP even as crores of per-
sons don’t need to earn their liv-
ing and simply wait for the State
largesse to take care of all their
needs. In short, India would be
heading towards an economic dis-
aster. The BJP not having an
absolute majority makes the Modi
– government vulnerable. In this
case, Congress-led I.N.D.I.A bloc
takes charge, and the risk of eco-
nomic disaster looms large.

(The writer is a policy analyst;
views expresed are personal)

After the Lok Sabha elections
2024 on June 4, the Center
narrowly escaped plunging
into a state of ‘fiscal catastro-
phe’. Even as Modi–-led BJP

failed to secure an absolute majority on
its own, it garnered the support of 293
MPs including 53 from its allies under the
National Democratic Alliance (NDA)
and formed the Government.
On the other hand, the I.N.D.I.A bloc led
by the grand old party (GOP) namely
Congress cobbled up a total of 234 MPs.
A swing of just 38 from NDA to I.N.D.I.A
bloc could have enabled the latter to cat-
apult itself to the seat of power. In that sce-
nario, the GOP would have to redeem the
promises/guarantees made in its manifesto
“Nyay Patra" released in April 2024.
These entail mammoth fiscal costs. 
Look at an annual grant of Rs 100,000/-
to every poor Indian household (HH)
under the ‘Mahalakshmi’ scheme. The
amount - like unconditional income sup-
port - will be directly transferred to the
bank account of the oldest woman of the
HH. If the HH doesn’t have a woman, then
the amount will be transferred to the
account of the oldest member of the HH.
Meanwhile, at a poll rally, Gandhi
announced “Initially, we will give you Rs
100,000/- annually, and later we may
increase it to Rs 200,000/-”.
There are around 400 million households
in India. Even if we take a conservative
estimate of only 10 per cent of the house-
holds or 40 million being poor, the
Scheme would cost the exchequer Rs
400,000 crore annually. In case, the grant
is increased to Rs 200,000/-, the cost
would be Rs 800,000 crore per annum. 
Aware of the huge impact on the budget,
the manifesto puts two caveats on the
Scheme. First, “the poor will be identified
among the HHs in the bottom of the
income pyramid”. Second, “the Scheme
will be rolled out in stages and reviewed
every year to assess the number of bene-
ficiary HHs and its impact on alleviating
poverty”. The way these conditions have
been crafted shows that, to begin with, not
all 40 million families will be covered.
Further, the party could also drop some
beneficiaries in due course to rein in the
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