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Patna, November 20, 2025
The Power of Two

Prime Minister Narendra Modi with Nitish Kumar at the latter's swearing-in ceremony
as chief minister of Bihar for the tenth time after NDA's massive victory in the Assembly election.
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& LETTER OF THE WEEK

DA’smassive winin the Biharelectionsand

Nitish Kumar’sreturn as chief minister

show how firmly Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’sappeal still shapes voter choices (‘The
Force of One’, November 24, 2025). The scale of the
victory suggests many voters trusted the combination
of Modi’snationalleadership and Nitish’s familiar
presencein the state. Reports from the ground pointed to strong support from women
voters, who turned outinlarge numbers. Welfare schemesaimed at them clearly
playedarole, giving NDA an edge inmany seats. The alliance also pushed the idea that
onlyitcould keep Biharstable and safe,a message that seemed to resonate with people
who feared aslide back into political uncertainty. The verdict does more than hand
Nitish another term—itsendsa reminder that Modji’s political influence continues to
anchor the coalition. It also shows how NDA’s organisational strength, especially
atthe booth level, continues to deliver results where it matters most. The Bihar
verdict reinforces the sense that, for many voters, Modi remains the central figure in
national and state politics.

Shruthi Ramachandran
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THENITISHFACTOR
Nitish Kumar’s victory shows
thathestill hasastrong gripon
Bihar’s politics (‘Bihar Wants More
of Him’, November 24, 2025). Many
leaders fade after a few terms, but
he hasmanaged tostay central
tothe state’s politics through
hisleadership. His appeal comes
from offering a sense of orderin
aplace where politics can often
feel unpredictable. His frequent
shiftsbetween alliances may draw
attention, but they also show how
hereadsthe political landscape
and moves before others do. Voters
seem to value thisability to navigate
tough situations without drama.
His continued success suggests
that, for manyin Bihar, experience
and stability matter more than
slogans or promises. The results also
expose how poorly the Opposition
read the mood on the ground.
Pushpa Kumari

FLOP SHOW

Prashant Kishor’s poor
performance in Bihar has
damaged hisreputationasa
political planner (“The False Whiz’,
November 24, 2025). He entered the
race with confidence, big claims
and along padyatra, but none of
it turned into real support on the
ground. His constant attacks on
otherleaders got attention, yet
voters did not see him asa strong
orreliable choice. Many felt his
campaign lacked focus and was
more talk than real work. His
results show that giving advice and
actually winning people’s trust are
two very different things.

KV Krishnaswamy

THENEW THREAT
Therecentblastin Delhihasraised
important questions, especially
with reports of ‘white-collar’
involvement (‘The Plot Against

SAURABH SINGH

India’, November 24, 2025). The
ideathat educated professionals
may be drawn into such activities
isunusual, butitalso gives
Indiaaclearer picture of how
radicalisation is changing.
Understanding this shiftcan
help security agencies respond
in smarter and more informed
ways. Thisincident shows that
counterterror work now needs to
look beyond traditional patterns.
Rather than creating panic, it
offersa chance toimprove how
institutions track early signs of
influence, even in professional
spaces. Thisattack isareminder
thatIndia’s security challenges
are changing fast. Strongaction
isnecessary, butsoisabetter
understanding of how extremism is
spreading quietly through educated
spaces. Thisisa warning Delhijust
cannotignore.

Sumedh Bahl
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Restoration of Constitutional Power

OES THE governor
ofastateenjoya
measure of discre-
tioningivingas-
sentorwithholdingittoaBill
passed by astate Assembly?
In April this year, a twojudge
bench of the Supreme Court
delivered afarreaching ver-
dictin whichiteliminatedal-
mostanyroleforagovernorin
thismatter.It, in effect, sought

toeffacealmost 75 yearsofa
complex,and at times, diffi-
culthistory. The court wentas
farasto prescribe time limits
ongovernorsto giveassent
toBills,ranging from one to
threemonths. It did not rest
there; it prescribed time limits
forthe president of India if the
governor reservesaBill for the
president. Even more dubi-
ously, the court suggested that

incaseaBill wassuspected
tobeunconstitutional, the
president oughttomakea
reference to theapex court.
These were extraordi-
nary interpretations of
the Constitution thatled
tohowls of protestalmost
instantaneously. Amonth
later,on May 13, the president
used her power to consult the
courtunder Article 143 of the

Constitution.

OnNovember 20, the
Supreme Court delivered its
advisory opinion and restored
asemblance of order on the
powersofagovernorand
the president. The president
hadan extensivelistof 14
questionsin the wake of the
judgmentin April. The court
answered 11 questions while
declining to answer three that

(OPENN
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itsaid were “too broad” or did
notpertain to theissueathand.
Thiswasadelicateissue

forthe courttohandle.On
the one hand, anumber of
states—ruled by Opposition
parties—said the advisory
jurisdiction invoked by the
president (Article 143) was
nothing more thananat-
tempt to overturn the court’s
judgment in April. The court
does give the chance for
areview option, through
review petitions, but thatisa
different process.In any case,
the powers of agovernor (and
the president) cannot remain
underacloudfortoolong. The
risksinvolved are too great.

The court, led by the Chief
Justice of India BR Gavai, acted
with dispatch toits credit. In
justalittle over six months,
itclarified the constitutional
position once again.

The crux of the court’s ver-
dictis simple: The governor
does enjoy ameasure of discre-
tion when it comes to giving
assent to Bills passed by astate
legislature. The governor does
not have the discretion tosim-
ply vetoaBill. The ordinary
wording of Article 200, which
dealswith the governor’s
powers to give assent to Bills,
doesallow withholding of
assent, but this power has
beeninterpreted away by the
courts. On November 20, the
Supreme Court reiterated this
position but crucially restored
discretion to the governor to
refer Billsto the president or
even take time to give assent
toBills. In April, the court had
eviscerated these powers of
agovernor completely. Even
ifhe wanted torefer the Bill
tothe president,itimposed
severe constraints on him to
doso. For virtually any step to
be taken under Article 200, he

had tolisten to his council of
ministers.

It goes without saying that
was an extraordinarily dan-
gerous proposition for India.

A partof the problem
inthe courtsentering the
‘political thicket’isthat they
arenottrained todothat. The
judicial function is backward-
looking: itis meant to correct
errors thathave occurred at
the hands of the executive
and, much more sparingly, at
the hands of the legislature.
In contrast, thelegislative
function is forward-looking:
itchannelsdemocratic aspira-
tionsofa peopleinto laws that

Butnordotheydrawaline
where itisnecessary, say, by
declining such petitionsat
the admission stage. Often,
itleads toincongruoussitu-
ations where ‘activist’judges
end upissuingjudgmentsthat
havetobereviewedlater or,
asinthe current matter,some
other way hasto be foundto
limit the damage.

This process wentalong
apath oflogical progression
when states began to chal-
lenge the actions of their gov-
ernors. The Apriljudgment
was the product of a challenge
mounted by the Tamil Nadu
government againstits gov-

The ordinary wording of Article 200,
which deals with the governor's powers
to give assent to Bills, does allow withholding
of assent. But this power has been
interpreted away by the courts

enable better governance and
welfare. The courtsare simply
notequipped to handle this
task. And yet, Indian courts
routinely exercise “judicial
review” to strike down laws,
often based on petitions
presented by political parties
opposed to the government
of the day. This tendency
hasbecome much more
pronounced inrecent years.
Judicial review servesits pur-
pose when thereis obviously,
on theface of it, some patent
unconstitutionality inan Act
passed by thelegislature. Too
much intervention on this
score hasa dangerousfallout:
legislatures, including Parlia-
ment, become mere permis-
sions offices while courts
become the final arbiters of
the legislative process.

Now, no court wants to
say thisopenly as that would
betoobrazenathingtosay.

ernor who, allegedly, did not
give hisassent to Billsin time.
ButgivingassenttoaBillisas
much a constitutional process
asitisapolitical one. A gover-
nor, forexample, hasaduty
toprevent Bills that he thinks
canbe deleterious or danger-
ousforanynumber of reasons.
He—andnot the courts—is
thereal check on ensuring
thatalegislature doesnoterr
inthismatter. The discretion
afforded to him by the origi-
nal, 1950, Constitution, was
partand parcel of the package
of checksand balances that
the Constituent Assembly
thought wasnecessary.

India, no doubt, hasa diffi-
cult history where governors
have abused their power to
dismiss duly-elected govern-
mentsorinterferein other
wanton ways. But over time,
through judicial disciplining
and by a process of learning,

governorsand the Centre
have come to understand
thatsuchactionsare unac-
ceptable and have political
consequences. Instead, the
courtsseem to have gone
toofarin the other direction
where itimposed dangerous
constraints on governorsand
the presidentherself. Juvenal’s
line Quis custodiet ipsos custo-
des?applies more to the courts
today than to India’s much-
maligned politicians.

The court’sattempt to
restore the balance isbest
described inits own words:
“...The governoris thesole
authority toreserve aBill for
the consideration of the presi-
dentunder Article 200. Fora
moment, ifitisassumed that
thereisnodiscretion, then
evenifadviceistendered con-
trary to the written text of the
Constitution, the governor
will be bound by such advice.
Ifthat be so, the governor
and the president ultimately
failin their duty to protect
and defend the Constitution
because the president’s power
ofassentis hinged on the
governor’s power to reserve
the Bill for the consideration
ofthe president. Viewed from
both angles, the Constitution
must be read as conferring on
the governor this discretion.”
(Paragraph 83 of the Supreme
Court’sadvisory opinion.)

The Supreme Court
chose the path of prudence
on November 20. It undid
the damage that one of its
benchesinflicted on the In-
dian polity some monthsago.
Intoodiverse a country, there
are dangers thatlurk, dangers
that cannot be anticipated ex-
ceptby the men (and women)
initsfar-flung districtsand
provinces. Their choices
oughttoberespected. m
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. | INSIDER | By RAJEEV DESHPANDE

DIFFERENT STROKES IN LALU CLAN

The fragilehealth of the RashtriyaJanata Dal (R]D) thefallout of the poll wipeout while ensuring rivalries
patriarch Lalu Prasad has worsened the infighting between hischildrenarereinedin. It’satough ask
within his clan with his second daughter Rohini asLaluisnolonger the force he wasand poor health
Acharyawalking out on the family claiming to has confined him to hisresidence. In the past, he
havebeeninsulted and abused. The targets of herire could easily work phones and settle matters. Notso
aretwoaides of her brother Tejashwiwhois Lalu’s any more. Tejashwi hinted that demands within the
chosen political heir. The magnitude of the RJD-led family influenced ticket distribution. The suggestion
opposition’sdebaclein the Bihar election hasbrought thatRohini wrested a Lok Sabhanominationin

the family feud out in the open. The problem for Lalu 2024—shelost the election—only confirms tensions
isthatheneedstosecure Tejashwi’sleadership from within the family. Speaking ata party meeting where

hewas electedleader of the legislative
party, Tejashwi wondered whether
hewastotake care of family demands
orthe party. Lalu’s eldest daughter
Misa Bharti successfully contested
thePataliputraseatin the Lok Sabha
election and haskept her distance from
Rohini’s criticism of RJD’s functioning,
Three other daughters, understood
tohave sided with Rohini, have not
gone public. Atthe peak of his powers
asBihar chief minister, Lalu’s word
waslaw. His problemisthatRJD’s
reduced circumstanceslimits sops
likelegislative councilmembership to
appease unhappy membersof hisclan.

BJP HAS A FIGHT IN UP Punjab
Uttar Pradesh and Bihar are quite dissimilar even though Farm
both states saw the rise of Mandal stalwarts like Mulayam Fil’eS

Singh Yadav and Lalu Prasad. For one, while the M-Y
(Muslim-Yadav) combination is a significant vote bank

v -z YRR Balnt dipinfarmfiresin
for the Samajwadi Party, the demographic distribution is Puniabis bei
unjabisbeing touted
not as concentrated as .
in Bihar. This makes the | asamajorsuccessstory that
role of non-Yadav Other . shouldeaseDelhi’s pollution
Backward Classes (OBCs) | problems.Theclaimthat
evenmore crucialtothe  :  thereductionistothe
electoral results in UP. ¢ tuneofgopercentsounds down the overallincidence
Akhilesh Yadav delivered | jmpressivebutalittle of farm firessignificantly,
an unexpected jolt to BJP . misleading. Punjabrecorded ~ while Punjabstill has work
in the 2.024 Lok Sabha ¢ morethang4,500farm fires todo. While commentators
polls with a shrewd . . .
selection of candidates from mid-Septemberto arequick totakeaimat
that worked the caste ; mid-November, while Diwali fireworks, they
matrix in his favour. As i thecomparable figure for finditconvenienttoskipa
compared to Bihar, BJP Haryanaisin hundreds. It comparison of Haryana
hasahardertaskinUP. | isHaryanathathasbrought andPunjab.
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Field Marshal Must
Not Miscalculate
ARMY CHIEF GENERAL
UPENDRA DWIVEDI'S WARNING
TOPAKISTAN THAT OPERATION
SINDOORWAS JUST AN 88-HOUR YES, SIR IN
TRAILER OF WHAT COULD CONGRESS
HAPPEN IF PAKISTAN FORGOT
THELESSONSOFTHEMAY 7-10  :  OnNovember 17, Congress
CONFLICT DID NOT NECESSAR- held a meeting of party
ILY HAVE ACONNECTIONWITHTHE ~  eaders from states where
NOVEMBER 10 TERROR ATTACK AT . due to conduct the Special
RED FORT. BUT IT WAS CERTAINLY ¢ Intensive Revision (SIR) of
INTENDED TO REMIND THE i electorrolls. The meeting
NEIGHBOUR THAT INDIA'S i isevidence, if any were
DOCTRINEONTERRORISMHAS ~ reduired, that Congress
¢ will continue to cling to
CHANGED. PAKISTAN'SFIELD . Rahul Gandhi's "votg: chori”
MARSHAL ASIM MUNIR SHOULD i campaign even if the Bihar
NOT COUNT ON HIS IMPROVED i elections demonstrated that
RELATIONS WITH THE TRUMP i theissue does not matter
WHITE HOUSE TO ASSUME A | auheground ievel. Expect
i Parliament’s Winter Session
LEVEL OF IMMUNITY FROM to be disrupted on the issue
INDIAN RETALIATION. THATMIGHT = | justas it was during the
BE A SERIOUS MISCALCULATION. i Monsoon Session.
NOT TRADING INTERESTS ~ Stabilising
India’s decision to import as much as 10 per cent of its LPG T|eS W|th
imports from the US in 2026 can be read as an indication China
of its preparedness to hike energy sourcing from America ;
and reducing Russian imports. But it would be wrong to read hileIndia’s
it merely in terms of US tariff pressure : M canwhie
as Commerce Minister Piyush . relationswith .
Goyal engages with a wide variety Chinaarestableevenif
of private and state players to progressisincremental. The
expand market access for recentround of military
Indian exporters. Efforts are commander-level talkswas
in high gear to close trade marked by commitments
agreements with New onbothsidestoadhere
Eﬁ:;a':;:rlﬂ:zs topatrollingagreements respectiverelations with the
Itis appparen t reachedin Octoberlast USsettleintosome degree of
that India wants year.The challenge of normalcy. The equilibrium
the tariff troopreductionremains with Chinaisimportant
standoff to end; butbothsidesarelooking inthe contextof tieswith
it is not holding tode-emphasiseareas of Pakistan beingvolatileand
its breath. discord, atleastforawhiletill unpredictable.

1DECEMBER 2025 www.openthemagazine.com 9
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| NEWSMAKER ANMOL BISHNOI |

BROTHER IN CRIME

The notorious gangster who hasbeen deported
toIndia thrived on publicity

house, Anmol Bishnoi put up a Facebook post

claimingresponsibility on behalf of the gang that
hisbrother Lawrence Bishnoiled. In filmy style, he directly
addressed Khan, “Dawood Ibrahim and Chhota Shakeel
are your gods, but we have two dogs by theirnames.” It
brought the contrastin how the equations of the under-
world were changing. Dawood has maintained alow pro-
file for decades, but the Bishnoi gang thrived on publicity,
and Anmol’sname featured in their prominent hits. There
was the Punjabi rapper Sidhu Moose Wala murderin 2022,
thefiringatKhan’shousein 2024,and, soon after, the road-
side murder of Khan’s friend, the politician Baba Siddique.

Hisbrother wasalreadyinjail, butlike Dawood, Anmol
had leftIndia to operate from abroad, eventually ending up
in the US. He was caught in 2024 for beingin the country
with fake papers and FBI later found out about his criminal
antecedents. Meanwhile, the country’s newly elected presi-
dent, Donald Trump, had upped the ante on curbing illegal
migration. Anmol hasjustbeen shuttled over to India and
isunderthe custody of the National Investigation Agency.
He wasnot extradited but deported along with otherillegal
migrants, a far quicker process.

Howmuch hisarrest will curb the gang’s activities
remains to be seen. Lawrence has been incarcerated since
2015, but the scope of their criminal operations or the
internationalisation of it hasactually increased. Like him,
jailmightnot be thelast one hears of Anmol.m

—MADHAVANKUTTY PILLAI

S OON AFTER THE shootingat Salman Khan’s

| NOISEMAKER KC VENUGOPAL |

BAD LOSER

Congress leader and
Rahul Gandhi confidant
KC Venugopal has

the unenviable task

of articulating the
decisions of the
Congress Working
Committee that are
often enough dictated
by the party high
command. Days after
the I.N.D.I.A. bloc and
Congress in particular
were wiped out in

the Bihar elections,
Venugopal told the
media that the party
was ready to hit

the streets against
allegations of voter
manipulation. The
brazenness of the
claim after a stinging
rejection at the
hustings did not deter
Venugopal. After all,
Congress darbaris have
no other choice.

Illustration by
SAURABH SINGH
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| IDEAS |

INTIMACY

The accepted view in human
evolutionary historyfora
long time has been that our
species—modern humans
or Homo sapiens—thrived
ontheplanetat the expense
of otherhuman species. That
when earlymodern humans
migrated out of Africaand
encountered otherslike
Neanderthals, they were
ruthlessand aggressive
enoughtoleadtothe
extinction of all others. There’s
agoodreasontoholdsucha
view. All that’s left of species
like Neanderthal today, after
all, are what we dig up at fossil
sites. Butin recent times, we
have also come tolearn that
our species didn’tjust fight
and compete. DNA studies
have found thathumans of
non-African ancestry also
carry bits of Neanderthal
DNA, revealing there was
interbreeding at play too.
Now,anew study

suggests that Neanderthals
and early modern humans
were probably intimately
acquainted in other ways too.
Theykissed each other.
Anearlier study had found
thatboth ourspeciesand
Neanderthals carried the same
oral microbe for hundreds of
thousands of years suggesting
some swapping of saliva. This
new study, carried out by
evolutionary biologistsfromthe
University of Oxford, suggests
thatthe two species were
probably kissing each other.
Theresearchersfound
thatkissingisactuallya
very ancient trait,and that it
evolvedin anancestor of large
apessomewhere between 21.5
million and 16.9 million years
ago. Neanderthalsand our
ancestors sharing smooches
mightseem incongruous
toourideasabout our
evolutionary past. But perhaps
that’sinneed of an update. m

| WORD'SWORTH |
AKkiss is a secret which takes
the lips for the ear.

EDMOND ROSTAND
FRENCH PLAYWRIGHT

(OPENR ¥

| ANGLE |

THEFUTUREIS
PARASOCIAL

Cambridge Dictionary’s word of the year
highlights the reality of illusory relationships

ost Tamiliansmightnot be aware of “parasocial”,
M thewordoftheyearchosenbyCambridgeDictionary,
buttheyhave beenlivingitsince the 1960s when
MGRamachandran becameasuperstarin the state. Hismil-
lions of fansfelta personal relationship with him,and when
hedied, some even committed suicide. Thistrend, of feeling
connected with someone farremoved by celebritydom,and
with whom they would never comeinto contact, continued
withRajinikanthandothersuperstars.Itisdirectly correlated
tofilmstarshavingsuchanoutsizedroleinthestate’spolitics.
Youmightnotsee such intense parasocial behaviour
elsewhere, butit exists in many degrees. Why else do people

throng outside the houses

of Amitabh Bachchan and

ShahRukhKhanjusttoget  Adulation and
awave of theirhands?Itisa obsession, that
one-sided relationship,and in a different
thatiswhat makesitanin- era were reserved
triguingphenomenon.Adu-  for gods, have
lationand obsession, thatin ~ heen transferred
adifferentera, werereserved  to movie stars
forgods, have been trans- and entertainers
ferred tomoviestarsand as the medium
entertainers as the medium through which
through which they entered they entered
liveswidened. Ifadrama lives widened
troupe had to painstakingly

gofromvillage tovillage

once upon a time,a movie can captivate the whole country
simultaneously, and television comes right into homes.
Cambridge chose the word because of somethingelse
thatis happening. People are now having such one-sided
relationships with artificial intelligence as chatbots speak

andrespond like real people. They can be given form through
imageand video generation. Users are developing intimate
connections with an entity that exists onlyasanillusion. At
least MGR and Amitabh Bachchan were flesh and blood.

One can only imagine how much the world will change
nottoofar in the future, when virtual reality and brain
implants make it possible to see and feel these illusory beings.
And they would not be flawed like the usual man or woman.
Isthere anyreason forrelationships between human beings
toeven existanymore then? Youmight have it with imme-
diate family, but when there are perfect friendsand lovers
available easily, why would anyone else be needed?m

~MADHAVANKUTTY PILLAI
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THE US-SAUDI RAPPROCHEMENT

the defence of Saudi Arabia
underattack. Such com-
mitmentto warisusually
thought through. Neverthe-

REUTERS

heguestwasmore

restrained than hisexu-
berant host. But forall that,
Crown Prince Mohammed

pariah in DCand the capi-
tals of the West by the Biden
administration, with retro-
spectiveregret, MBS always

Ocean of Spies

The Yantaris atitagain. The
alleged Russian spy ship,
owned by the defence minis-
try, was escorted out of Dutch
waters soon after it stopped
broadcastingitslocation
north of the Latvian coast
in early November. Now, the
Yantarhasused lasers to
disrupt RAF pilots in pursuit
north of Scotland. Taking
serious note of the lasers,
UK Defence Secretary John
Healey said military options
were ready should the vessel
change course: “My mes-
sage to Russia and to Putin
is this: we see you. We know
what you're doing” Russia
says the Yantaris aresearch
vessel but NATO believes it
maps undersea cables, with

binSalman (MBS)andSaudi held thecardsand wasclever less,therapprochementis amandate of surveillance
Arabiaarebackin America’s enough tobidehistime. good news for Israel despite in peacetime and sabotage
bestbooks.That’snotabad  Afterall, the White House the factthat MBSis hold- during conflict.m
thing geopolitically from wouldneed help with oil ing out againstjoining the SETTVIIAGES
theUSpointofview,asthe  prices, tosaynothing of Abraham Accords without

Saudis had been inching diplomaticnavigation.But  areturntothetwo-state

everclosertoChina,doing  itisonethingtosellRiyadh  roadmap.And Trumpisnot

jointmilitary exerciseswith ~ F-35stealthfightersandan-  helping Riyadh with civil-

thePLA and, notlongago, othertosay,eveninTrump’s iannuclearenergyyet,given

willingtoburythehatchet  apparentlyunthinkingway, Saudiambitions of chasing

with Tehran. Turnedintoa  thatthe USwould cometo nuclearweapons. m

, 3 3 .
Who's Afraid of Sanae Takaichi?

fChinainvaded Taiwan, a“survival-threatening” wasimmediate and out of atanyunfavourable mention

theresulting war, with or situation envisionedina control. Unprintable abuse of its designs on Taiwan but
without USinvolvement, 2015 law under which Japan was heaped on Japan’s first perhapsthe CCPisworried
would be catastrophic for mighthave to take military woman primeministerfrom  thatgiventime, Takaichi, the
Japan.Because therewouldbe  action. The Chineseresponse  official socialmediaaccounts  hawkishprotégéeofShinzoAbe,
ablockade disrupting trade, and even by diplomats. The will further harden Japan’s
stopping food and energy outburstofthewolf warriors  evolvingmilitarydoctrine. Thus
imports without which Japan wasfollowed by Chinesetour-  itwould makesense,as Walter
cannotfunction. That's why istsand professionals being Russell Mead arguesin the
Japanese Prime Minister Sanae told to stay away, temporary Wall Street Journal, to weaken
Takaichi gave afrank answer snappingofbusinessties,and  herbymakingherpolitical op-
toaDietmember’s question aggressive Chinese coastguard ~ ponentspanic. Will Takaichi,
whethera Chineseattack patrolsaroundJapan.Beijing’s ~ withambitionsof being Iron
on Taiwan could constitute reactionisusually over-the-top  Lady2.0,yield tobullying? m
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FUNDING A FORTUNE

Time-tested methods to choose mutual funds

between the safety of bank deposits and the excitement of

the stock market. But with thousands of schemes jostling
forattention, picking the right one can be overwhelming. A little
method, however, goes along way.

Start with your goal, not with the fund. Are yousaving foradown-
paymentin 3-5 years, your child’seducation in 1o-12 years, or retire-
ment 25 yearsaway? Short-term goals usually suit debt or hybrid funds,
while long-term goals can afford the ups and downs of equity funds.
Matching fund type totime horizon is the first filter.

Next, understand your risk appetite. Ifa 20-25 per cent temporary

F OR MOSTINDIAN investors, mutual funds are the bridge

fall in value will keep you awake at night,amid-cap or small-cap fundis
notforyou. Conservative investors might prefer large-cap or balanced
advantage funds, while aggressive investors can explore flexi-cap, mid-
cap, and sector funds. Use basic risk-profiling tools offered by platforms
and advisors; they are not perfect, but they clarify your comfort zone.

Performance matters, but context matters more. Donot chase last
year’sstars. Instead, evaluate 3-5 year returnsacross market cyclesand
compare the fund with itsbenchmark index and category average.
Check consistency: has the fund beaten itsbenchmark most of the
time, orjustin 1-2 lucky years?

Costisanother quiet but powerful factor. For most investors, regular
plans through distributors are convenient, but direct plans offer lower
expense ratios—and higher net return over time. Also compare portfo-
lio turnover—excessively high churn can add hidden costs.

Look closely at the fund house and fund manager. Established
AMCswith strongresearch process and experienced fund managers
inspire more confidence.

Finally, keepitsimple. Two or four well-chosen, diversified fundsare
enough for most portfolios. Invest via SIPs, review annually, and resist
theurge to tinker with every market move. In mutual fund investing,
discipline usually matters more than discovery.m

—-MOINAKMITRA
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CON ARTIST
POSES AS
PROFESSOR

A Korean content creator named Walter K is
walking around Rajeev Chowk in Delhi when
an elderly man with a pleasant disposition
approaches him. The man, it turns out, is
a professor who offers to show the tourist
around. In the viral video that Walter
uploaded on Instagram, the two strike up
afriendship, as the professor guides him
through the city and a number of its locations.
But as becomes evident, something is off.
The genial senior citizen isn't quite pleasant.
He is probably not even a professor. A horrid
time ensues as the tourist realises that the
person showing him around is actually a
scammer trying to con unsuspecting tourists.
He struggles to get away and to fend off the
individual's attempt to extort money, until
he finally screams for help and the scammer
flees. “It was a big lesson for me,” the tourist
would write on Instagram. “l was reminded
once again that everywhere, there are both

good and bad people.”

1DECEMBER 2025




OPINION

Minhaz Merchant

Thereal reason
forthedrama
orchestrated
by Altman,
Zuckerbergand
Musk over the
superpower of
GenAl s to attract
investors to fund
their companies’
expensive plans
tocreate
superintelligence

Beware Superintelligence

Will GenAl deliver real transformation?

about to burst? Not yet, not quite. Isita bubble

atall? Generative Artificial Intelligence
(GenAlI) has powerful advocates. Elon Musk, the
world’s richest man, said in a recent podcast that
“superintelligence” will run everything by 2030.

What Musk means by superintelligence is
a GenAImodule trained to be not only more
intelligent than any living human but possessing
both reasoning power and empathy—two
qualities sceptics say GenAl today lacks.

Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg is even more
bullish on Al than Musk. He has created a
division within Meta called superintelligence
and hired million-dollar Al researchers to work
on advanced GenAI models. He is pouring over
$100 billion in building giant datacentres that
house supercomputers on which GenAI models
can be trained. These datacentres are gluttons
for power: many need over 5 gigawatts (GW),
enough to power a US city of two million people.

The first warning signs that exuberance over a
GenAl-run superintelligent future was overdone
came last week. The world’s most aggressive
venture capital firm, Softbank, sold its entire
shareholding of $5.83 billion in Al chipmaker
Nvidia, the world’s most valuable company with
amarket capitalisation of $5 trillion.

Softbank Founder and CEO Masayoshi Son
said the sale was to raise funds for investing in
other stocks, including several Al companies.
The Japanese venture capitalist already has
stakesin Al firms, OpenAl and PerplexityAl, so
Son’s explanation wore thin. Softbank’s CFO
Yoshimitsu Goto was circumspect: “I can’t say if
we’re in an Al bubble or not.”

For one of the world’s largest venture
capitalist firms with a net profit in the July-
September quarter of $16.6 billion R1.50
lakh crore) and a market capitalisation of
$210 billion (Z18.61 lakh crore), Softbank’s
explanation for the Nvidia sale raised eyebrows.
GenAlis unquestionably a transformative
technology. But the narrative built around it
by firms like Zuckerberg’s Meta, Sam Altman’s
OpenAl and Musk’s Xai is partly aimed at
attracting investor funding for AI “use cases”
that so far have been underwhelming. Altman
has himself often used the word bubble
to describe the GenAI boom, calling some

I S THE ARTIFICIAL Intelligence (AI) bubble

company valuations “insane”.

The debate on GenAl has now turned to
whether the technology can overtime pose
an existential danger to humankind. Some of
the alarm is overheated and plain wrong. But
the creation of “superintelligence” has drawn
warnings from Geoffrey Hinton, the 2024 Nobel
Prize winner for physics who is regarded as one
of the godfathers of AL

Hinton told BBC Radio 4 after winning the
physics Nobel last year that there wasa “1o per
cent to 20 per cent chance” that Al would lead to
human extinction within the next three decades.
That s clearly a case of super-anxiety over the
imagined destructive power of superintelligence.
Hinton, however, backed his views with action.
Heresigned last year from Google which is at the
vanguard of GenAl development.

Hinton added: “My worry is that just leaving
it to the profit motive of large companiesis not
going to be sufficient to make sure they develop
it safely. Most of the experts in the field think
that probably within the next 20 years, we’re
going to develop Als that are smarter than
people. And that’s a very scary thought.”

Itisn’t actually. The other godfather of Al
Yann LeCun, chief scientist at Zuckerberg’s Meta,
feels Hinton worries too much. He says: “Al could
actually save humanity from extinction.”

Asalways, the truth lies between the
two extremes. The real reason for the drama
orchestrated by Altman, Zuckerberg and Musk
over the superpower of GenAl is to attract
investors to fund their companies’ expensive
plans to create superintelligence. The huge
datacentres being built across Americaneed a
tsunami of private equity funding. Without an
existential narrative, they won’t get it.

Butincreasingly hard questions are being
asked. What are the real-life use cases of GenAI?
They have helped medical diagnostics, made
coding almost instantaneous, and automated
industry processes. So far, GenAl is about speed,
not innovation. Humanoid robots in China strut
around shopfloors, often colliding with each
other and tumbling down. Many remember the
excitement over Metaverse, IOT and Web3.o.
Most have remained acronyms.

Will GenAlI deliver real transformation?
Masayoshi Son, for one, is hedging his bets.m

1DECEMBER 2025

www.openthemagazine.com 15



7z

SShcs e BRISR

DFCCIL: 20 YEARS OF FAST TRACKING
INDIA'S ECONOMIC GROWTH

he Dedicated Freight  Corridor
T Corporation of India Limited (DFCCIL),

commemorated a significant milestone-
20th Foundation Day on 31st October, 2025 at
Bharat Mandapam, New Delhi. The event was
a reflection on two decades of remarkable
achievements that have redefined India's freight
transportation landscape.

A visionary initiative by the Indian Railway's
Ministry, the Dedicated Freight Corridors (DFC)
to build a sustainable golden quadrilateral
linking the four metropolitan cities of Delhi,
Mumbai, Chennai and Howrah, and two
diagonals Delhi-Chennai and Mumbai-Howrah.
The network has decongested rail traffic and
accelerated freight movement.

MILESTONE ACHIEVEMENT

On the landmark occasion of the 20th Foundation
Day of DFCCIL, Shri Satish Kumar, Chairman
and CEO, Railway Board, in his address to
the august audience of senior officials from
the fraternity of Indian Railways, DFCCIL and
stakeholders, proudly highlighted the schedule
'A' Public Sector Undertaking's tremendous
operational growth. He asserted that "in 2024-
25 alone, DFCCIL recorded a 48% surge in train
operations, achieving over three hundred million
NTKM per day." This impressive performance,
he added, has significantly capable of boosting
Indian Railways' modal share in freight transport
while significantly reducing national logistics

costs, a leap towards a more efficient and
sustainable logistics ecosystem. On the historic
occasion, DFCCIL also launched a colourful
history book titled Revolutionizing Freight
Transportation in India - Dedicated Freight
Corridors - Vision to Reality.

OPERATIONAL EXCELLENCE

By adopting cutting-edge technology and smart
strategies, DFCCIL, empowered its operational
efficiency and technological prowess, manifold
In FY 2024-25, an average of over 357 freight
trains were operated per day, totalling 1,30,116

DFCCIL's pivotal role
has enhancd India’s freight
connectivity through the
development of Gati Shakti
Cargo Terminals (GCTs) and
Multimodal Logistics Hubs
(MMLHs).

trains running successfully during the review
period. The Gross Tonne Kilometre (GTKM)
surged to 1,92,146 million, while the Net Tonne
Kilometre (NTKM) stood at 1,11,898 million with
steady growth in productivity and reliability being
the norm.

BUSINESS AND CONNECTIVITY
EXPANSION
DFCCIL has played a pivotal role in enhancing
India's freight connectivity through the
development of Gati Shakti Cargo Terminals
(GCTs) and Multimodal Logistics  Parks
(MMLPs). The inauguration of the Gothangam
Gati Shakti Cargo Terminal in March 2025,
along with the commissioning of terminals at
New Daud Khan and New Ankleshwar gave
impetus and improved regional logistics flow.
Innovative initiatives such as the ‘Trucks-on-
Train' and ‘High-Speed Small Cargo Service’ have
further bolstered first and last-mile connectivity,
promoting a shift from road to rail transport.
In collaboration with DMIC-IT-GNL, DFCCIL




is also developing the New Dadri Multimodal
Logistics Hub, a transformative project expected
to enhance industrial linkages and facilitate
seamless trade movement across India.

INFRASTRUCTURE AND ENGINEERING
EXCELLENCE

DFCCILs infrastructure achievements stand as
a testament to its engineering excellence.

The completion of 37 Road Over Bridges
(ROBs), 50 Road Flyovers (RFOs), and 544
Road Under Bridges (RUBs) during FY 2024-

A landmark breakthrough came with the operation of ‘Rudrashtra’, India’s longest freight train, stretching
4.5 kilometres with 354 wagons and seven locomotives.

25 reflects the organization’s commitment to
improving logistics mobility and safety.

Among its major engineering triumphs, the
Kalamboli Rail Flyover — featuring a 110.5
metre-long Open Web Steel Girder — remains
the longest such structure to date, symbolizing
DFCCILs technical expertise. Another highlight
was the successful breakthrough of the
Kundewal Tunnel, which underscored the
corporation’s precision in project execution and
adherence to deadlines.

Additionally, a recent successful trial run
between New Saphale and Indian Railways’
Kharbao station marked the operational
readiness of the Vaitarna—Kharbao section,
further moving towards completion.

TECHNOLOGICAL INNOVATION AND
GLOBAL COLLABORATION

DFCCIL led Indian Railways' modernization drive
by introducing advanced technologies aimed at
enhancing safety, reliability, and performance.
Cutting-edge systems such as the Machine
Vision Inspection System (MVIS), Hot Axle Box

Detector (HABD), Wheel Impact Load Detector
(WILD), Top-of-Rail Lubrication System, Broken
Rail Detection System, Drone-based Inspection
Systems, Dedicated Freight Inspection System
(DFIS), and New DFCCILs innovation Clip
Applicator were deployed across the network.
These innovations have transformed DFCCIL into
a smart, data-driven freight corridor, capable of
real-time monitoring and predictive maintenance.
The Global Heavy Haul Seminar 2025 hosted
at Bharat Mandapam, New Delhi, saw experts
converging from seven heavy-haul railway
nations that underscored DFCCILs growing
global prominence.

To foster research and innovation, DFCCIL has
also forged strategic partnerships with leading
academic and industry institutions, including
Gati Shakti University, [IT Roorkee, LORAM,
Plasser, L2M (lISc Bengaluru), and Monash
University (Australia). These collaborations are
driving advancements in freight technology,
safety systems, and sustainable rail logistics.

DFCCIL is also a prominent face of India’s
railway innovation on global platforms.

| OPEN

AVENUES

Participation in Global Rail 2025
in Abu Dhabi, the 16" International
Railway  Equipment  Exhibition
(IREE 2025) in New Delhi, and the
Tomorrow Mobility World Congress
2025 at Fira Barcelona, Barcelona
are events where DFCCIL
showcased India's achievements
in freight corridor development,
multimodal integration, and
sustainable logistics, reinforcing
its role as a global leader in railway
modernization.

A KEY PLAYER IN LOGISTICS
REVOLUTION

India’s logistics sector, valued at
approximately 24 lakh crore, has
witnessed a paradigm shift due
to DFCCILs contributions. The
corporation’s corridors have been instrumental
in reducing logistics costs from 14% of GDP to
around 8-9%, strengthening India’s industrial
competitiveness and self-reliance.

A cost comparison clearly illustrates this
impact: while rail transport costs ¥1.96 per
tonne-kilometre, road transport stands at
%3.78, and water transport at ¥2.30. DFCCILs
operations thus ensure a more cost-effective,
high-efficiency, and environmentally sustainable

logistics ecosystem, a critical enabler of
Viksit Bharat.

FUTURE ROAD MAP

DFCCIL  symbolises India’'s  freight
transformation— connecting industries,

empowering trade, and driving economic
growth. With continued focus on innovation,
sustainability, and technological integration, the
freight giant is not only redefining India’s logistics
landscape but also propelling the nation toward
a more connected, efficient, and sustainable
future in freight transportation for a self-reliant
India. ®
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MJ Akbar

Congress has
become

dysfunctional

because of
institutional

The Rigmaroles of Bihar

Nobody can win an election without an economic programme

HE LAST DREAM of any politician

is the search for a place in national

memory. Some British leaders,

in the age when they could set a
trend, realised that a good quip could make
you more memorable than a hundred
worthwhile decisions. The quip did not have
to be restrained by accuracy, but it had to
sound intelligent. Benjamin Disraeli, the
19th-century British prime minister, once
remarked that the most successful man in life
is the one who has the best information.

By that measure, Congress would never
have swept the elections in Bihar. Congress
has become dysfunctional because of
institutional collapse. A political party should
be structured like a pyramid populated by a
chain of functionaries who create a two-lane
highway of information that connects the
pinnacle to the base. Knowledge of ground
reality is supplemented by media and other
independent sources. Congress leaders
were shocked instead of being merely
surprised because they had lost touch with
theirroots in Bihar.

Embitterment is neither a sensible option
nor a substitute for policy. The message
from Bihar has been consistent. Congress
numbers in the Bihar Assembly have declined
consistently over the last three decades,
from 71 1in 1990 to six in 2025. The lowest
was four, in 2010. Even the Muslim vote
deserted Congress in 2025 where it found
an alternative. The hardline All India
Majlis-e-Ittehadul Muslimeen (AIMIM)
got five seats in Seemanchal, the north-
eastern region of the state. The reduced
representation of Muslims in the Bihar
Assembly is some cause for worry. The
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) does not name
Muslim candidates because they do not
bring the community vote; parties like the
Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD) and Congress now
take the Muslim vote for granted. This has
opened space in Bihar for AIMIM.

There is a parallel message: regional parties
are now a decisive component in an electoral
victory. This election was a battle between
allies as much as principals. RJD got 23 per
cent of the vote across 161 constituencies;

Illustrations by SAURABH SINGH

collapse. Knowledge
of ground reality is
supplemented by
media and other
independent
sources.
Congressleaders
were shocked
instead of being
merely surprised
because they had
lost touch with their
roots in Bihar
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and BJP 21 per cent from 101. The effective
difference lay in the gravitational pull of
allies. The Janata Dal (United), or JD(U),
matched BJP with 19.25 per cent from 101
seats, but Congress could not deliver more
than 8.71 per cent to its senior partner. BJP
and JD(U) took out insurance by adding
Chirag Paswan to their coalition. This turned
victory into a sweep. RJD had the chance of
bringing Chirag Paswan into its alliance, but
miscalculated.

A stronglocal identity becomes crucial in
regional elections. Bihar has, unusually, two
regional behemoths; if they find the right
ally they rule. RJD has boxed itself into the
defeated corner by rejecting options. It will
notlook beyond Congress. Nitish Kumar is
flexible. In the last 10 years he has switched
from BJP to RJD and back again. Nor has this
hurt his secular credentials. Voters rely on
what you do rather than what you say.

In adjoining Bengal, Mamata Banerjee has,
so far, proved that she can outflank allies;
but perhaps the time has come when she
should begin to worry about the revival of
the Left Front, which can easily swallow a
chunk of her vote, leaving her a few apples
short of a picnic. The Marxists have become a
Bengali-centric regional party in Bengal, and
are showing a few incipient signs of revival.
Congress is comatose.

One of the more astonishing facts of
the Congress dilemma is that it worships
Indira Gandhi from every pulpit, asindeed
it has aright to do since her commitment
to nationalism was nonpareil, but it refuses
to learn from what she did. She became
prime minister in 1966, at the onset of the
first Congress decline. In 1967 Congress
scraped out a bare majority in Parliament
and lost Assembly elections from Punjab
to Bengal. Indira Gandhi presided over the
rebirth of Congress in 1969 with an economic
programme for the poor and the promise to
remove poverty, which won her a spectacular
victory in March 1971. Who mentions an
economic programme now?

This is what allies are telling Congress.
Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) leader
MK Stalin congratulated Nitish Kumar over
his victory, lauded RJD leader Tejashwi Yadav’s
“tireless campaign”, and reminded Congress
that only “welfare-driven credibility, social
and ideological coalitions, clear political

messaging and dedicated management” win
elections. Bihar, he added, was a lesson for
everyone. Stalin’s statement has implications,
not least because it was drafted with some
thought. By recognising the legitimacy of
Nitish Kumar’s re-election, he undermined
the vote-theft alibi. Bihar voters made their
decision on a logical parameter: governance.
Nitish Kumar may not have been ideal, but
they found the alternative unacceptable.
Stalin urged introspection above accusation.
From Maharashtra Supriya Sule got the
statistics right but chose to underplay

their meaning. If all principal parties
retained their vote share, as she pointed out,
then there was no anti-incumbency. The first
objective of governments in an election is to
preserve the winning vote share. It takes a
shift of just 2 or 3 per cent to trigger

an earthquake.

BJP brought Narendra Modi’s vote to its
alliance. He has become an electoral magnet;
without his leadership, BJP’s vote share
would plummet. He gets the votes of the
poor because of a sustained social welfare
programme that has ensured food security to
8oo million Indians and raised the aspirations
of the underprivileged. The World Bank has
confirmed that poverty in India has been
reduced to less than 2 per cent. That is what
mattered most in Bihar.m

MK Stalin lauded
RJDleader
Tejashwi Yadav's
‘tireless campaign'.
Bihar, he added, was
alesson for
everyone. Bihar
voters made their
decision on alogical
parameter:
governance.
Nitish Kumar may
not have beenideal,
but they found
the alternative
unacceptable
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COMMENT

Thelatest
amendment to the
country’'s1973
constitutionis
related to two
overarching
aspects—an
overhaulin
the military’s
hierarchy and
command structure
and the subversion
of the judiciary in
relation to
the executive,
effectively denting
the already fragile
balance of power

The Reign of One

A constitutional subversion in Pakistan to suit the absolute ruler
By HARSH V PANT and SHIVAM SHEKHAWAT

N NOVEMBER 13, the president
of Pakistan, Asif Ali Zardari, signed
into law, the 27th amendment to the
country’s constitution. The signing
of the amendment, which was preceded by
weeks of internal debates and discussions and
the prime minister’s attempts at garnering
support from his allied parties, has formally
redrawn the contract which governed the
ties between the civilian government and the
military establishment, ‘disempowering’ the
Supreme Court by relegating it asan appellate
court and handing over decision-making powers
over matters of constitutional importance to
the newly established Federal Constitutional
Court (FCC). In Pakistan’s long history of
contestation among major power brokers, the
27thamendment has struck the most stringent
blow to the civil-military dynamic, even as the
scales have often been in favour of the latter.

What changes will the amendment bring?

The latest amendment to the country’s 1973
constitution is related to two overarching
aspects—an overhaul in the military’s hierarchy
and command structure and the subversion
of the judiciary in relation to the executive,
effectively denting the already fragile balance of
power in the country and concentrating powers
in the hands of a single individual. For a country
like Pakistan, which has been susceptible to the
push and pulls of complete military control
orahybridformofgovernment,oscillatingbetween
the two since its inception, the latest changes
will formally institutionalise the establishment’s
dominance on the affairs of the country as well
asthe activities of the armed forces.

First, the amendment has sought to change
certain elements within Article 243, which
governs the relationship between the prime
minister and the president as it relates to their
control of the armed forces. A major undertone
of these changes are the concentration of
strategic decision-making and command
powers in the hands of one person. Thus, the
army chief Asim Munir would also serve as the
chief of the defence forces, a newly minted post,
through which he will exercise control over

all three services. With this, the office of the
chairman of the joint chiefs of staff committee
will be abolished from November 27, once

the incumbent chairman finishes his term. A
commander of National Strategic Command
will also be appointed from within the army

by the prime minister on the army chief’s
recommendation, taking power away from

the National Command Authority. In addition
to this, the amendment elevates the status of
certain five-star rank officers—field marshal,
president, admiral of the fleet, marshal of the
air force—who will be the recipient of lifetime
immunity and impunity from all civiland
criminal charges. They could retain their rank,
uniform and privileges for life and can also have
positions to hold post-retirement, based on

the discretion of the president, with the prime
minister’s advice. The incorporation of these
changes puts into perspective the elevation of
Asim Munir as the country’s field marshal after
the conflict with India in May. The current slew
of changes in the structure and hierarchy of the
military command is seen as a continuation of
Asim Munir’s ascendancy as the field marshal
and his concerted efforts to ensure that all power
is concentrated in his hands. The amendment
gives him overarching powers in the country’s
functioning and also extends them beyond the
end of his term as the army chiefin 2027.

Asifto createasafety net for this consolidation
of power, the amendment also strikes through
thejudiciary’sautonomy byrenderingitineffective
in a situation of constitutional mismanagement
or establishment’s excesses. This it does through
dismantling the power resting with the Supreme
Court and turning it into a court of appeals, with
constitutional matters to be heard by FCC. The
composition of FCCisalsoshroudedin opaqueness
with no criterion to determine judges’ elevation,
and appointments engineered to ensure the
toeing of the establishment’s line. None of the
appointments made after FCC commenced
operationson November 14 arebased on seniority
or based on their credentials on dispensing
justice on constitutional matters, except that of
Chief Justice Aminuddin Khan. FCC will also not

IOPENRF)
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be obligated to follow the Supreme Court’s old
rulings, and a special parliamentary committee
will be appointed to select the chiefjustices and
judges of both the Supreme Court and FCCin
the future. The judicial commission will also
have executive appointees, making the selection
of judges a primarily political process. The
unilateral control over determining who could
be transferred and the initiation of disciplinary
proceedings will also undermine the judiciary’s
ability to take independent decisions.

Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif had been
meeting with the leaders of different parties
inabid to garner consensus for the passage
of the amendment. Apart from Imran Khan’s
PTI, which opposed the amendment, all major
parties have accepted its provisions in some
form or shape. While PPP had reservations
about the rollback of the 18th amendment, it
welcomed the changes making the military’s
dominance paramount in the country. Pakistan’s
institutions have always suffered from a deficit
of trust and accountability. Judges have been
tortured, hounded and put under surveillance,
theirfamiliestargeted by theintelligence services.
Some have called for reforms, while most
have caved into the pressure, focusing instead
on aggrandising their own power and status.
After the passage of the current amendments,
two senior-most judges of the Supreme Court
tendered their resignations in protest.

The spokesperson of India’s External Affairs
Ministry defined the current developments as
a “military-inspired constitutional subversion
and power-grab unfolding within the country.”
Since the Pahalgam terror attack in April this

PAKISTAN ARMY CHIEF
ASIMMUNIR

With powers
concentrated in the
hands of a single
individual, the
propensity of the
country to dabble
in adventurism
could increase,
raising therisks
forIndiaand also
undermining
stability in
theregion

year and the consequent conflict in May which
saw India’s targeted strikes against terror
infrastructure in Pakistan and PoK, the ties
between the two countries have deteriorated
further. While India’s objective was to establish
itsdeterrenceagainst Pakistan andraise Pakistan’s
risksvis-a-visitssupportfor cross-borderterrorism,
fora country like Pakistan, which is infested
with deeply structural problems and lacks a
leadership efficient enough to address them
effectively, support for terrorism is seen as a
low-risk strategy. With powers concentrated in
the hands of a single individual, the propensity
of the country to dabble in adventurism could
increase, raising the risks for India and also
underminingstabilityin the region. Field Marshal
Asim Munir’s tendency to invoke religious
languageinrelation to the conflict between India
and Pakistan and his provocative statements of
late, reflect this adventurism. With the control
overstrategicdecisionsrelatedtonuclearcommand
also falling onto one person, and away froma
collegiatesystem of checksandbalances, therisk of
nuclearsabre-rattling couldalsoincrease. But this
transitionisn’tnecessarilyexpectedtobecompletely
smooth—the massive overhaul in the military’s
structure will have trickle-down effects on
rivalries within the different services, changing
their balance, as well as the power of the chiefs
oftheotherservices, which haveresisted previous
attempts to become subservient to the army.m

Harsh V Pant is Vice President, Studies and
Foreign Policy, at Observer Research Foundation
(ORF), New Delhi; Shivam Shekhawat is

Junior Fellow at ORF
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DON'T WRITE OFF THE
SECULAR NATIONALISTS

How to take back control in Bangladesh

Celebrations in Dhaka after the International Crimes Tribunal sentenced Sheikh Hasina to death, November 17,2025
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HEPEOPLE'SREPUBLIC of Bangladesh took yet one more step into an uncertain future
through the International Crimes Tribunal (ICT) passing a sentence of death on former
Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina and former Home Minister Asaduzzaman Khan Kamal.
Thejudgment, delivered on Monday, November 17, has predictablyled to widespread
criticism given the public perception, ajustified one, that due process was not followed.
For one thing, the ICT had been taken over, in the aftermath of the political change of
August 5,2024, by agroup known to be close to the Jamaat-e-Islami, a party which openly
opposed Bangladesh’s independence in 197 1. For another, the reconfiguration of the
tribunal was a consequence of the mob violence which forced Sheikh Hasina and her
government from power 15 months ago. The ICT, which in the period of the Awami
League government between 2009 and 2024 tried, convicted and sent a number of the
1971 collaborators of the occupation Pakistan army to the gallows, was weaponised by
the Muhammad Yunusregime to convict Sheikh Hasina.

The former prime minister and her followers as well ashuman rights activists have been
critical of the process, arguing that those who came to be associated with the ICT had pub-
licly demonstrated a biasagainst Sheikh Hasina through their public pronouncements.

Inasituation where the media has remained suppressed in Bangladesh—it has been prevented from voicing any criticism of the
Yunusregime, besides being warned not to carry any statement by the former prime minister—the case remains controversial. Insuch
circumstances, the mannerin which the trial was conducted raised questions that underscore the failings of the regime in ensuring an
independent working of the ICT. Sheikh Hasina, who refused to acknowledge the legality of the proceedings, was tried in absentia as
she hasbeen stayingin New Delhi since the army escorted her to the Indian capital on the day her government fell in Dhaka. The Yunus
regime, which lacks a constitutional basis despite assertions by its supporters that it operates by what isa vague interpretation of an
article of the constitution, had the tribunal appoint alawyer to conduct her defence. The lawyer was pictured laughing on November 17
even as hetold the media thathe had been pained that his efforts to defend his clienthad not succeeded.

It wasabizarre situation which seized Dhaka on the day the ICT delivered its verdict. The Jamaat welcomed the verdict. In Kishore-
ganj, the ancestral home of the elderly former president of Bangladesh, Mohammad Abdul
Hamid, wasvandalised by anti-AwamiLeague elements. In Dhaka, elementsintenton =~ seereererssseeemmseien..
destroying whatever remains of the home of Bangladesh’s founder Bangabandhu Sheikh
Mujibur Rahman turned up in Dhanmondi but were beaten back by the police. Overthe ST HHEFI kj ll-IJ DH(ZI\SAE\:\,IAT \’/AVEI’?)I :\IIVSATS
past 15 months, a systematic campaign has gone into destroying not only Mujib’shome !

butevery symbol of the nation’s War of Liberation in 1971. What hasshocked the country CHARGED WITHHAVING
isthesilence of Muhammad Yunus and hisadvisers on the violence thathasbeen applied COMMITTED CRIMES
torid Bangladesh of all manifestations of the history which went into ts creation through AGAINSTHUMANITY,
anine-month war 54 years ago. None of the men and women who today purport to govern MIGHT WELL BE
Bangladesh ever condemned the destruction of history since August 2024. CONSIDERED THE CLIMAX
Thejudgment in the case against Sheikh Hasina, who was charged with having com- OF EVERYTHING THATHAS
mitted crimes against humanity, might well be considered the climax of everything that BEEN HAPPENING IN

hasbeen happening in Bangladesh since her nearly 16-year rule drew to a close. It might
be argued that the country is caught in an existential crisis today, with individuals and BANGLADESH SINCE HER
political parties either opposed to the liberation or having reservations about Bangla- NEARLY 16-YEAR RULE
desh’s foundational principles (read the Jamaat-e-Islami and the Bangladesh Nationalist DREWTO ACLOSE
Party, BNP, here) dominating the political spacein the forcedabsence of the Awami =~ ~evreerrreiiemninncn,
League. The former ruling party, having been put under a ban (though Yunus on his
trips abroad but not at home has claimed there has been no ban), is under escalating levels of pressure since August 2024. Its offices
have been destroyed all over the country; its grassroots activists have been killed or are on the run. Prisons hold hundreds of Awami
League members, including former ministers and lawmakers, most of whom have been clamped with murder charges. Journalists,
human rights activists, lawyers, individuals who have either been pro-Awami League or upholding the spirit of the War of Libera-
tion, have languished in jail with no recourse to legal aid. Besides, no inquiry has been conducted into the deaths of scores of police-
men, all of whom were lynched following the fall of the Hasina government. Media houses were seized by mobs who demanded
thatjournalists who in their view were supporters of Awami League fascism’ be dismissed. Many media organisations complied.
The dismissed journalists were replaced by individuals Yunus’ interim regime as well as the mobs are comfortable with.

Where does Bangladesh go from here? The regime has promised general elections and also a referendum on aso-called July Charter
for February next year butis yet to present a clear roadmap. Elections ought to have been the sole priority but when the regime decided
tohaveawholelot of issues onits plate, it was only to be expected that it would lose its way. The regime formed anumber of reform
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commissions whose reports have not had much traction and
can or will be considered only by an elected parliament. Whenit
decided that the constitution called for reforms, a responsibility
onlyan elected parliament can carry out, it broughtin a Bangla-
deshi-American whose questionable pronouncementson the
subjectevoked criticism as well as disbelief.

government conveys the disturbing thought thatitisin

office but notin power. Ithas been unable to enforce law
and order, which has progressively been sliding. Newsreports
speak of the non-recovery of armslooted from police stations by
riotersin the daysand weeks following August 5,2024. Worse, as
the crisis worsened for the Awami League in the final days of July
last year, prison breaks saw scores of lawless elements, including
radical Islamists who had either been convicted or awaiting trial,
make good their escape. These escapees have remained at large,
afactorwhich hassignificantly contributed to the insecurity
citizens have feltin thelast 15 months.

Much though the Yunusregime mightargue thatitison top
of things, the fact is that with Yunus himselfand hisadvisersnot
having administered a government earlier, the interim admin-
istrationisclearly at sea. The state of the economy offerslittle
comfort to citizens whose foraysinto kitchen markets reveal
increasing impoverishment. The job marketis shrinking, with
scores of garment factories closing down and their workers, most
of whom are women struggling tomake ends meet for their
families,suddenly withoutany source of earnings. On the street,
rickshaw pullers who peddle their three-wheelersall day, loudly
complain that where in the Awami League days they could earn
nolessthan 1,500 taka per day, they now confronta condition
where they can hardly scrape together a paltry 500 taka on any
given day.In education, schools, colleges and universitieshaveall
been prey toviolence.

For Bangladesh, the presentis symbolic of a dark uncertainty.
The futureisyetto hintatan opening unto light. Butletnoone be
underanyillusion that the pass in which the country findsitself
todayisasad commentary onits wobbly
ridesinceitemerged asasovereignstate
54 yearsago.Ifthe pastisany guide tothe

F IFTEEN MONTHS AFTER ittook charge, the Yunus

turns history has taken in Bangladesh. Three years after libera-
tion, aradical change wasbroughtabout in politicswhen the
parliamentary form of government wasreplaced by a presiden-
tial system through the fourth amendment to the constitution in
January 1975. The move setin place asingle-party state structure
through what came to be known as the Bangladesh Krishak
Sramik Awami League (BAKSAL). Only monthslater, ina coun-
try constituted asa departure from the ugly legacy of coups d’etat
andabsence of democracyin pre-1971 Pakistan, it was precisely
the samelegacy which seized the country when Mujibur
Rahman was assassinated along with most of his familyin
August 1975. A clutch of majorsand colonels, led by Khondokar
Mostag Ahmed, along-time Mujib associate and at the time min-
ister for commerce in his cabinet, commandeered the state.

The assassinations of August 1975 werea precursor to the
increasing violence that would accompany struggles for power.
Barely three monthsafter Bangabandhu’s assassination, four of
theleading figures of the 1971 Bangladesh government, popu-
larly known as the Mujibnagar government, were murdered in
jail. Within days of that macabre incident, three senior military
officers, all freedom fightersand instrumental in forcing the
Mostaq cabal from power, were done to death by renegade
soldiers. Power slipped into the hands of General Ziaur Rahman
who swiftly moved to have the Collaborators Act putin place by
the Mujib governmentrepealed by President Abu Sadat Moham-
mad Sayem in December 1975. Zia seized the presidency in April
1977 and through elections held in early 1979 had the notorious
indemnity ordinance, providinglegal protection to Mujib’s assas-
sins, incorporated in the fifth amendment to the constitution.

General Zia wasassassinated in May 1981.InMarch 1982,
Bangladesh had another military regime foisted on it through
the coup d’etat by General Hussain Muhammad Ershad, the
army chief, against the elected government of President Abdus
Sattar. Ershad was forced from power in December 199oinamass
movement considered a fresh opening for areturn to unfettered
democracy. Oratleast that was the expectation. For the first
time, a caretaker administration headed by Justice Shahabuddin
Ahmed, chiefjustice of the Supreme Court, organised parlia-
mentary electionsin February 1991. The
elections brought BNP, at that pointled
by Begum Khaleda Zia, widow of General

future, one cannot but take into account ANUNSTABLE Zia, the founder of the party, to power.
all the pitfalls the nation isup against BANGLADESH, WITHOUT The Awami League, headed by Sheikh
today. Of course, with the Sheikh Hasina A GOVERNMENT ELECTED Hasina, daughter of Mujibur Rahman,

government in charge, Bangladesh
showed promisein such consequential
areas as the economy. Infrastructure
building wasremarkable and so was the

BY INCLUSIVE ADULT
FRANCHISE, WILLBE A
DANGERNOTONLYTOITS

tookits placein parliament, the Jatiya
Sangsad, as the opposition. Politics, as
citizenssaw it, was on its way torestoring
democracyinitsideal form.

willingness of citizens to be satisfied with PEOPLE BUT WILL ALSO BE AndthenBangladesh hitaroadblock
the economy. Remittances from Bangla- ANINVITATION TO OUTSIDE in 1994 whenaby-election in Magura was
deshisemployed in the Middle Eastand FORCESTO DERIVE rigged by the ruling BNP. It wasamoment
elsewhere wereamajor contributor to ADVANTAGE FROM when the opposition Awami League cried
the national economy. THE ANARCHY UNLEASHED foul and by the time the next election
One cannot, though, ignore the many LASTYEAR came arounditsuccessfully compelled
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BNPtoagree toarestoration of the caretaker government. In the
electionsheldin June 1996, the Awami League returned to power
21 yearsafterthe coup of 1975. In subsequent elections, the vote
was supervised by caretaker regimes—in 2001 and 2008.In 2011,
however, the Awami League, which had lost the elections of 2001
but was returned to power with a huge majorityin 2008, abolished
the caretaker system. That move had political observersathome
and abroad question the electionsheldin 2014, 2018,and 2024.

HE CRISISHOLDING Bangladesh captive today can be at-

tributed to the various changesin the political landscape

over the five decades-plus that have gone by since the
Awami League led the country to freedom. Should one expect,
therefore, that with elections planned by the Yunus regime for
February 2026, there isan opportunity for Bangladesh to take
theroadback to democracy as ordained in the constitution? The
response will worry citizens, for the regime currently in place
inDhakaisasad departure fromall earlier governments. The
reasonsare not too hard toidentify. Every effort isbeing made to
yank Bangladesh away from its foundational moorings, with
particularemphasis placed on awholesale obliteration of the
legacy of Bangabandhu, of the Mujibnagar government, indeed
of the principles which wentinto the creation of a secular nation
for Bengalisin this part of South Asia.

The wounds that have been inflicted on Bangladesh since Au-
gustlastyearare horrendous. An unabashed policy geared toan
increase in links with Pakistan, a state which hasnever expressed
any contrition for the genocide committed by its militaryin 1971,
isconsciously being promoted by the Yunus regime. Senior Paki-
stani military officers have happily travelled to Dhaka and been
effusively welcomed by the interim administration.

Diplomacy on the regime’s watch has been tenuous. Ties
between Dhaka and Delhi have been plummeting, with the
governments of the two countries hardly making any mean-
ingful contact. Relations are not being helped with the Bangla-
desh authoritiesstridently demanding that Sheikh Hasina be
extradited to Dhaka to answer for her ‘crimes’. Itisademand the
Indian government will be unlikely torespond to.

And thereisalso the matter of growing links between Bangla-
desh and the US. Questionshave abounded in these last many
monthsabout American designs on such sensitive spotsin Bangla-
desh as St Martin’s Island, to which Bangladeshisnow find hard to
travel despite the place beinga well-known tourist destination.

The future? The destruction since the
fall of the Awami League government will
takeyears, perhaps decades, to be rolled
back. In theimmediate future, itis theissue
ofelections which exercises the public
mind. Sceptics warn that the February
elections may not take place given the
growing demand athome and abroad for
the electoral exercise to be free, fair,and in-
clusive. The operative word isinclusiveand
patently points to ascenario where the Awami Leagueis given
space to take part. The party holdsanywhere between 35and 40
per cent, perhaps more, of public support at the ballot box. So, it
would be futile to rush the country through an election without
Sheikh Hasina’s party.

The Yunus regime will have much to worry aboutin the
weeksand monthsahead. Asforthe Awami League, which was
satisfied with the outcome of alockdown it called prior to the ICT
judgment, it requiresa substantive strategy to makeareturnto
the political centre. The problem for the party at this point is that
Hasina’s presence notwithstanding, it suffers fromaleadership
gap owing precisely to the failure in thelast 16 years fora second
tier of leaders to grow around her. When Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman was arrested by the Pakistan army in March 1971 and
flown to what was then West Pakistan to face trial before a mili-
tary tribunal, it was his able associates—Tajuddin Ahmad, Syed
Nazrul Islam, M Mansoor Ali, AHM Quamruzzaman—who
cobbled a government into shape and eventually led Bangla-
deshtoindependence. Thatlegacy hasnotbeen matched by the
Awami League over the past decade-and-a-half, maybe longer.

Anunstable Bangladesh, withoutagovernment elected
througha process of inclusive adult franchise, will be adanger
notonlytoits people but will also be an invitation to outside
forcestoderive advantage from the anarchy thatisa consequence
ofthechaosunleashed]last year.

Itisimportant to underscore the necessity of Bangladesh’s
peoplereturning to their historical moorings by waging a con-
certed and consistent campaign to take the country back from
the grip of the anti-liberation forces that have commandeeredit.
That task will necessitate leadership that can galvanise the nation
towardslaunching, andleading toasuccessful conclusion,a
campaign tore-establish secularism, nationalism, socialism, and
democracy asenunciated in the constitution.

It will be along, hard and tortuous campaign, for Bangladesh
istoday trapped in a web of geopolitical realities. It waits for
leadership, fora vision that will link its past with its future. Itisin
need of leadership that will eschew the mistakes of the pastand
reach out toall citizens, religious denominations,and ethnic cul-
turestobuildacredible, viable,modern,and responsive as well as
responsible political framework foritself.m
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Sved Badrul Ahsanis a Bangladeshijournalist and political analyst.
Heis the author of biographies of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, Bangladesh’s
founder, and Tajuddin Ahmad, the country’s wartime prime minister

1DECEMBER 2025

www.openthemagazine.com 25



COVER STORY

DIVIDED AGA




Bangladesh is torn
between the ideal
of 1971 and the.
of politic

quasl-Pakistan along

Its eastern border

By SWAPAN DASGUPTA
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WOULD NOT BE NEEDLESSLY DISPARAGING OF THE
presentinterim government of Bangladesh that came to power follow-
ing an orchestrated insurrection on August 5, 2024 to suggest that the
outcome of former Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina’s trial before a so-
calledinternational courtin Dhaka was known even before the proceed-
ingsbegan.Itwould alsobean acknowledgement of reality—and notanact of mockery—to
state that it is extremely unlikely that the present dispensation in Dhaka has the political
muscle ordetermination toimplement the farcical death penaltyawarded inabsentiatothe
former prime minister. The verdict will, at best, be a convenient handle to prevent Hasina
from returning to her country from exile before the Nobel Prize-winning octogenarian
usurper packs hisbagsand, in the company of the other notables who serve astheregime’s
advisers, leaves Dhaka airport for the country that will become their place of exile.

For a country that was born in spectacular savagery 54 years ago, Bangladesh has been
remarkably unsuccessful in transcending the circumstances of its formation. Sheikh
Muyjibur Rahman, the charismaticleaderwholed the way in dismantling the Pakistan he had
himself helped create, was gunned down—along with hiswife and sons—on the staircase
of his own residence at 32 Dhanmondi in Dhaka. Today, only that staircase remains amid
the rubble of the place that was once the symbol of the liberation war. Like nearly all the
othermonumentsof the 1971 war, the house was gutted on August 6 last year by a frenzied
mob and bulldozed into rubble exactly six months later in the presence of armed police-
men and soldiers of the state. On the day the somewhat incoherentjudge read out Hasina’s
death sentence amid thunderous cheering from the rabble in the courtroom, another lot
of ‘students’sought to finish the job of obliterating all memories of the father of the nation.
Bangabandhu’s mazharisstill intact in his village in Gopalganj district on the other side of
the mighty Padmariver. Its sanctity hasbeen preserved thanks to the dogged opposition of
thelocal people to the new vandals.

Sinceagroup of disaffected army officers gunned down Sheikh Mujibin the early hoursof
August15,1975,andinstalledaramshackle governmentled by Khondaker MostagAhmad,a

reluctant Awami League leader who had attempted to cuta
deal with the Pakistan authorities with US assistance in 1971,
Bangladesh has been witnessing a tug-of-war between
conflicting impulses.

Nominally, with the surrender of the Pakistani forcesled by
LtGeneral AAK NiazitoIndia’s Lt General ]S Auroraon Decem-
ber 16, 1971 in Dhaka, the vivisection of the Pakistan created
by Muhammad Ali Jinnah was complete. On that day, the sup-
pressed regional impulses of the local Muslims had prevailed
over the attempt by the West Pakistani establishment—both
civilian and military—to create an Urdu-speaking copy of itself
on the flatlands of Bengal. There had always been two distinct

Muslim societies in existence in undivided Bengal. The first
stemmed from the decadent court culture of the Mughal satraps
in Murshidabad and Dhaka—bolstered subsequently by the
exiled court of the Nawab of Awadh in Kolkata. The other was
the rustic culture of the Muslim peasantry of eastern Bengal.
The Muslim League that gave Jinnah his East Pakistan was a
blend of both these currents: Khawaja Nazimuddin, a scion of
the Nawab of Dhaka, representing what can loosely be called
the Mughal wing, and AK Fazlul Huq representing the more
authentic, Bengali-speaking majority.

Aftertheelection of 1954 which was won quite decisively by
acoalitionled by Fazlul Hug, the Muslim Leaguelost ts political
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relevance in the eastern wing of Pakistan. However, despite its
marginalisation, it retained a tenuous toehold on the political
margins,itsstrength supplemented by the Urdu-speaking Mus-
lims from Bihar who were employedin the jute mills, railways,
and the ports.Intheelection of 1970 thatresultedinalandslide
win for the Awami League led by Mujib, the pro-Pakistan parties
could musteraround 25 per cent of the vote and just one seatin
the National Assembly.

The old Muslim League and the Jamaat-e-Islamialways strug-
gledtofindaplacefor themselvesin thenewBangladesh. Their
positionappeared to have been permanently compromised by
association with the pro-Pakistan Razakars—vigilante squads
that were established to weed out pro-liberation supporters
from April to December 197 1. The Razakars—an omnibus term
thatalsoincorporated the fanatical AlBadrand Al Shamswhich
systematically targeted Bangladeshi intellectuals—wallowed
in their ignominy after liberation. It was Mujib’s misplaced
generosity that declared an amnestyin 1973 and allowed these
elements back into society and public life.

Pakistan elements did not persist with any unrealistic

scheme ofaloose confederation with Pakistan. Instead,
all their energies were focused on the gradual Islamisation of
Bangladeshi society and state. They found allies in General
Ziaur Rahman and the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP)
and General HM Ershad. Both these military rulers, who sub-
sequently legitimised their positions through elections, needed
apolitical constituency thatcould actasa counterweight to the
liberal Awami League. Perhaps unwittingly, Ziaur Rahman ful-
filled another political function: he split the ranks of Bangla-
deshi nationalism and injected the anti-Awami League group
withaheady dose of Islamism. Withitsalliance with the Jamaat,
BNP began the process of Razakar rehabilitation. The Jamaat
hasnever looked back and its relationship with mainstream
political forces gave it the resilience to be able to overcome the
trialand punishment of its old leadership by the Hasina govern-
ment after 2009.

The crafty, behind-the-scenes role of the Jamaat-controlled
Chhatra Shibirinthestudent’smovement thatled tothe ouster
of the Awami League has been documented, but patchily. The
Jamaat’s role was important for seveal reasons.

First,the Jamaathad a vast network of student supportersin
themadrasasand the private universitiesin and around Dhaka.
Thisreserve army of Islamists could be called out at short notice
to replenish the small group of agitators who were being con-
trolled from the US Embassy.

Second, the Jamaat helped replenish and even distribute the
funding provided to the anti-Hasina agitation by Europe and
US-based bodies. When official US records see the light of day,
they willundoubtedlyindicate thattherole of the Biden admin-
istration wasnolessthan the Anglo-American help to the forces
that overthrew the Mohammad Mosaddegh government and

A FTER THE FORMATION of Bangladesh, the pro-
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"TheicT pronounce's.the death sentence
" for Sheikh Hasina, Dhaka,November 17,2025

ITIS EXTREMELY UNLIKELY THAT
THE PRESENT DISPENSATION IN
DHAKA HAS THE POLITICAL
MUSCLE OR DETERMINATION
TO IMPLEMENT THE FARCICAL
DEATH PENALTY AWARDED IN
ABSENTIA TO SHEIKH HASINA.
THE VERDICT WILL, AT BEST,

BE AHANDLE TO PREVENT
HASINA FROM RETURNING

Border Guard Bangladesh
soldiers outside the court,
Dhaka, November17,2025
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WITH THE SURRENDER OF THE PAKISTANI FORCES LED BY
LT GENERAL AAK NIAZITO INDIA'S LT GENERAL JS AURORA ON
DECEMBER 16, 1971, THE VIVISECTION OF PAKISTAN WAS
COMPLETE. ON THAT DAY, THE REGIONAL IMPULSES OF THE
LOCAL MUSLIMS HAD PREVAILED OVER THE ATTEMPT BY
WEST PAKISTAN TO CREATE A COPY OF ITSELF IN BENGAL

restored the ShahinIranin 1953.

Finally, the Jamaat unquestionably gave the student move-
ment of 2024 a marked anti-liberation thrust. It was neither
coincidence nor mindless acts of vandalism that led to ram-
paging mobs destroying all the monuments commemorating
the Mukti Bahini and the war of liberation in the aftermath of
Hasina’s departure from Dhaka. Although the anti-1971 pen-
dulum hasn’t swung totally to the far reaches of society, it has
shaped the mood in two distinct ways. There is, of course, an
emerging denial of the positive role of India in the creation of
Bangladesh. Instead, the departure of the top rung of the Awami
League to India after the August coup has been taken as confir-
mation of Bangladesh having been transformed into a client
state of New Delhi under Hasina. It was even suggested that
there were some 26 lakh undocumented Indians working in
important positions in Bangladesh. Sofar, despite Yunus being
atthe helm for over 15 months, none of them hasbeen detected.

The Jamaat has been instrumental in ensuring the com-
plete rehabilitation of Pakistan in Bangladesh. Today, there is
not merely an unending traffic of Pakistani army and intelli-
gence personnel to Bangladesh, sometimes for missions that
areinimicaltoIndia’snational security. These official exchanges
are supplemented by the visits of Pakistani clerics and politi-
cal leaders to Bangladesh. Although it is unlikely that the old

confederation scheme will be revived, Bangladesh hasbecome
anew staging post of Pakistan in its never-ending bid to exact
revenge for the humiliation it sufferedin 1971.

In the coming months, there will be a frenzied bid by the
Islamists to change the constitution and political structures of
Bangladesh and ensure the permanent exclusion of the Awami
League from any meaningful rolein the governance of the coun-
try. Itis, of course, for Sheikh Hasina’s supporters to resist this
exclusion. If necessary, it may even consider teaming up with
thatsection of BNP thatis uneasy with the proposed redefinition
of nationhood by the brainless and corrupt student leadership
and itsJamaat puppet masters. The proposed election in Febru-
ary is not merely to legitimise a post-Hasina dispensation; it is
anattempt to turn Bangladesh upside down.

The government in India mustseriously ponder the wisdom
ofallowing there-creation of a Bengali-speaking quasi-Pakistan
onitseastern borderstogo completely unchallenged. Theforces
unleashed in Bangladesh could seriously affect the peace, stabil-
ity, and even integrity of West Bengal. It is in India’s national
interest to ensure the departure of the interlopers next door. m

Swapan Dasguptais India’s foremost
5 conservative columnist. He is the author
‘4 ofAwakening Bharat Mata
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FAMILY TRAGEDY

While Mujibur Rahman had made things easy for the
conspirators, Sheikh Hasina underestimated the plot against her

By SUDEEP PAUL

T IS SAID BANGLADESH might not have been born

when it was but for the tropical cyclone Bhola, the deadli-

est on record, which made landfall on November 12, 1970

and killed an estimated half-a-million people. It was the
Pakistan government’s deliberately delayed and discriminatory
response that created causal and sequential links between a cli-
mate disaster, genocide, revolution, war, and liberation. None of
theinvolved partieshasrested easy since December 1971 because
Bangladesh was always an unfinished business.

Rarely have political and diplomatic conspiracies, or the same
conspiracyrekindled, played outasbrazenlyaswhatresultedin the
assassination of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman on August 15,1975 and
theousterof Sheikh Hasinaon August 5,2024. While the conspira-
tors had never ceased and desisted, what made Bangladesh fertile
groundfortheir persistence wasthe duality at the heart of itsfound-
ingphilosophy. Oridentity. A duality,or conflict,had characterised
thenation’sfounding fathertoo, whose statuesand legacy now lie
inruins. Mujibur Rahman might have survived had he not made
aseries of serious mistakes. In her darkest hour—which wasnot
the court pronouncing her death sentence on November 17—his
daughter, too, made catastrophic errors of judgement.

IsBangladesh the offspring of Pakistan orIndia?Is Bangladesh
Bengali first or Muslim first? Is Bangladesh secular or Islamic? It
couldneverresolve thedilemma. That'swhy the Razakar collabo-
ratorsand their patronsmakecyclical returnsto powerin Dhaka.

Yet the aftermath of Hasina’s overthrow is unprecedented
since the massacre of Mujibur and most of his family had not
resulted in his full-scale delegitimisation or that of the story of
liberation. Then, it wasnotabout Bangladesh erasingitself. Gen-
eral Ziaur Rahman, as dictator, did not take the first stepsin turn-
ing Dhaka back towards Pakistan. Mujib had done that himself.

Bangladesh cannot live with and without India. Nor could
Mujib. Without Indian intervention, there would have been no
Bangladesh. Nor would Mujibur Rahman have taken over the
governmentrun fromexilein Indiaby Tajuddin Ahmad. Inmany
ways, thefate of Ahmad afterliberation foreshadowed the tragedy
ofthenewnation. And the wedge that wasdriven between himand
Mujib—through themachinationsof Pakistanand the US—wasa
premonitionofthe courseIndia-Bangladeshrelationswould take.

No sooner was the country free that Mujib was complaining
about Indian dominance. Either that was his old antagonism
towards India borne out by his role in Direct Action Day in

Dhaka—asthe Great CalcuttaKillings were unfolding on August
16, 1946—or he was scared by the anti-India sentiment once the
job of liberating Bangladesh was done. Moreover, Mujib had by
thenbecomeauthoritarian, turning the nascentdemocracyintoa
one-partystate. And he was desperate for diplomaticrecognition
fromPakistanand Chinato ‘balance’Indian influence,asboth he
and Ahmad were being called India’s stooges.

The ghost wasin the machine. Veteran Indian journalistand
eyewitness to 1971 Manash Ghosh, in his Mujib’s Blunders: The
Power and Plot Behind His Killing, published this yearasasequel to
Bangladesh War: Reportfrom Ground Zero(2021), writes: “From the
outset of the war, the Awami League’s internecine conflict had
assumed such menacing proportions that Tajuddin Ahmed, the
prime minister of theinterim government-in-exile... wasalmost
ousted from power by the pro-Pak and anti-Bangladesh lobby in
the party led by Khondokar Mushtaq Ahmed who was totally
against the dismemberment of Pakistan. The officer cadre of the
Niyomito Bahini... too was divided down the middle: one section,
led by Major Zia, opposed the Indian Army training the Mukti
Bahini as it did not want the muktijoddhasto be labelled ‘made
in India,’ while the other section, loosely led by Major Khaled
Mosharraf, foundnoharminit...”

Thisremains Bangladesh’s battle within, overitsidentityand
destiny. After Mujib, the liberation heroes and Awami League
were banished throughlong, Islamised military rule. Thereturn
of Sheikh Hasina to power in 2009 for the second time began the
process of a course correction, with executions of collaborators
and war criminals as well as the first real attempt at secularising
the country. On August 5, 2024, the clock swung back, officially.
Things were headed that way for a long time but it is doubtful
whether Hasinawould have been overthrown without Pakistani-
American intervention compounded by her own mistakes.

Mujibur Rahman, however, was guilty of egregious errors. To
begin with, Mujib filled his government with the very people op-
posed to the creation of Bangladesh, members of the pro-Pakistan
faction,epitomisedin Khondokar Mushtaq Ahmed (later president
of Bangladesh and the first beneficiary of Mujib’s death) being ap-
pointed commerce minister in his third administration. He did
thesame with themilitary,allowing the people whowouldbe the
firsttoplotagainsthimtogettoo closeandgiving themthekeysto
state security. They would be the chief instrumentsin Zulfikar Ali
Bhutto’shandstoavenge Pakistan’s defeat and dismemberment.
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Mujibur Rahman :

‘and Sheikh Hasina
A wh

TO BE FAIR TO SHEIKH HASINA, SHE NEVER
MADE HER FATHER’S MISTAKE OF DELUDING
HERSELF THAT COLLABORATORS WOULD
HAVE A CHANGE OF HEART. HER ERROR OF
JUDGEMENT WAS NOT TAKING THE AMERICAN

THREAT SERIOUSLY ENOUGH

Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) and the Ja-
maat, makingitclearthat Washington wanted
her out. She paid the price of underestimating
American power. Butthatdoesnotexplainwhy
she and her senior ministers could not make
timely and meaningful overtures to the agitat-
ingstudents, tellingthem the government was
onthesame page where quotasfordescendants
of freedom fighters were concerned, that it
was the court which had reinstated the quotas
while her government had abolished them in
2018,and thatithadgotthecourttocutbackon
the quotasagain. Thatmistake made the point
of noturning back inevitable.

Mujibur Rahman’s dictatorial turn was
shorter, sharper, and more tragic. Once he
made Bangladesh a one-party state under
the Bangladesh Krishak Sramik Awami
League (BAKSAL), outlawed all other parties,
and suppressed freedom of speech, he effec-
tively legitimised the plot against him. It was
Tajuddin Ahmad who had warned Mujib
against both becoming a dictatorand damag-
ingrelations with India but the former prime
ministerwaslongoutoffavour. Mujibacceler-
ated the process ofhisown downfall by doing
theverythingshe thoughtwould protecthim.
By the time of hisassassination, the collabora-
tors practically had the reins of state in their
hands because it was Mujib who had freed
them, again against sound advice.

To be fair to Hasina, she never made her
father’s mistake of deluding herself into be-
lieving the collaborators and their inheritors
would have a change of heart. Her hubris

Onasmaller but almost equally fateful scale, Hasina ignored
advice toappoint Waker-uz-Zaman army chief, thinking herrela-
tive (Zaman ismarried to the daughter of Hasina’s uncle, former
army chief General Muhammad Mustafizur Rahman) wouldn’t
betray her. While Zaman’s disloyalty cannot be proven beyond
doubt, he didnotlend Hasina thearmy’sbacking when she need-
editmostand forced hertoabandon homeand office. Perhaps he
saved her life in doing so but he has done little to curb either the
Islamist thuggery on the street or Muhammad Yunus’ vendetta-
driven governance. Zaman’s apologia for the army’s inability to
quell the extremist-led violence in August 2024 ishighly suspect.

If it was the fear of Pakistani-American machinations that
turned MujibagainstIndia, itdidnothelphimintheend. Butwhere
heacted tosave himself, Hasina seemed to have been too arrogant
torealisticallyassessthe threatof theinternational plotagainsther,
especially when Joe Biden’sambassador in Dhaka, Peter D Haas,
was running amok in her country, holding meetings with the

was thinking she was invincible. Her error
of judgement was not taking the American
threat seriously enough. St Martin’s island might have been a
smaller geopolitical price to pay compared to the political cost
of her exit. Butin a throwback to her father, Hasina, “while seek-
ing the military’s help to restore law and order, had noidea that
the mid-level officers of the armed forces had been thoroughly
infiltrated by the Jamaatis”. The ghost wasagain in themachine,
irrespective of Waker-uz-Zaman’srole.

As Arabiccalligraphyisscratched into the wallsof the Shaheed
Minar and the very language and script for which Bangladesh
fought to be born may again be under threat, Ghosh asserts that
“Sheikh Hasina’s Awami League isno political pushoverandisfar
from a vanquished force and will seek to reassert its rightful pres-
ence in the country’s mainstream politics.” A yearisalong time
in politics and Bangladesh is already unrecognisable. It will take
longer for the Awami League to resurrect itself, with or without
Hasina.Itisunlikely todosowithoutoutsideassistance. Andifand
whenitdoesresurface,which mistake willitchoosetoundofirst? m
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THE MUNIR-YUNUS

The sophisticated professional class should not misjudge the

By MJ AKBAR

ISHNUGUPTA, ALIAS CHANAKYA, alias

Kautilya, getsthe creditforeverything from walking

ondiplomaticeggshellsto thestrategy for Armaged-

don; he might also be the godfather of social media
asaninstrument of statecraft. Thereisnotreatise on governance
asunsentimental as the Arthashastrain its prescriptions for the
security of the king and sabotage of the enemy. Henry Kissinger,
America’s National Security Advisor (NSA)in 1971 when Ban-
gladesh was born, bubbles over with praise for the Arthashastra
in hisbook World Order.

Chanakya advocated the use of “holy ascetics, wandering
monks, cart-drivers, wanderingminstrels,jugglers, tramps, fortune-
tellers”tospread rumoursand encourage disaffection with misin-
formation, exaggeration,and incendiary deceit tosubvertenemies.

Asthe crisisin Bangladesh movesinexorably towardsanother
crescendo,athoughtoccursandrecurs: Wassomeonein Pakistan
reading Chanakya to better effect than we did in Delhi?

By 2024 there was a visible groundswell against the Awami
League in Dhaka because the democratic process had become
infructuous. That happened and cannot be denied. There were
mistakes made. Did masters of the dark arts in the Rawalpindi
cantonment seize the opportunity to finance and foment this
simmering anger, with or without the knowledge of those who
were beingused, through the pseudo-ascetic clericsof the Jamaat-
e-Islami and the contemporary avatar of gullible cart-drivers,
minstrels and tramps to transform discord into an insurrection
thatdrove Sheikh Hasina outof her country? She would havelost
herlife if she had not left, perhaps shot dead in some ‘accident’
which would have never been investigated.

The speed with which the very temporary government of
Muhammad Yunus hasembraced Pakistan, traduced the nation’s
history, and pursued a military bridge between the two coun-
triesindicates that their working relationship preceded the fall
ofSheikh Hasina. Yunus made hismoney in Bangladesh buthas
lived in Europe and America for many decades now.

Thisrelationshipisbeingdriven fromIslamabad by thearmed
forces which have sidelined civilian authority from foreign pol-
icy. There have been more visits by Pakistani generals to Dhaka
in the past 50 weeks than in the past 50 years. Bangladesh has
seenlongspells of non-Awami League governments, butno one
trespassed national sentiment and betrayed the memory of mil-
lionskilled by the Pakistan armyin 1971. The Yunus government
hasnoteven asked for an apology from Islamabad.

Pakistan’s Field Marshal Asim Munirand partieslike the Ban
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NEXUS

ideological challenge of Jamaat

Illustration by SAURABH SINGH
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TEMPORARY GOVERNMENT OF
PAKISTAN INDICATES THAT THEIR
DED THE FALL OF SHEIKH HASINA

glaJamaat-e-Islami share the supremacist dream of converting
secular Bangladesh intoareligiousstate. Jamaatis marginal thus
far,buttherearereportsthat the electoral stageisbeing set toen-
sure that the Jamaat influences the direction of policy after the
February elections, as an interim step before taking full control.
The Awami League hasbeen eliminated from elections; the only
obstacle is Begum Khaleda Zia’s Bangladesh Nationalist Party
(BNP),started by her husband General Ziaur Rahman who took
oversoon after Sheikh Mujibur Rahman’s assassinationin 1975.

BNP will win the February elections. Those hostile to secu-
larism and democracy will not sabotage its victory too quickly;
thatwouldbe tooflagrantaviolation of democracy. But the next
government will inevitably suffer from levels of inadequacy
and unresolved leadership issues. Governance was never easy
in Dhaka, and a fluid street will breed instability. Jamaat and its
many international supporters will seek to takeadvantage ofany
stumble. It never takes long for disaffection toset in.

proud cultural inheritance has given Bangladesh a bu-

reaucracy, private sector, and security confidence. It is
notfundamentalistinanysense of the term. Itisdeeply commit-
tedtoBengali culture,and Banglanationalism: both remain pow-
erful fundamental strengths of Bangladesh. They do not want
tobein the grip of India but they understand that the plural and
secular values of the Indian Constitution represent modernity,
andreflect the horizon that they seek for their nation.

They are, at thismoment, tired of the Awami League and un-
certain about BNP. But they would be making a serious mistake
if they underestimated the ideological challenge of the Jamaat.
Some, but not many, of them may feel that the Jamaat can be co-
optedintothe prevalentsystem.Illusion can extractaheavy price.
Jamaatideologues have an invaluable asset—patience.

Thegeneration thatwasinitsteensin 1970isnowexhausted.
Itsleaders have passed their sell-by date; time has eroded their
talent. The latest beneficiary, Yunus, will disappear quietly and
quickly into the comforts of France and the friendship club of
New York the moment he leaves office.

Bangladesh hasbeen destabilised by a crisis every so often in
its five-decade history, but each time the vacuum was filled by a
stable and committed gentry that believed in cultural national-
ism, including within the army. The country was troubled but
there was no mayhem. The danger now is that history beckons
towards the unknown.

Karl Marx, whounderstood that hisaphorisms would survive
when his theories had become bankrupt, wrote that history re-
peatsitself first as tragedy and then as farce. The farce isnot fun;
itmightbe chaotic. m

ASOPHISTICATED PROFESSIONAL CLASS witha

M]J Akbar is the author of, among severaltitles,
Tinderbox: The Past and Future of Pakistan.
His latest book is After Me, Chaos: Astrology in
the Mughal Empire
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ARC OF

INSTABILITY

Bangladesh reflects the uncertainties in India’s neighbourhood
and calls for discreet action to protect the national interest

By RAJEEV DESHPANDE

S A STATEMENT that said very little but meant

alot, the Indian reaction to the Bangladesh Inter-

national Crimes Tribunal (ICT) verdict handing

outadeath sent to deposed former Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina could be considered compulsory reading for
students of international relations. It offered no direct view on
the sentence but promised to “engage constructively” with all
stakeholders. “Asaclose neighbour, Indiaremains committed to
thebestinterests of the people of Bangladesh, includingin peace,
democracy,inclusion andstability in that country,” the Ministry
of External Affairs (MEA)said on November 17 and has since of-
ferednofurther observations orelaborationsof thebland five-line
reaction to the ICT ruling.

India did not reject the ICT order outright, nor did it criticise
flaws in the tribunal’s conduct that included denying Hasina
alawyer of her choice, but it ignored demands that the Awami
Leagueleaderberepatriated. The statement’selliptical references
topeace,democracy andstability offer sufficienthintsthatIndia
doesnot feel that the politically coloured conclusions of a tribu-
nal suffering from procedural and legal infirmities advance the
interestsof Bangladesh. The careful choice of wordsisareflection
ofIndia’sunwillingnessto endorse theactionsof theinterim gov-
ernment headed by Nobel laureate Muhammad Yunus. India’s
frigidapproach towards Yunus hasseen him repeatedlylash out
against Indian interests but his angry flailing has failed tomove
New Delhi which haskepthimatarm’slength. Without passing
an overt comment on the tribunal or its guilty verdict—being
mindfulthatanyremark might provideincitementforattackson
Bangladesh’sHinduand Buddhist minorities—Indiahasmadeit
apparent that it feels the tribunal’s actions lack credibility.

The ICT’s proceedings against Hasina were no doubt laced
with irony. The tribunal was set up by the Awami League gov-
ernment to try and punish Jamaat leaders involved in atroci-
ties during the country’s struggle for independence in 1971.
The same tribunal was tweaked to try Hasina and close aides
for alleged crimes against student protesters who overthrew

her government in August 2024. The tribunal’s previous pro-
ceedings led to death sentences, some of which were executed,
against Jamaatleadersheld complicitin partnering the Pakistan
army in war crimes during its bid to crush the independence
movement. But the composition of the three-member tribunal,
the constitutional lacunae in referring Hasina’s cases, and the
inert conduct of the ‘defence’lawyer—who showed nointerest
in questioning the 50-odd witnesses—might have created an
unintended problem for Yunus. Although he was quick to hail
the ruling as evidence that even the high and mighty are not
immune, most world capitalsare likely to view the ruling with
reservations. According to the website reporterpost.in, five Euro-
peanrights and advocacy organisations strongly criticised the
verdict, callingita “politically motivated” ruling and urged ur-
gentinternational intervention. The coalition says the ICT has
“strayed from its foundational principles” and condemned the
trialsheldinabsentia as having compromisedjudicialindepen-
denceand humanrightsnorms. Human Rights Watch (HRW),
while noting “enduring anger and anguish”in Bangladesh over
Hasina’s repressive rule, said all criminal proceedings need to
meet international fair trial standards. Meenakshi Ganguly,
deputy Asia director at HRW, said, “Those responsible for hor-
rificabuses under the Hasinaadministration should be held to
account after impartial investigations and credible trials.” The
United Nations (UN) also regretted trials being conducted in
absentiaand the award of death sentences to Hasina and former
Home Minister Asaduzzaman Kamal.

The frosty reception to the ICT order puts Yunusinaspot as
the criticism comes from the international NGO-civil rights cir-
cuit that has celebrated him in the past. But Yunus would need
tokeepinmind that the death sentenceisstrongly supported by
student protesters who brought down the Hasina government.
“The students want the sentence to be carried out and there are
otherimplications too. The Awami League was to be banned till
the trial wasbeing conducted. But will the ban continueand keep
the Awami League outof the electionsthataretobe held nextyear
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Sheikh Hasina with Prime Minister
Narendra Modi at Rashtrapati Bhavan,
New Delhi, June 22,2024
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inFebruary? Thatisalso arelevant question,” Smruti Pattanaik,
research fellow at the Manohar Parrikar Institute for Defence
Studies and Analyses (MP-IDSA) told Open.

The problem is that the absence of the Awami League from
the election can further rob the electoral process of credibility
in a situation where supporters of the former prime minister
and those who oppose radicalisation of Bangladeshi politics by
the Jamaat-e-Islami’s resurgence are keeping quiet due to the
fear of reprisals. Conventional wisdom has led analysts to con-
cludethat theverdictand the demand for Hasina’s return places

REUTERS

Indiainatightspot.India’sties with Bangladeshno doubtremain
fraught but the death sentence has done nothing to enhance
Yunus’ credibility. Infact, though he hasjoined the chorusforthe
verdict to be executed, Hasina’sreturn to Bangladesh—if it were
to be considered—can only complicate matters and be a highly
unwanted complication. AsfarasIndiais concerned, thereisno
question of giving up Hasina and Delhi will remind Bangladesh
thatauthoritieshad founditexpedienttofacilitate her exit from
Dhakain the first place.

India’s carefully ambiguous articulation does not preclude
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Muhammad Yunus and Joe Biden,
New York, September 24, 2024

THETRUE EXTENT OF US INTERFERENCE IN
BANGLADESH WILL BE HARD TO ASSESS BUT
THEREISLITTLE DOUBT THAT HASINA'S
ABDICATION WAS WELCOMED BY THE BIDEN
ADMINISTRATION AND YUNUS WAS ACCORDED

A WARM RECEPTION IN AMERICA

important sections in Bangladesh, such as
the army which does not appear to support
theradicalagendasofthe studentmovement.
The Bangladesh army hasits factions but its
lines with the Indian Army remain open.
Tt will also be useful, feel some defence and
security analysts, to keep Yunus and others
off-balance by not refuting the possibility of
covertcounter-measuresin case India’s point
islost on the current administration.

The unfolding situation in Bangladesh is
apart of the wider arc of instability in India’s
neighbourhood. The internal situationsin
Nepal and Sri Lanka remain fragile despite
asemblance of normalcy with regard to re-
lations with India. Relations with the Mal-
dives have significantly improved, but an
undercurrent of volatility is never far from
the surfacein thearchipelago. Thereisarela-
tive stability in ties with China while hostili-
ties with Pakistan can flare up any time. The
situation demands more action away from
the public gaze with a diverse range of stake-
holderswithin the fractured societiesin these
nations. Anassertion of India’sright toactin
the event of its interests being violated needs
tobe made in a manner that is credible and
forthright. The challenge is rendered more
complicated by the meddling of other pow-
erslike Chinaandinterventionsby the USas
inBangladesh. Thetrue extent of USinterfer-
ence in Bangladesh will be hard to assess but
thereislittle doubt that Hasina’s abdication
was welcomed by the Biden administration
and Yunus was accorded a warm reception

ALAMY

deeper behind-the-scenes engagement with Bangladesh. The
meeting of the Colombo Security Conclavein New Delhidaysaf-
terthe ICTruling provided an opportunity for National Security
Advisor(NSA) Ajit Doval to exchange views with his Bangladesh
counterpart Khalilur Rahman. India did not issue a statement
and Bangladesh said key bilateral issues were discussed. The dis-
cussion could have provided an opportunity to pointout India’s
red lines over reports of increased access of Pakistani agencies
in Bangladesh and the negative impact of ill-considered state-
ments on India’s Northeast. A book Yunus gifted to a visiting
Pakistanigeneralin Octobershowed a distorted map that placed
India’s Northeast as part of Bangladesh. The security scrutiny
for Pakistani visitors to Bangladesh has been done away with
and while the actual implications of the move are unclear, it is
nonethelessasignal. Providing Pakistan the opportunity torun
anti-India operations from Bangladesh will be considered a seri-
ousviolation of neighbourlyrelations. Indiaretainsleverage with

in Washington.

The next act in Bangladesh will revolve
around the forthcomingelectionsthough theyarenotacertainty.
Theabsence of the Awami League from the fray may, paradoxical-
ly enough, not suit the rival Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP)
of Begum Khaleda Zia. BNP might have hoped to be the natural
beneficiary of Hasina’s ouster but the ground situation is com-
plex and shifting. “The Jamaat could contest the election on its
ownratherthanasanally of BNPasin the past.Itisunclearhow
Awami League voters, with the party excluded from elections,
willbehave. Some may vote for Jamaatand thiscan be unsettling
for BNP,” says Pattanaik.

Thewaryrelations between the Bangladesharmyand Yunus,
the inchoate agenda of the student protesters, and a vacuum
caused by the Awami League’s exclusion from public life and
Yunus’ own tenuous hold on office make predictions a mug’s
game. Seen in totality, India is the only force with the ability to
influencetheactions ofkey players,amessage thatmightbecome
more apparentin the daysahead.m
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Tﬁe end of Maoism is closer
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By SIDDHARTH SINGH

HEN THE END came, it wasnotfar-offfrom

home.Madvi Hidma, the ruthless and elusive

Maoist commander who was responsible for

hundreds of deathsin the South Bastarregion

of Chhattisgarh, was finally gunned down

along with his wife Rajakka—also in the Maoist ranks—in the

dense forests near Maredumilli village, just across the border in

AndhraPradesh. Thereis, of course, nodirect road from Puwarti,

Hidma’s home in Sukma district, to Maredumilli. But that was

never an impediment for his reign of terror in this huge swath

of territory that covered multiple states and districts. With his

death, one of thelast pegsanchoringMaoism has come unstuck.

Hidma was killed in an encounter with the Greyhounds, the

specialised unit of the Andhra Pradesh police for tackling the Mao-

istinsurgency. But it was an operation with a difference. Unlike

the usual ‘fierce’ encounters between the Maoists and security

forces, Hidma did not have enough ammunition to wage a sus-

tained gun-fight. It has been reported that he barely had 25 to 50

rounds of ammunition for hisweapon. This washighly unusual
for the Maoist commander who had mul-

loss of territory and the rapid elimination of Maoist cadres since
2024. Arealisticappreciation of the situation should have forced
Maoists and their intellectual backers to understand that peace
was the only option they had unless they wanted annihilation
in continuing with armed conflict. Unsurprisingly, they chose
thelatter path.

Thencametherapidonslaughtagainstthe Maoists. OnMay 21,
thegeneralsecretary of the Maoist party, NambalaKesava Raoalias
Basavaraju, was killed in a remote area of the Indravati National
Park that straddles Narayanpur and Bijapur districts of Chhattis-
garh. Then, less than four monthslater, Mallojula Venugopal Rao,
aCPI(Maoist) Politburomember,gave uparmsbefore Maharashtra
Chief Minister DevendraFadnavison October 15.In thesemonths
andlateraswell, hundredsof Maoistshave surrendered acrossMa-
harashtra, Chhattisgarh, Telangana, Odishaand Andhra Pradesh.
Ageneralised collapse of sortshad begun.

Itisinteresting to compare the data on the number of Mao-
istsand civilians who have been killed between May 21 this year
(when Basavaraju was killed) and November 18 (when Hidma

was gunned down) with the data for the

tiple lelly.ers of: se%liri;cy artt)u}?d him ai;[nd had IN HIS LONG CAREER OF farpe period ﬁs't };ear. Any stat‘isticall regu-
proved impossible to catch evenafter sus VIOLENCE, HIDMA arity or causal inferencerequiresalonger
tained efforts by police forcesacrossstates andmoresophisticated treatment. Butitis
in thisregion. He was, clearly, on the run. INFLICTED SEVERE LOSSES aninteresting quirk thatalmost the same

One reason amyth began to accumu- ON SECURITY FORCES number of Maoists werekilled during this
latearound Hidma, that of hisinvincibility AND CIVILIANS. HOWEVER, period last year (143) and this year (144)
and his shrewdness, owed tonon-existent THOSE EVENTS ARE NOW while the number of civilians killed fell
efforts to create the necessary security ap- JUST BAD MEMORIES. WITH from4glastyearto 27 thisyearduringthe
paratus and physical infrastructure in THE ELIMINATION OF THE same period.(The datausF:dhere l?asbeen
iimeresingtonotehat hamae o TOP RANKS OF THE e dtashows tha
murderous opegrationwas onApril 3,2021, MAQISTS, ONLY A HANDFUL mo‘st civilians now being killed by Mao-

OF TOP LEADERS ARE LEFT

the killing of 22 CRPF troopers, at Teku-
lagudem in Sukma district. After that,
his ability to carry out major operations was degraded continu-
ously until the morning of November 18 when he was hunted
down. Theslowbutsteady collapse of the insurgent ecosystemin
Chbhattisgarh left him with no option but to run for safety. He
didnotmakeit.

Thestory canbetold from theeventsthathave transpiredsince
lateMarch thisyear. At that time, thefirstappealsfor ceasefirebegan
tobemadeby the CPI(Maoist) and theirintellectual supportersin
New Delhi and elsewhere. These “overtures for peace” were wel-
comed and on April 5, Union Home Minister Amit Shah, while
speaking on the occasion of “Bastar Pandum” in Dantewada, said,
“Eventoday, T have cometorequestall Naxalite brothers, those who
have arms in their hands and those who don't, that you lay down
arms,jointhemainstream. Youareourown. Nooneishappywhen
aNaxaliteiskilled, but thisregion wants development...”

But that moment came and passed. The Maoists did not lay
downarms, the gesture necessary for halting operations,andnor
didintellectuals urge them to doso. Thiswasnecessary given the

istsareeitherforlocal-level ‘score-settling’
or on suspicion of being government in-
formers. Thisis a classic, late-insurgency pattern that has been
seenin placesasdifferentas Punjaband Assam. Inalllikelihood,
with themilitary wing of the Maoists being decimated, this trend
should continue: the number of civilians being killed will fall
further even as Maoist surrenders and deaths go up.
Itisinteresting to look at the dynamics of how Maoists went
about controlling this area for so long. If one goes by the mythol-
ogy of the ‘Maoist Movement’ written by authorslike Jan Myrdal
and Gautam Navlakha, “Maoistsfought forjustice” and their “gov-
ernance structures” enabled people to engage in better agricul-
tural practicesand gave them healthcare. Inreality, theirstrategy
to control people and the territory under their grip was simple:
instilling fear among people who lived in these farflung territo-
riesand ensuring that security forces could not reach these areas
and deliver basic services like healthcare and education that the
government was committed to provide. Precious years werelost
innot doing anything to build security camps, roads and bridges
thatcould help counterthe Maoists. Thisisevident from Hidma’s
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bloody career in violence. As Maoists
began losing territory, they should
haveadoptedadifferentstrategy. That
didnothappen. Thereasonisnothard
tofind:inspite ofall themyth-making
byintellectuals, therealityisthat Mao-
istshad no non-violent political pro-
gramme unlike, for example, the CPI
(ML) (Liberation) in Bihar. Violence
had become an end in itself. When
security forces began to reclaim ter-
ritorial control, the game was up.

S ONE LEAVES Puwarti on
A thedirttrack towardsthestate
highway from AwapallitoJag-

argonda, some five kilometres on the
path lies Tekulagudem. Otherwise
anondescript village, similar to any
other hamlet in South Bastar, Teku-
lagudem is infamous for the April 3,
2021 massacre of 22 CRPF troopers.
Hidma led that infamous massacre.
Atthat time, there was information that he was in the vicinity
of the area. Troopers from different directions—from Usoor in
Bijapur, from Minpain Sukmaandfromotherlocationsaswell—
coalesced to Tekulagudem. What they found was an empty
cluster of homes. The locals had been tipped off by the Maoists
and atrap had been laid for the security forces. Ultimately, in the
ensuing gunfight, they perished. Incidentally, another Maoist
commander who provided cover to Hidma during that opera-
tion, Chandranna—a Central Committee member of the Maoist
party—escaped Hidma’s fate: he surrendered before Telangana
policein late October. At that time (in 2021), he was present in
that general area with 100-odd Maoists to give cover to Hidma.

Today, Tekulagudem boastsa security camp that wasopened
early last year as well as a helipad. The track to Puwarti passes
through Tekulagudem. Asonelooksfromthe helipad,one cansee
forest coverstarting barely 3oometresaway. Another 3oometres
beyond lie thickly forested hills that provide the high ground
from where no target can escape in the low-lying area. This was
the location where Hidma had hislast ‘victory’. After 2021, he
was never able to mount any worthwhile operation against the
security forces operating in thisremote area.

Twodaysaftertheattack, Home Minister Amit Shahvisited the
nearby CRPF campat Basaguda (atthat time, therewasnocampat
Tekulagudem or inits adjoining areas). There, he told a gathering
of CRPF men that the Maoist menace would be tackled. He said,
“When this battle hasreached its final stage, without losing any
courage, we have to continue this fight with the same valour with
which youhave fought for years until victory isachieved.”

The topography of the area has changed beyond belief since
those grim days. Now, there is an array of camps not just in
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Puwarti anditsadjoining areas but asfar deep as Gunjaparti, the
base of Karregutta Hills on the Telangana border. Transport and
road infrastructure has grown rapidly. Earlier this year, a major
operation was launched at that location. Hidma was believed to
be present there at that time but he escaped.

In hislong and infamous career of violence, Hidma inflicted
grievous losses on security forces and civilians alike. Two other
deadly incidents bear his name. Tadmetla in Sukma district, in-
cidentally not far from Puwarti, where 76 CRPF men were killed
and later,on May 25, 2013 when virtually the entire brass of Con-
gress’ Chhattisgarh unit was killed near Darbha Valley in Sukma
district. Apart from Mahendra Karma—the Congressleader from
Dantewada who was the target of the Maoists—senior Congress
leaders like Nand Kumar Patel, Vidya Charan Shukla and Patel’s
son, werekilled inagrislymanneron theslopesof the Darbha Hills.

Those events are now just bad memories. With the rapid
elimination of the top ranks of the Maoists, only ahandful of top
leaders are left. These include the new general secretary of the
party, Thippiri Tirupathi alias Devuji, who took over soon after
Nambala Keshava Rao was killed and Misir Besra, a Politburo
memberwhoisholed upsomewhereinJharkhand. Thereisspec-
ulation that security forces are closing in on Devuji. In any case,
with thebreakdown of the ecosystem thatensured the survival of
the Maoistleadership—the petty contractorswho provided them
withessential supplies, the tenduleaf contractorswho gave them
financial supportandanetwork ofinformantsin the hamletsand
towns in the area—it was just a matter of time before their top
rankswereliquidated. Thatis unfolding virtually onadailybasis.
The deadline for finishing off Maoism, setby Amit Shah—March
31,2026—isnow well within the zone achievement. m
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From Pulv{ama to Faridabad, the shift from théatrica‘l"n;i‘lit'\z\a.ngy

By RAHUL PANDITA

HETWO VIDEOS, atfirstinvokedinthesamebreath,
couldnotbemoredifferentonce youwatchthemclose-
ly. Adil Ahmad Dar, the Pulwama suicide bomber of
2019,appeared before the camera with theraw theatre
ofafoot soldier: a young man who could not even re-
member hisfewlines properly,andhencesomeonehadtodubover
his. That monologue was performative, meant to thunder across
theKashmir Valleyandinto Pakistan-backed propaganda channels.
Thevideoofthe Red Fortbomber, UmarNabi, recorded inacramped
roomin Faridabad, feelslike it belongs to an entirely different uni-
verse. Thereisnoflagin thebackdrop, noweaponsstagedforeffect,

OPENR YA

no swagger. He sits like a philosophy student in a seminar, com-
posed, soft-spoken, asif he is clearing doubts about metaphysics
rather than “martyrdom”; he speaks English like some Kashmiris
who goabroad and then pronounce Kashmiras Cashmir.

If Dar’s video was meant to rattle India, Nabi’s feels like a
message crafted for those who might see themselvesin him. Itis
an attempt, in other words, to normalise his radicalisation and
make it seem achievable, even rational. Together, the contrast
between the two clips tells a larger story, which is of continuity,
butamutated one. Thismutation appearsatajarring confluence
of two disturbing developments: the accidental dismantling of
the ‘white-collar’ network involving doctors,and the blowing up
of amoving bomb in a crowded area in the national capital. It is
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aclear warning of how domestic terror modules may be diversi-
fying, professionalising and operating with stealth from inside
India’sinstitutions.

The question is no longer whether India may face furtherat-
tacks;itishow many, how soon,and how well-prepared it is.

“The way he [Nabi] spoke in that video is chilling,” says
Yashovardhan Jha Azad, former special director, Intelligence
Bureau. “It means that the indoctrination of people like him is

very successful. Because more than an invitation to kill, this in-
doctrination is saying that we are inviting you for an elevated
puritanical, Islamic existence.”

The chain of events began earlier this month when,ina co-
ordinated operation across Kashmir, Haryana (Faridabad) and
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Aftermath of the blast near
Red Fort, Delhi, November 10, 2025

»

t0'c chnlcal radlcall.c)\%tlon marks a new phase of the threat

Uttar Pradesh, authorities arrested several individuals, among
them medical doctors, suspected of involvement in a terror net-
work withallegedlinks tothe Pakistan-based Jaish-e-Mohammed
(JeM)and the Kashmir-based Ansar Ghazwat ul Hind (AGH). This
includesalady doctor from Lucknow, Shaheen Shahid. Investiga-
torsbelieve that she may have beenintouch with Afirah Bibi, the
widow of the Pulwama attack mastermind, Umar Faroog, who
alsohappened tobeJaish chief Masood Azhar’snephew. Oneraid
in Faridabad turned upabout 2,9ookg of explosive-making mate-
rial,including 360kg of suspectedammonium nitrate. It marked
ashiftin pattern. Rather than thelarge-scale militant incursions
or the infiltrations of previous decades, what is emerging isa
moresubtle insider' model: radicalised individualsembeddedin
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civilian professions,able tomoverelatively freely, maintain cover,
and perhaps execute strikes when opportunities arise.

“Nomatter how many modules security agencies bust, there
isalways a chance of a slip here and there. The system, no mat-
ter how hard one tries, is not foolproof,” says Ashok Chand, the
former Delhi Police officerwhoinvestigated the 2001 Parliament
attack. “Earlier, for exposure, one would have to go to a terrorist
camp. Now there isnoneed; much of it is possible online.”

Officials who have spent years tracking insurgency in Kash-
mir and monitoringjihadist cells across Indian cities admit that
thebackgroundsofthosearrested in Faridabad and Srinagar have
surprised them.

Oneseniorinvestigator describeditasdiscovering “anewspe-
ciesin an old forest.” The spectre of the ‘white-coat radical’ has
thereforerattled New Delhiless for thenovelty of it than for what
itimplies, whichisthatthe
frontier between normal
life and violent ideologies
isthinner than the country
had assumed. The Red Fort
blast, coming so soon after
the arrests, appears to con-
firm that some version of
thisdarkerrealityisalready
inmotion.

For India’s security es-
tablishment, the unease
liesnotmerelyin thefactof
anattack butinthemethod.
It conveyed a message that
even heavily surveilled
spaces are permeable, par-
ticularly when the perpe-
trator is not an infiltrator
from across the Line of
Controlbuta3o-something
professional who drivesacommon sedan. The Indian intelligence
community hadlongassumed that the greatest threatlayin Kash-
mir, or emanated from Pakistan-based groups that historically
viewed Delhi and Mumbai as trophies. Terror modules outside
Kashmirare notnew. But the arrests of doctorsin different states
have drawnattention toaform of radicalisation less dramatic but
more insidious: individuals who grow up in one part of India,
study in another, and use the freedoms of modern mobility to
operate below the radar of agencies who may still be thinking in
termsof region-specific patterns. Oneinvestigatorinvolvedin the
Faridabad case remarked that the men and women they arrested
“lookedlikeanyone youwould meetonan ordinarydayinahos-
pital corridor.” It is this ordinariness, he said, that worried him.

Indiahasfaced internal terror cells before. But those networks
were often composed of small-town youth, orindividualsalready
under one or another watchlist. What alarms security officials
nowisthelevel ofeducational attainmentand professional inte-
gration. A doctor commuting between clinics orlaboratoriesdoes

f

The three individual;s arrested
by Gujarat ATS, November 9, 2025
N vl u ek

THE SPECTRE OF THE "WHITE-COAT RADICAL
HAS RATTLED NEW DELHI LESS FOR THE
NOVELTY OF IT THAN FOR WHAT IT IMPLIES. IT
CONVEYED A MESSAGE THAT EVEN HEAVILY
SURVEILLED SPACES ARE PERMEABLE

notdraw attention; a medical intern travelling back to Kashmir
for a family visit is unremarkable. In such a large country, the
camouflage of normalcy is its own advantage.

“Thislooks like part of a bigger process,” says Manoj Kumar
Lall, who has dealt with critical internal security challenges, in-
cluding during his almost two-decade stint in the Intelligence
Bureau. “TheKashmiri terroristshave now started making their
base outside Kashmirand have started actingindependently.Itis
like they want their act to be demonstrative in a way that it will
teach the Indian governmentalesson.”

Urbanisation hasinadvertently helped these networks. The
Indian city—loud,anonymising,and porous—isanideal habitat
forindividualswho want tomove fast withoutattractingundue
curiosity. Large institutions such as universities and hospitals
also generate their own steady churn, with new faces appearing
every month; and the Kash-
miri doctors wisely chose
Faridabad as their base. It is
away from the heart of Delhi
butcloseenoughtobeableto
reach in a matter of an hour
orso.Insuch asetting, aradi-
calised young professional
cansurviveforyearswithout
raisingsuspicion. Therevela-
tionthat cachesofexplosives
were stored in staff quarters
and compact city flats has
forcedagenciestore-examine
the boundaries of what they
believed possible.

TheFaridabad episode has
also exposed in many ways
the failure in basic policing.
That the doctors could pro-
cure cars and gather explo-
sivesand othermaterial overa period of several months without
evokingsuspicionisworrisome. “There were meetings goingon,
carswere being sold, explosive material was being gathered and
nobody had a clue. That this could go unchecked for two-and-a-
half-years pointsatsilent complicity of peoplearound theaccused
orthattheyjustcouldnotbeinterested,”says Azad. Herecallsthe
time when he wasinactive policing, servingin various positions
in Madhya Pradesh. “T used to know every pujari, every maulvi,
every member of socio-religious organisations and interacted
with them frequently. But in this case, some policeman should
have known whatis happening,”he says.

Aformerintelligence officer who doesnot want to be named
points at how ignoring common acts of crime leads to bigger
actslike terrorism. “False identification, false documents, illegal
money transactions, mobile connection on false ID, unchecked
cartransfers—had these thingsremainedin check, we wouldn’t
haveaterroristattack,”hesays.“The prevailing sentimentamong
many in the police is that these things are beneath their dignity.
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bust, thereisalways a
chance of aslip here
and there. The system,
no matter how hard one
tries, is not foolproof.”

former Delhi Police officer

"Kashmiri
terrorists
have started
making
theirbase
outside Kashmir and
have started acting
independently. Itislike
they want theiracttobe
demonstrative.”

former Intelligence Bureau officer
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"The way

Nabi spoke

in that video

is chilling.

More than

an invitation to kill, this
indoctrination is saying
that we are inviting you
for an elevated puritanical,
Islamic existence.”

former special director, IB

Small crimes donot move us any longer.”

Thetimingof these eventsalsoaddslayers of political and dip-
lomatic complexity. India, already managing tenserelations with
Pakistan, mustnow decide howtocalibrateitsresponse when the
allegedactorsarenotinfiltratorsbut Indian citizens with profes-
sionalidentities. Thishybrid threat requiresa posture very differ-
entfrom Operation Sindoor: more policing than retaliation, more
intelligence work than troop deployment.

Officialsacknowledge thatseveral conditionsfavourthe emer-
genceof moresuchmodules.India’slaw-enforcementarchitecture
remains heavily state-centric; coordination acrossjurisdictions is
stilluneven. The Faridabad cell, for instance, straddled three states
beforeitsexposure. And while Central agencieshave grown more
technically sophisticated, the sheerscale of India’s digital commu-
nication—encrypted apps, decentralised financial flows, social
mediasubcultures—createsoceansinwhich evenwell-trained ana-
lystsstruggletofish. Atthesametime, theavailability of explosives
and chemicals across India’s industrial belts remains a recurring
challenge, despite attemptsat tightening regulation.

Security experts warn that the coming monthswill be crucial.
The discovery of huge quantities of explosives suggests that at
least some elements within this network had plans that went
beyondasingleattack. Whetherthese planscanbe executed now
thatthenetwork hasbeen partly exposed dependson twofactors:
howmanyindividualsremain undetected,and how successfully
the state can map the command structure behind them.

The Indian government has moved quickly to reassure the
public that the situation is under control. Yet, privately, officials
concede that the ‘insider’ nature of the recent cases complicates
the calculus. Police can seal borders, fortify cities and disrupt
infiltration routes, but there is no equivalent measure that can
be applied to the country’s hospitals, colleges or transport hubs
without alienating millions of ordinary people. As one former
intelligence official putit, “The challengeisnot only tocatch the
guilty, but to do so without making the innocent feel watched.”

Communities, too, are watching. The arrests of young

Kashmiri doctors have inevitably revived older anxieties about
profiling and prejudice. Many in Kashmir fear that these cases
couldfeedanalready-growingnarrative that paintsawholeregion’s
youth with suspicion. Security officialsinsist that the arrests were
based on hard evidence, not conjecture; yet, they also understand
thatinaconflict-scarredregion, perception canbeasconsequential
asfact. How delicately the state manages this tension may deter-
mine whether futureradicalisation is curbed or fuelled.

Butitis not only about Kashmir now. Azad says it is time for
the prime ministerto call chief ministers of vulnerablestatesand
tell them that they need to engage with members of society on
abigscale. “Engagement with the Muslim community, particu-
larly, musttake place,”hesays. Azad pointsat the dangers of what
two doctors, arrested separately as part of a bio-terror module,
aimedtoachieve. The twodoctors,arrested from Gujarat, accord-
ing to the police, had plans of mixing poisonous ricin in temple
prasad tokill people. “Now, imagine what kind of societal tension
itwould haveled to,” says Azad.

Lallbelievesthataspartof strategy to preventsuchattacks, the
police must identify what he calls “terrorist-precursor crimes”,
which meansidentifying problem areas which terrorists might
exploit in gaining a foothold in a community and establishing
their infrastructure. “We must create hostile environment for
terrorists, which includes targeting tenant verification, credit
card fraud, welfare fraud like procuring a ration card or gaining
government employment,” he says.

Forthemoment, the countryisleftwith the soberingimage of
severedlimbs near theramparts ofamonument where the prime
minister unfurls the Tricolour each August. Itisareminder that
India’s vulnerabilities are no longer confined to distant moun-
tains or policing blind spots. They may be nestled in the very
placeswhereits citizens heal, study, commute and work. And as
investigatorssiftthrough evidence fromapartmentsin Faridabad
to houses in Kashmir, the uneasy question lingers over Delhi: is
thisanisolated rupture, or the start of something more ominous
stirring from within?m
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IKANDAR CHINDHU TADAKHE has

been interested in athletics foraslongas

hecanremember. Growingupinavillage

in Nashik, Maharashtra, he participated

inlocal wrestlingmatches butfound few s
opportunitiestodevelop hisskills. An Armyman S
since 2014, serving around India and overseas,
Tadakhe finally found his platform a few years 5
earlierwhenasenior official and coach facilitated i
athree-month trainingprogrammeforhim.“Iran
my first marathon after the training, in 2023,”he
says. “Icompleteditin 2 hours 3ominutestocome =
rst. My journey started there.” :
His early background in wrestling, coupled .
with recent training, served well when Tadakhe " .
signed up for his first HYROX race in Mumbai s
earlier this year. The fitness race hosted its first
India event in May this year, followed by two
more races in Delhi in July and Mumbai again
in September.“In May; I participated in the pro

IR

‘ PARTICIPANTS ;
IN AHYROXRACE

HYROX
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category. It was mainly for experience,
and without setting any targets,” he says.
“It took me an hour and eight minutes to
complete the race. For the next match, I
targeted breaking the one-hour limit.” In
September’s edition of the race in Mum-
bai, Tadakhe completed it in 59 minutes
and 14 seconds—the only Indian partici-
pant to clock under an hour—and took
first place in the podium.

HYROX’s popularity is India is grow-
ing in tandem with the breathtaking
speed at which athletes like Tadakhe
compete. A fitnesscompetitionlaunched
by Moritz Fiirste and Christian Toetzke,
HYROX combines eight kilometres of
running with eight functional exercises.
Sinceits first event in 2017, in Hamburg
(Germany) which drew 650 participants,
the competition has been hosted in 30
countries including India, engaging
around 550,000 participants across the
globe. Following the three HYROX India
races this year, the next edition will take
placein Bengaluruin April 2026.

inglyaspirationalinIndia,endurance

tournamentsand competitionshave
found dedicated followers. Marathons
have mushroomed around the country,
from Mumbai to Ladakh, with runners
seeking out clubs and coaches to prepare
forraces. Hypearoundlong-distance triath-
lonsuchasIronmanand Ultraman, which
combineswim,bicyclerideand marathon,
gained tractionoverthe pastdecade, partly
thankstocelebrity participantslike Milind
Soman. Now, India hosts its own editions
ofsuchracesevenashomegrown competi-
tive events such as The Yoddha Race gain
in popularity. Unlike triathlons, whichin-
corporate endurance disciplines, HYROX
isahybrid fitness eventin which running
ispunctuated by functional modules that
bring a workout session to mind. Call it
competitive gymming.

Deepak Raj, founder and CEO of
Yoska, who initiated the arrival of
HYROX to India, observes that the race
fillsamajor market gap. Having brought
Ironman to India in the past and

AS FITNESS BECOMES increas-

servingas country head forthetriathlon
aswell, Rajhasanastute understanding
of fitness aspirationsamong Indians. As
acompetitive event, HYROX gives them
an opportunity to chase fitness goals
thatgobeyond counting the number of
bench-pressesthey can acein oneround
orrunningaskrace or doing fun fitness
challengesand bootcamps. “Gym-goers
don’t have quantifiable milestones,” he
says. “With HYROX, we have a race to
showcase their skills, see where they
stand and beat their targets.”

HYROX competitors can enter the
openor procategoriesand theracemakes
itself moreaccessible foritsaudience with

0

singles,doubles, mixed doublesandrelay
divisions.Inthethree Indiaeventshosted
so far, the race has drawn over 7,500 par-
ticipants ranging from 16 to 78 yearsin
age. Everykilometre of runisfollowed by
adifferent functional workout in a dedi-
cated station, which include SkiErg, sled
push and pull, burpee broad jumps, row-
ing, kettlebell,and wall balls,among oth-
ers,culminatinginan eight-roundracefor
every category.

For Vineet Singh, who has partici-
pated in all three HYROX India races, it
is akin to an exam that he looks forward
to. The 39-year-old Bengaluru resident,
who works at Pocket FM, turned his

“WHEN | STARTED MY FITNESS JOURNEY, IT WAS ABOUT LOSING WEIGHT.
ONGE | GOTTHERE, | WANTED MORE MOTIVATION T0 PUSH HARDER AND GETTO
ANOTHER LEVEL.” VINEET SINGH business executive
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“I"D IMAGINED | WOULD ENJOY THE RAGE, BUT IT WAS MAGNETIC-THE

AMBIENGE, THE LIGHTING, THE ENERGY, THE MUSIC, THE COMBINATION OF

STRENGTH AND RUNNING.” kaviTANAIR corporate professional

attention to health and fitness four years
agoinabid tolose weight and lower his
blood pressure. Starting with walks, he
graduated to running and weight train-
ingand marathons.

“When I started my fitness journey,
it was about losing weight and getting
healthier,” he says. “But once I got there, I
wanted more motivation to push harder
and get to anotherlevel. I wanted to see if
Icoulddosomethinglikethis.” Singhran
his first Mumbai HYROX race in the dou-
bles category with a friend from college,
finishing in an hour and 41 minutes. In
thenextrace,in Delhi, the duoimproved
itstiming to an hour and 39 minutes. By
the third race, Singh had signed upin the
singles category, adding that the races
have changed hisfitnessregimen towards
greater endurance.

Though Indiaisstillbehind countries
suchasthe US, Germany orthe UK when
itcomesto fitnessmembership,itisamar-
ket primed for expansion. According to

o

Deloitte’s India Fitness Market Report
2025, fitness services in India stood at
16,200 crore ($2 billion) in 2024 and has
the potential to grow up to<37,700 crore
($4.5 billion) by 2030. Asaffluent Indians
seek out premiumservicesand experienc-
es, hybrid fitness models are driving the
marketforward. Insuch amarket, events
suchasHYROX amplifyreach withacom-
munity-first strategy. As people from all
walks of life gather to participate in the
races, they also post and create content
aboutit.Rajnotesthat user-generated con-
tenthassparkedacompoundingeffecton
marketing. Every post, beitfrom thesocial
media handle of a celebrity or an average
participant, adds to awareness levels and
piques curiosity levels.

Nisha Kumari first heard about HY-
ROX from friends in Europe who were
participating in the races. The Guru-
gram-based UI/UX designer hasanactive
lifestyle, including a strength routine six
daysaweek, swimming and badminton;

“GYM-GOERS DON'THAVE
QUANTIFIABLE MILESTONES. WITH
HYROX, WEHAVE A RAGETO SHOWCASE
THEIR SKILLS, SEEWHERETHEY STAND
AND BEATTHEIRTARGETS.”

DEEPAK RAJ country head, HYROX India
\°]

she has also trained in Muay Thai and
dabbles in boxing. When a friend, Delhi-
based Aditi Mahajan who works with
JSW Sports, asked if she would like to
participate in the HYROX race in Delhi,
Kumari was quick to agree. “We trained
for almost two-and-a-half months before
the event, and that entire phase was one
ofthemostintense and fun periodsof my
fitnessjourney,” she says. “Our workouts
included strength training, functional
movements and running 5-7km twice a
week. I think consistent running played
ahuge role in building our stamina and
helping us perform better.”

Entering in the doubles category, the
duo finished in third place in the race.
“Our podium finish gave us a sense of
accomplishment. A lot of fellow ath-
letes also recognised us,” Mahajan adds.
“HYROX is much more than just fitness.
It’s also about belonging to a commu-
nity; it’s about self-love and boosting
your confidence.”
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Conceptualising the race asa spectator
sportmakesitmoreappealing. Besidesthe
participants, the public can also purchase
ticketstowatchand cheerthe participants.
In India, the races have drawn over 10,000
audience members. Kavita Nair, 44,a Ben-
galuru-based corporate professional and
marathoner, describes the event as elec-
tric. “T've been running for the past nine
years, andit’s part of my routine. I also trip
onstrength workouts—skippinga train-
ing session gives me real FOMO [Fear of
Missing Out],”shesays. “HYROXisasweet
combination of thetwo.” Nair participated
inthe second Mumbai race in the doubles
category withafriendwholivesinthecity.
Her experience in long-distance running
and strength training gave herendurance,
andNairand her partnerworked tosupple-
menteachother’sforte duringtherace, fin-
ishing in 82 minutes. “Iimagined Iwould
enjoy the race, but it was magnetic—the
ambience, the lighting, the energy, the
music, the combination of strength and
running,” Nair adds, calling it one of her
most memorable competitive events.

With an accessible format and en-
gaging presentation, HYROX has trans-
formed intoaviral sensation across India
inamatterof months. Social media testify
tothestaggeringvariety of people training
for the races—from veteran marathon-
ers to corporate professionals and fitness
enthusiasts spread across the country.
Apart from athletes and fitness fanat-
ics (members from 850 gyms across the
country have participated in the races),
the events have also attracted a fair share
of celebrities, including the likes of Ze-
rodha founder and CEO Nithin Kamath.
Its popularity hasalso created marketing
opportunities for brands, from global
names such as Harley-Davidson, Puma
(which has created sportswear capsules
in collaboration with HYROX), and Red
Bull to homegrown companies like Blue
Tokai, PolicyBazaar,and d’you.

E HAVE HIGHLIGHTED three
cities so far, and our goal is to
reach out to more cities depend-

ing on market demand and venue avail-
ability,” says Raj. HYROX races are typi-

“MYTARGET FOR THE COMING YEARS IS TO BECOME A HYROX
WORLD CHAMPION.” SIKANDAR CHINDHU TADAKHE armyman

cally hosted indoors, inlarge convention
halls,which canaccommodate the large
number of participants and audience as
well as the expansive setup. This year’s
HYROX venues included the NESCO
Hall in Mumbai and Yashobhoomi (In-
diaInternational Convention and Expo
Centre) in Dwarka, Delhi-NCR. Before
eachrace,Rajand histeam of volunteers,
race crews, and event producers spend
days working out logistics that span ev-
erything from transporting and storing
equipment to the audio-visual setup.
There is, seemingly, no shortfall in
participation—the races so far have
drawn not only locals but many who
travelled to take part in them. Raj notes
that besides competitors from 200 cities,
towns, and villages across the country,

(o)

they have also seen about 10-20 per cent
overseas participation. In keeping with
therisingnumber of HYROX enthusiasts,
therace in Bengaluru next year will be a
two-day event.

Even as the race finds new followers,
future races are also likely to see many
returning participants. Singh aims to
participate in all HYROX India matches,
while Nair hopes that she will take on
asolo challenge in the future. Tadakhe
anticipates that HYROX becoming one
of the most popular events of its kind
among Indians over the next few years.
Presently aiming to break the 55-minute
markinthenexteditionoftherace, hehas
hiseyesseton thelonggoal. “My target for
the comingyears,”hesays, “istobecomea
HYROX world champion.”s
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CUNEMA:

The Hungry
Anti-Hero

JAIDEEP AHLAWAT ISADIFFERENT KIND OF ACTION HERO

By Kaveree Bamzai

. OUSHOULD RAISE your
\ status,notforgetit," says
| Jaideep Ahlawat, playinga
S drug smugglerin the third
season of The Family Man, up against the
formidable and beloved super agent,
Srikant Tiwari (Manoj Bajpayee). The
wordsencapsulate Ahlawat’s own life.
Since the advent of Paatal Lokduring
COVID1n 2020, Ahlawathasbecomea
star of streaming and much sought after
incinema,appearing in two-handers
with actorsfrom Ayushmann Khurrana
in the cheeky An Action Hero(2022) to
hisold classmate Vijay Varma in Jaane
Jaan(2023). Hislanky figureisalsoa
familiar one on the red carpet, but he
remains the boy from Kharkharain
Rohtak, Haryana, hisaccent firmly in
place during interviews, announcing
his geography with secure pride.
Perhaps because of hislong appren-
ticeshipin the shadows, after graduat-

o

The struggle is when you know the job
and then lend the job. Nobody put a gun
to your head and asked you to join the
film industry. It's cutthroat. You signed
up for it. You have to keep yourself
motivated and keep learning your craft.”

1DECEMBER 2025

ing from Pune's Film and Television
Institute of India (FTII)in 2008, fame
doesnot seem to have seduced him,
allowing him tolive in the limelight
and yetstay out of range of the paparazzi
culture. Instead, the focus in on work,
thekind thathas gothim aloyal army of
fans who can't wait to see what transfor-
mation he undergoesnext.Ifhe puton
weight to play the bumbling police of-
ficer of Paatal Lok'sSeason 2, he grew his
hairlong for The Family Man,and for the
lamentable Maharaj(2024) on Netflix,
he worked out to be able to bare-chested
through the movie.

For Ahlawat, acting has always been
astate of mind, a product of teamwork,
and a profound understanding of the
word, both spoken and unspoken. In
Season 3 of The Family Man, for instance,
he playsa drug smuggler Rukma, a
loner who works as an operative for
powerful patrons in the Northeast,
Nagaland specifically. He
hasnomorals,no scruples
and certainlynonotion
of patriotism. He lives for
himselfand hisbank bal-
ance, operating with his
band of boys and staying
under theradar. Until, he
ispersuaded to undertake
afoolhardy adventure
against the Indian state
and seeminglyin cahoots

with China.

Itisarole thatallowshimtobeable
togo head-to-head with one of hisidols,
Manoj Bajpayee, who plays the epony-
mous family man. "We're both soldiers,"
hetells Bajpayee's Srikant Tiwariina
final face-off, while inviting him tosit.
"Tam nothinglike you," snarls Bajpayee,
upon which Ahlawat withdraws the
offerand keeps him standing. Such sud-
den cheekinessand moments of levity
arenow expected toolsin Ahlawat's
armoury but for the most part he stays
away from star-like mannerisms.

Says Ahlawat: “When I wasreading
thescript, I couldn't picture Rukmathe
way itisnow. There wasa picturein the
minds of Raj and DK (the creators) on
how Rukma shouldlook. The character
doesn'treally care about anything. His
detachment often gives outa vibe of
him beinginhuman, but he actually
isn't so. Srikant can belabelled as the
socially accepted Family Man, whereas
Rukmais quite the opposite of that. He
isan unacceptable Family Man.”

Ahlawat's career is studded with
roles big and small, but always with
impact. Whetheritis Kubera, the
deadbeat traffic policeman with a
high-maintenance girlfriend in the
SonyLIV miniseries Tryst With Destiny
(2020) or Sudhir, the adulterous friend
caught between an assertive woman
and her embarrassed husband in
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Netflix's Lust Stories (2018)
inthe segment directed by
Dibakar Banerjee, Ahlawat
isapoetinanathlete'sbody.
Hischaracters surprise,
sometimes evenshock,asin
the Netflix anthology Ajeeb
Daastaans(2021). As Babloo, he
isatough guybutitturnsoutit
isnothiswife helovesbutthe
manshe wants.

Isheaheroorvillain?Itis
aquestion oftenleft hanging,
asin Meghna Gulzar's Raazi
(2018), where he plays Khalid
Mir, Alia Bhatt's mentor-spymaster.
Ahlawatremainstrue tohiscraft,ashe
hasbeenin the years he was out of work
aswell, learning, reading, preparing: "The
struggleiswhen youknow thejoband
thenland thejob. Nobody putagunto
yourhead and asked you tojoin the film
industry. It's cutthroat. Yousigned up for
it. You have to keep yourself motivated
andkeeplearning your craft. There's
nothingthatisoutof syllabusforanac-
tor,"hesays.

Like many small town young men
who came of age in the 'gos, Ahlawat
isaproduct of the VCR culture and his
parent'sreading choices. Hislate school
teacher fatherwould oftenrenta TV
and VCR so that the family could watch
movies such as Devdas(1955), Pyaasa
(1957)and Mughal-e-Azam(1960) on de-
mand. He would also bring home books
such as Munshi Premchand's collected
short stories. In The Family Man, his
character Rukmais the son of a police
constable who earned%12,000 a month
and stretched it to cover the expenses
of histhree children—somehow it
seems as if Ahlawat is speaking from
personal experience.

Ahlawat studied in Kharkara
until Class roand went to Jat College in
Rohtak—where hisschool teachersister
still lives—for Class 12 and graduation.
Hethen enrolled at Maharshi Dayanand
University (MDU) to pursue a Master’s
degree in English. In college he was a
dancer who was popular in competi-
tions. It was while in his first yearat
MDU, in 2003, that Ahlawat met actor

JAIDEEP AHLAWA:
IN THE FAMILY MAR

Sunil Chitkara and decided thatacting
would be hislife. By that time, he had
givenup the dream of joining the Indian
Army, having notbeen able to clear the
exams. “Jaideep had seen me perform
Oedipusin some inter-college festival
and told me, ‘Mujhe bhiyeh karna hai
(Ialsowantto do this)’. Thelped MDU
doaplay, Shankar Shesh’s Poster, where
Jaideep won the Best Actor award in

the inter-zonal competition. Next year,
we did another play, Jalta Hua Rathby
Swadesh Deepak,and he won Best Actor
againin the inter-zonal play tourna-
ment,” recalls Chitkara.

Y THE TIME came for what's

next, FTII'wasaclear destina-

tion. Chitkara helped him crack
therigorous entrance exam and that
ishow he found himselfin the acting
department with classmatessuch as
fellow Haryanvi Rajkummar Rao, Hy-
derabad runaway Vijay Varma and Delhi
engineer-turned-R] Gaurav Dwivedi.
Ahlawat has often talked fondly of those
days. “You understand you have tostart
from zero, that you don’t know any-
thing. But neither do your classmates.
So, the solidarity and emotional connect
isintense. You realise you've known
each other from a time when you were
trying to understand thisart,and you've
seen each and everyone’s truth. For them
andyourself, you are forever that FTII
student,” he says.

FTII opened his mind and heart

toworld cinema and the rest of his

education was with

Anurag Kashyap who cast
him asShahid Khanin
Gangs of Wasseypur(2012)
afterbitroles thatincluded
playing Ranbir Kapoor's
brotherin Imtiaz Ali's
Rockstar(2011). "FT1Ishowed
meapath towalk on, to
realise whatisright or what
iswrong.Ialwaysfinda
solution in the basics. It'slike
goingback to the NCERT
(National Council of Educa-
tional Research and Training)
textbooks while preparing for the civil
service examination," he says.

The rootedness has stayed with
Ahlawat who ismarried to his FTII
junior, Jyoti, who hasleftactingand now
teaches dance and movement therapy
with a vital Instagram presence. He has
remained close to his origins. For the first
15 years of his life in Mumbai, he lived in
atwo-bedroom house and has only now
bought two fancy apartments, adding to
the recently purchased Mercedes SUV.

Hislifein Mumbaibeganinaone-
bedroom flat with one batchmate,a
student from the editing course at FTIL
The number of inhabitants slowly grew
to three,and then four, he recalled. “At one
point, there weresix of usinaone-bed-
room apartment. Butit wasnotabad time
orasadtime,justabitdifficult,in that we
could eat only once a day sometimes.”

Ahlawatisstillamember of the Maz-
boot Actors Association WhatsApp group,
founded when he and hisfriends were
"struggling". He haslearnt immense pa-
tience over the years. “It hasto keep youin
theright frame of mind. Youknow,some
thingsarenecessaryand have to be done,
and somearenot. Theraceiseveryone’s,
there’snothing right or wrong," he says.

"Insaan ki tarakki uski bhookh main
chhipi hoti hai (A person's progress is
linked to his hunger)," Rukma says in
The Family Man. With forthcoming
movies such as Sriram Raghavan’s war
drama ‘Ikkis’, Vipul Amuritlal Shah’s
‘Hisaab’, and Siddharth Anand’s
‘King’ with Shah Rukh Khan,
Ahlawat'sappetite seems insatiable.m
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A Quest Called Home

Rahul Pandita’s first novel portrays a nowhere man

By Nandini Nair

HAT DOES EXILE dotoa
W human?How doesitalter the

dynamics of family? How does
itcontort body and mind? How does it
handcuff thoughts? How doesit bleach
relationships? How does it colour
behaviours? These are just some of the
questions thatjournalist Rahul Pandita
probesin his debut novel Our Friends in
Good Houses, which follows three works
of nonfiction.

Pandita’s memoir Our Moon Has
Blood Clots: A Memoir of a Lost Home in
Kashmir(2013) recounted how he
(asa 14-year-old), along with his family,
was forced toleave home in Srinagar
in 1990. They were Kashmiri Pandits—
the Hinduminority within a Muslim-
majority state. Hisnew book, thinly
disguised as fiction, builds on the story
of exile with candour and insight.

In Our Friends in Good

knownot alanguage to commune.

Neelisaman constantly cutting the
“belly of destiny’s whale”. Heis a caring
son who upends hislife for his parents
who, since fleeing Kashmir, are in
constant flux. For him an unconsidered
lifeisnolifeatall.

He makes sense of life through
literature and philosophy. A description
ofatrystisanchored with references
to Nietzsche, Aristotle, Erich Fromm,
Roland Barthes, Hilary Mantel (and
all within a few pages), to give just one
illustrative example. In his constant
search for firm footing,ahome, a “base
camp”,love provides one mooring.
However unsteady. In his relationships
he finds succour, but too often it
provesfleeting.

The longest interlude of stillness,
during this constant search, is the seven

Illustration by SAURABH SINGH

Houses, Neel, ajournalist
in Delhi, travels to India’s
interiors (Dandakaranya)
tomeet “comrades” or
Naxalites. He listens when
they inform him, “We are
telling the Adivasis that they
deserve better. And we are
teaching them to fight for
it.” He takes note when they
tell him that even death is
worth all this, as “The point
of all thisis dignity, the right
to life—a decent life—which
hasbeen denied to the poor.”
Hereturnsto Delhi from
these exertions toan ailing
motherand areticent father,
both buffeted by the forces of
exile. Neither fathernorson
hasin their “possession idioms
thatspeak of the heart.” They

Il

"The German mystic
Jakob Bohme had
provided him with a word
for something he always
felt deep within him. The
word was ‘Ungrund’. It
meant non-ground or an
absence of ground, the
ontological nothingness of
being. For forty years, he
had struggled to discover a
ground, to come out of the
void, to find a home"'

weeks that Neel spendsin Shimla
working onabook. Thisisatime

of immersive writing and daily
exercise. A schedule that roots him to
the page and removes him from doubt.

Our Friends in Good Housesis an
emotionalsstory ofa
protagonistwholivesin
different worlds but realises
heisacitizen of none. He
finds solidarity in distant
outposts, friendshipsin
cities, but his greatest
comfortis that of books
and music, writingand
literature.

Itisabook of loss—of
loved ones,of home.Itis
abook of longing—for
meaning and anchorage. It
isabook about memory—
what we remember and
whatwe try toforget. Itisa
book about the ecstasy of
connection and the trauma
ofanunfulfilledrelationship.
Itisultimately anovel that
reminds us: “what are we,
ifnotstories?”’ m

OUR FRIENDS IN GOOD HOUSES | Rahul Pandita | Fourth Estate | 225 Pages | 2599
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A SCULPTURE CALLED INSAAF KI DEVIBY
NISHANT S KUMBHATIL AT THE

CONSTITUTION MUSEUM, SONIPAT

A museum Where

VERY UNIVERSITY

HAS Alibrary atits core.

Around 6okm from

Delhi, OPJindal Global

University JGU),in
Sonipat, hasa Constitution Museumat
itsheart. Spread across 1,000 acresand
hometoover 11,000students, the campus
findsitsmoral centrein this quiet, sunlit
space—one that celebrates theliving
spirit of India’s democracy.

The museum'ssilence feels deliber-
ate—thekind thatallows youtosoak
inwhat'saround you. Asyou enter, the
words of the Preamble shine faintly on
the glass. Youstop toread them. Youmove
slowly. The museum makes you pause,
think, and feel closer to what the Consti-
tution really means.

Atatime when the Constitution has
re-entered public conversation—from
challengestosecularism, pluralism, and
democracyinIndiato debateson free
speech—the museum offersaspace for
aconversation with the present.“The
Constitutionisnotabook of history,” says
Vice-Chancellor of OP Jindal Global Uni-
versity (JGU), Professor (Dr) C Raj Kumar.
“It continues to question, challenge and
inspire every generation.”

Theidea for the museum wasbormin
2024,ayear heavy with meaning. India
wasmarking 75 yearssince theadoption
ofits Constitution, while JGU celebrated
itsown 15th anniversary. “I was thinking
thatthis yearis very special for India,” Raj
Kumarrecalls. “And thenitoccurred to
me; do we have a Constitution museum?”

The answer was surprising. “Quite
remarkably, neither the Parliament nor
the Supreme Court of India, norany
institution in India had amuseum of the
Constitution,” he says. Thatrealisation set
the projectin motion. A visit to Philadel-
phia’s National Constitution Center soon
followed—and with it, the idea of build-
ingoneinIndia.
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HEERS FOR DEMOCRACY

the Constitution of India comes alive BySoumavaHaldar

The museum took shape with five
major motivations: tocommemorate the
7sthanniversary of India adoptinga Con-
stitution, to build civic consciousness,
todemocratise understanding, to pay
tribute to the membersof the Constituent
Assembly,and to trace the nation’s consti-
tutional journey. “The Constitution isnot
only forlawyersand judges,” Raj Kumar
says. “Itismeant foreverybody.”

Thatspiritisvisiblein the Makers’
Gallery,amezzanine lined with por-
traits of allmembers of the Constituent
Assembly—notjust BR Ambedkarand
Jawaharlal Nehru, but others whose
namesrarely makeit to textbooks. The
15 founding mothers of the republic, too,
findaspecialmention. “For thefirst time
in post-independent India’s history, we
have paid tribute toall the 300 members
of the Constituent Assembly,” Raj Kumar
says. “Their family members who come
and visit the museum, are in tears when
theyseeit.”

Furtherahead,a gallery traces the
journey from colonial rule to the making
of therepublic. One section explores vot-
ingrightsand franchise—representing
the decision to give every adult Indian
therighttovote, irrespective of caste,
religion, gender or wealth. Raj Kumar
says, “Switzerland did not give theright to
vote forwomen until the 1950s, but our
Constitution decided to give theright to
vote foralladultindividuals withoutany
form of discrimination.”

Inthatsingle decision—to trustevery
citizen equally—lies the museum’s most
powerful statement. It reminds visitors
that the Constitution itself wasan act of
defiance againstinequality, hierarchy
and exclusion. The museum urgesnew
generationsto see dissentas participation,
aprincipleincreasingly tested in today’s
world of polarised opinions.

Therest of the museum unfolds
gradually—digital screens, archival

material. A section called ‘ThisHappens
OnlyinIndia’usesanimations tonarrate
landmark cases through stories. Some re-
flect the evolving struggle over freedom,
identity,and expression. By revisiting
those moments, the museum reopens the
conversations thatshape India’s public
life today—from free speech to themean-
ingofequality.

The museum’s most striking presence
isahumanoidrobot that walks visitors
through exhibits. Raj Kumar points
outhowthe “tourguide”robotisthe

AWALL DEPICTING 75 YEARS OF
INDIA'S JOURNEYASA/REPUBLIC

museum’s connect with the future.
Andthen,inaquiet corner, stands
BR Ambedkar—reimaginedasaholo-
gram. The momentyouask aquestion, he
responds in his own words, derived from
hiswritingsand speeches. “Ambedkar’s
answersare drawn exactly from hisown
content. We gota voiceover artist to record
the answersin Ambedkar’s voice,”
RajKumar says. “It makes the whole expe-
rienceveryreal” Thatsmall act—of being
ableto question Ambedkar today—brings
the pastinto conversation with the present.
For students, the museum isaresource

bank. “Studentsare privileged to be able
towalk into the museumright between
classesif they want to,” Raj Kumar says.
“Civicsisnolongeracompulsory subject.
Thisisan opportunity tobuild thataware-
nessand help them developinterestin
the makingof the nation.”

‘While Civicsstill existsin classrooms,
it often takes a back seat. Here, the Con-
stitution becomes tangible—something
students can see, hear,and question, help-
ing them connect with democracy be-
yondlessons. The museumisopentoall.

“We don’t charge anything,” Raj Kumar
says. “Anybody canaccess, you can signin
and come in.” Visitors include schoolchil-
dren, professionals,and families, many
encountering the Constitution beyond
aclassroom for the first time. By theend
of thetour, theideas of equality, freedom,
andjustice feel personal. The words of the
Preamble start to appear familiaragain.
Youwalk out feeling that the Constitu-
tionissomethingalive andstill speaking
tous. “The Constitution,” as Raj Kumar
says, “isnotarelic of our past.It’saguide
toour future.”m
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SOFT POWER

Makarand R Paranjape

IAACis smallbutits
impacthasa
multiplier effect.
Becauseitis funded
andrunby
Indian Americans
passionate about
Indian art, culture,
literature, dance,
music, and cinema.
Thebestunpaid
ambassadors of
India’s soft power.
Therefore, this
wasalitfest
toremember

Seeking the Infinite

From the death of art to the art of death

N MY FLIGHT back from the Big
Apple to Tampa Bay, I thought
to myself, “Soit’s curtains for yet
another IAAC event! This one
was fabulous beyond imagination, thanks
especially to the crowning sessions with
Sadhguru and Yakub Mathew, both so ably and
brilliantly moderated....”

But let me back up a bit. IAAC stands for
the Indo-American Arts Council. The name
sounds grand, butitis really a very small
New York-based non-profit, started by the
Indian community in what is the world’s
most exhaustingly rich, competitive,
transactional, vibrant, artistic, and now
blatantly socialist, city.

IAACis,indeed, small but its impact hasa
multiplier effect. Because it is funded and run
by Indian Americans passionate about Indian
art, culture, literature, dance, music, and
cinema. The best unpaid ambassadors, I am
convinced, of India’s soft power.

It was founded in 1998 by the late
Gopal Raju (1928-2008), Aroon Shivdasani,
and Jonathan Hollander. Raju’s claim to
posterity is his startup, now defunct, tabloid,
India Abroad, the most successful Indian
diaspora newspaper ever. Hollander, the
American part of its hyphenated identity,
dancer and choreographer, was the director of
the Battery Dance Studio. Shivdasani, herself
a performer, publicist, and socialite,
knew everyone there was to know, from
Salman Rushdie to Mira Nair.

IAAC organised several memorable events
since its inception in 1998, including film
festivals, dance and musical recitals, and book
launches by the famous. Then it went into a
sort of hibernation till it was revived by a new
team led by Dr Nirmal Mattoo, a noted
and highly successful nephrologist and
dialysis tycoon. Mattoo has also endowed
the Mattoo Center for India Studies at Stony
Brook University.

I'wasintroduced to IAAC by Rakesh Kaul,
an IIT-Delhi gold medallist and MBA from
the Booth School of Business, University of

Chicago. Kaul, a former CEO of a Fortune 500
company, in addition to being an art, culture,
and literature aficionado, is also the author
of two striking novels, The Last Queen of
Kashmir(2016)and Dawn: The Warrior Princess
of Kashmir(2019).

I've been attending the festival since 2023,
first as a poet-author, then occasional adviser,
reader of submissions, session moderator,
but now as a supporter. This year’s festival,
on November 15 and 16, was at International
House on Riverside Drive, close to Columbia
University. Despite the freezing temperatures
and biting winds outside, the venue was
warm and cosy, swirling with ideas, stories,
and an infectious vitality driven by a
profound sense of purpose.

Over two days, the audience was treated to
Megha Majumdar’s blistering political novel
A Guardian and a Thief,Padma Venkatraman’s
moving poetic composition, Safe Harbor,
and Amish Tripathi’s new blockbuster, The
Chola Tigers. Cut to Vasant Dhar’s probing
interrogation of Alin Thinking with Machines
and Devdutt Pattnaik’s contentment-
promoting Escape the Bakasura Trap after
sessions on food, fun, and frolic.

The rich tapestry of poetry was curated
by Ravi Shankar, featuring voices like
Amit Majmudar, Sunayana Kachroo,

Usha Akella, Srinivas Mandavilli, and
Yuyutsu Sharma. Priya Doraswamy and
Reena Singh explored how Indian tales turn
intoreels on OTT and the big screen.

But the closing session transformed the
literary showcase into a spiritual pilgrimage.
Sadhguru’s deeply intimate conversation
on ‘Death: A Yogi’s Guide to Living, Dying,
and Beyond’, masterfully moderated by
Chandrika Tandon, turned what might have
been just another literary festival into a site of
existential reckoning.

What happened isimpossible to
encapsulate, but I'll try. We the living should
also understand, without fear or anxiety, that
we are also we the dying. So, if we live life
fully, we will also die well. The only thing to
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doistolive consciously. Then we will also
die consciously.

Of himself he said, to the shock of his flock,
that he was ready to go tomorrow!

Thankfully, to carry on in Sadhguru’s own
manner, not today. For only today matters. Not
yesterday or tomorrow, which are imaginings
of the mind. If we can create just a little space
between our consciousness on the one hand
and our bodies and minds on the other, we
would be able to end suffering and anxiety.

The moderator, Chandrika Tandon, an
extraordinary business leader and creative
artist, even has a Grammy to her credit. She
and her husband, investor and hedge fund
founder Ranjan Tandon, donated $ 100 million
to New York University to turn a polytechnic
into a full-fledged engineering school, which
isnow named the NYU Tandon School
of Engineering.

Far from being a pushover, Chandrika
actually pushed back from time to time,
making the interaction vibrant and revealing.
She told me later, “He is a guru to millions,
so I wanted to respect that.” Else, I am sure
she’d have pushed back even harder. For the
biographically curious, Chandrika is the older
sister of Indra Nooyi, the former Pepsi CEO.

Afterwards, Yakub Mathew, a man with a

charmed life if ever there was one, launched his
Kumbh Mela extravaganza with a scintillating
inter-faith panel moderated or, should I say
immoderate, by Suhel Seth. Yakub told me that
the book, based on his trip to the largest fair

on earth earlier this year with a score or so
select friends, will now be showcased all over
the world, from Britain’s parliament, to the
Vatican, to India’s Rashtrapati Bhavan.

That is why this was a lit fest to remember.
To borrow the title of the final session, it was
really seeking the infinite. Through art. Even
atthe very door of death. A door which is never
too far from where we stand at this moment.

To finish my own in-flight rumination,
I'thought to myself: Such an extraordinary
conjuncture could not have been pulled off
without the enormous tapasya and talent of
the entire IAAC team.

Irecalled how the festival director, the
charming and elegant PreethiUrsplus the
whole team of high achievers, Anil Bansal,
Suman Gollamudi, Matthew Veedon,

Keith Tauro, to name some, were all on their
feet, from dawn to dusk, often along with
their spouses, to ensure that everything
went well. They truly lived up to their
mission of bringing the very soul and spirit
of India tothe US.m

Yakub Mathew
launched his
Kumbh Mela

extravaganzaat the
event. Yakub told
me that thebook,
based onhis tripto
thelargest fairon
earth earlier this
year with a score
or so select friends,
willnowbe
showcased all over
the world, from
Britain's
parliament, to the
Vatican, toIndia's
RashtrapatiBhavan
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THE SOFT BOIL

Suvir Saran

UNESCO's honour
merely affirms what
Lucknow haslong
taught: Indian
cuisineisnot
cacophony;itis
craft. Dumis
discipline. Patience
is poetry. Here,
biryaniis
aloveletter

(OPENN -7

The Flavour of Lucknow

This city turns the simple into the sublime

Lucknowsimplysmiles. A poised, perennial

smile that lingers like a thumriat twilight.
With UNESCOnamingLucknowaCreative City of
Gastronomy, that quiet smile has finally sailed
acrossseasandcontinents. Thishonourisnotmerely
fora place, but for a philosophy—an inheritance
of grace, a genius for gentleness, a cuisine that
whispers, woos and warms rather than shouts.

For me, Lucknow is lineage, not location. My
grandmother—my father’s Ammi—came
from Kurwar, just beyond the saffron-scented
halo of the city. In her lullabies and longings,
Lucknowroselike steam: neem-filtered sunshine,
tamarind chutney cascading over aloo tikkis,
and the chorus of “Bhaiyya, aur teekha!”
ricocheting through bazaars. Her siblings’homes
brimmed with attar phials, paan trays lacquered
with memory, andsilver bowls of zarda glowing
like golden punctuation marks. Their world
was modest yet magnificent—everyday rituals
elevated into soft ceremony, subtle splendour
and slow-burning sweetness.

That is Lucknow’s alchemy—its ability to
turn the ordinary into the ornamental, the
simple into the sublime.

Atmy friend Nusrat Durrani’s table, the chaat
and vegetarian biryani rekindled that truth.
Aloo tikki—humble,
unassuming—becomes a
crisp couplet here. A golden
ghazal that begins on the
tongue and ends somewhere
near theheart’shidden hinge.

Walk from Aminabad to
Chowk and you are not
strolling—you are reading.
Eachlaneisaline,eachshopa
stanza.Rahmatullah’skebabs
crackle with ancestral
fire; Tunday Kababi’s
tawa exhales centuries of
refinement. Beneath Rumi
Darwaza, bakarkhaniscents
braid themselves with
architecture, turning history
into inhalation. Time here
isn’'t linear—it’s layered,
lacquered, lush, lingering.

S OME CITIES TALK, somecities sing—but

T'have wandered theselanes with Askari Naqvi
and Madhavi Kukreja on their Sanatkada trail—
atour that feelsless like movement and more
like memory inhaled. When I brought my friend
Anandita De here, she paused mid-bite and said,
“This wasn’t a tour...this was a poem you could
taste.” Lucknow does that—it permeates rather
than performs, breathes rather than boasts.

The city also holds my personal elegies.

My aunt, Aruna Lakhwara—Lucknow-born,
America-bred—returns to me each time I
think of kulfi falooda’s cooling caress or sheer
khurma’s soft sweep of sweetness. In Lucknow;,
joy and grief sit side-by-side like respectful
neighbours, each granting the otherits quiet
corner. Even sorrow tastes different here—
softened by civility, seasoned with dignity,
stirred with tenderness.

UNESCO’s honour merely affirms what
Lucknow has long taught: Indian cuisine is
not cacophony; it is craft. Dum is discipline.
Patience is poetry. Here, biryaniisalove
letter—every grain a heartbeat, every aroma
an afterthought of devotion. Malai paan melts
like a benediction; nimish floats like a morning
hymn. Kofta, korma, sheermalstand elegantly
beside kadhi, arbi, lauki. This is the Ganga-
Jamuni grammar of grace, where vegetarian
and non-vegetarian don’t collide—they
converse, collaborate and coalesce.

And the sweets—rabrithick as reverie, peda
soft as prayer, saffron gajar halwa glowing
like winter dusk, khasta gujiya cracking into
celebration—are not desserts but deliberate
couplets, crafted with calm, carried with care.

This is Lucknow’s syncretic splendour:
temple bells and azaan in the same breeze,
craftsmen and gawwals and cooks humming
in harmonic unison. A city where culture
isnot curated but carried, not displayed
but distilled—where even the air feels
embroidered with etiquette and emotion.

Lucknow may now belong in UNESCO’s list,
but many of usinscribed it long ago in a more
intimate archive—the map of memory, the
manuscript of affection, the atlas of taste.

Whereflavour meets finesse,where tenderness
turns into tradition,where the past and present
clasp hands gently—that is Lucknow.m
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TECH TALK

Gemini Takes a Leap

Google upgrades Al with advanced reasoning

APPLE'S SATELLITE CONNECT

Apple is said to be
% working on expanding
@ Y

its satellite-powered
features, which are
currently limited mostly
to emergency calling
and texting services. This new
expanded suite will allow users to
leverage satellite connectivity to use
Apple Maps without an internet
connection, and also to do things like
sending photos in messaging. These
features will reportedly be free to use.

MUSK'S X CHAT

Elon Musk has introduced X Chat, a new
messaging service that rivals apps like
WhatsApp. This feature allows users to
send messages, make voice and video
calls, and share files, while also offer-
ing them more control and privacy. For
instance, it allows for screenshot alerts,
and for messages to be
edited or set for disap-
pearance after a speci-
fied time. Musk also
hinted at a new financial
feature launched soon.

By Madhavankutty Pillai

rtificial Intelligence got a

little more intelligent with
the launch of Gemini 3, the latest
upgrade to Google’s Almodel.
The company claimed it to be
amajor leap because of “state-
of-the-art reasoning”. Another
aspect being highlighted is its
multimodal capabilities, which
means it can take in as input
documents, images, videos, etc,
and process them into what the
user wants. An example Google
gave in its blog announcing
the launch was that you could
upload handwritten recipes in
different languages and it would
come out with a cookbook that
can be shared among members
of a family. Or you could just
upload a video of a pickleball
match and it would tell you areas
where you could improve and
even come out with a training
plan. Google CEO Sundar Pichai
wrote, “Gemini 3 is also much
better at figuring out the context
and intent behind your request,
so you get what you need with
less prompting.” There is also a
Deep Think mode in the model
with even more reasoning power
but only accessible to high-end
subscribers. Gemini 3 is available
while using AT Mode in Search
at present. It will soon also be
in the Gemini App and other
Google products.

TALKING MAPS

Google Maps is acquir-
ing new Al updates,
especially around
route planning in India.
Expected to be rolled
out across Indian cities,
it will allow users to tap into Gemini's
conversational Al capabilities to directly
ask questions such as the location of
the nearest petrol pump without the
need to tap the device. It is also adding
other features like notifying users about
accident-prone spots or speed limits.
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WATCH PARTY

| FILMREVIEW |

being Ajay Devgn’s wife, and Hum Dil
De Chuke Sanam. Wink, wink, nudge,

' OKES ABOUT DDLJ, about Kajol

nudge. If this was a sitcom with a laughter
track, the response would be muted laughs.
But this film is written by Luv Ranjan, so it
is seemingly progressive while ensuring it

stays within the realm of the ultimate male fantasy: that you
can begin life again at 50 with a younger version of your first
wife. So we have a seemingly modern and educated father,
played by R Madhavan, who accepts his daughter’s boyfriend,
who is 18 months younger than he is. His wife (Gautami
Kapoor) echoes what her husband says while plotting her

| TRAILER OF THE WEEK |

PRITHVIRAJ’'S POISE
Prithviraj plays the villain in

The Ultimate Male Fantasy

DE DE PYAARDE 2
Director: Anshul Sharma
Cast: Ajay Devgn, R Madhavan,
Rakul Preet Singh

PR

abilities, which are related to a senior’s stint on a popular dance
show. It’s supposed to be meta, but mostly falls flat. Devgn
looks odd, his face frozen by either Botox or VFX. Madhavan,
all natural, steals every scene he is in, even though he has poor
material to play with. The movie ends just before the wedding,
which seems to suggest another sequel. Woe is us.

SS Rajamouli’s forthcoming ‘Varanasi’
and by all accounts, he is a disabled
billionaire looking for the Sanjeevani
cure, racing against the hero Rudra
(Mahesh Babu) who is looking for its
antidote. Prithviraj was the star of the
trailer launch, which is not surprising
given his ease on stage.

(OPENN -1}

AJAY.DEVGN AND
RAKUL PREET SINGH
DE DE PYAARDE 2

daughter’s potential romance with a
childhood friend. And there is Rakul
Preet Singh, who is besotted with Ajay
Devgn, playing her much older boyfriend.
Jaaved Jaaferi and his son, Meezan have
memorable roles. There are lots of jokes
about Jaaferi and son, and their dancing

. %
W e ]

By Kaveree Bamzai
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STREAMING SMART

The Secret Lives of Others

Homeland's Carrie is back and so is her quivering lower lip and unkempt hair. But as
always it is difficult to look away from Claire Danes, as she plays Aggie, an author
suffering from writer’s block. Matthew Rhys, always inscrutable, plays her neighbour
Nile who may or may not have murdered his first wife. She is grieving her son's death
in a car accident and is plotting revenge on the boy she believes is responsible. Nile
is more than interested in her rage. When the boy turns up dead, naturally Aggie is an
obvious suspect. Could it be that Nile killed the boy? As a whodunit, it is quite obvi-
ous, especially when Nile is given to saying things like, ‘we have sharp teeth and eyes
in the front, we were made to be predators’. Like most pulpy novels made into pres-
tige television, The Beast in Me has a great cast given to saying
profound things like “vengeance birthing vengeance is just a .
wound that never heals”, and “karma is the seeds we plant,
karma is our inheritance and birthright”. What separates 3 '
the human from the inhuman, the good from evil and kind ¢ Creator: Gabe Rotter

from cruel is essentially what The Beast in Me explores. If  : Cast: Claire Danes and :

Danes is a compelling survivor, Rhys is a powerful villain, 3 Matthew Rhys
the madman next door.

Netflix | English

You thought Animal was extinct?
Nope. Toxic love is the trend of
the season.

"~ Tere Ishk Mein (Hindi)
The film has Dhanush playing a
man who will destroy everything
he loves, especially the woman
(Kriti Sanon) he is obsessed
with. Hmm, where have we seen
that before?

Ek Deewane ki Deewaniyat (Hindj)
In the film, released earlier this
month, Harshvardhan Rane
plays a stalker pretending

to be a lover while Sonam

Bajwa, despite being the

object of his attention,

finds time to perform pro-
vocatively on stage. -

The Girlfriend (Telugu)
Rashmika Mandanna has been
stalked in Pushpa, she’s been
1/ treated like a baby doll in
: f Animal, so no surprise that she
) bears the brunt of
her co-star’s unwel-
come attention in
The Girlfriend.

| WALK OF THEWEEK |

TABU’'S SWAG

Tabu is not often seen

on the fashion runway.
So when she walked as a
showstopper for Abu Jani
and Sandeep Khoslain
Mumbai last week, look-
ing fierce and fabulous in
black, many heartbeats
stopped for a second.

| FAILOF THE WEEK |

FAKE POSTER

An Al generated poster
for the forthcoming
romance ‘Tu Meri

Main Tera Main Tera
Tu Meri’ starring

Kartik Aaryan and
Ananya Panday?
Surely Bollywood can
do better.
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Screen Presence

She was the star of the recently released Hag, and before that Article 370(2024), showing
her serious side. She equally added fun to Dhoom Dhaam on Netflix in February as
Pratik Gandhi’s enigmatic bride. Yami Gautam Dhar, who became a motherin 2024,isa
throwback to old-fashioned actors who kept out of the spotlight and let their work speak
for them. After a big-screen debut in Vicky Donorin 2012, Yami has played a variety of
roles across genres, from drama to comedy, before settling on movies that showcase her

versatility and unique screen presence.

Kanu's Conundrum

The struggle for indie
cinema doesn't end. Even
if films do get a theatrical
release, they usually don't
get enough screens, the
right timings, or even ade-
quate pre-release publicity.
So 46 filmmakers have got
together to reiterate this
point and ask for better
treatment for Kanu Behl's
Agra, which premiered at
the Cannes Film Festival
two years ago, and which
had a limited theatrical
release in India recently.
Meanwhile, for those who
can find Behl's Agra playing
at a theatre in your city, it is
a must watch.

The Big Break

He's been seen on the

big and small screens,

but Shazad Latif may

finally get his biggest break
playing Edgar Linton

in Emerald Fennell's
over-the-top upcoming adap-
tation of Emily Bronté's
Wuthering Heights. It stars
Margot Robbie as Catherine
Earnshaw and Jacob Elordi
as Heathcliff. The
London-bred actor is

of Pakistani origin.
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