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“A silent wish sails the seven seas,

The winds of change whisper in the trees,


And the walls of doubt crumble, tossed and torn,

This comes to pass when a child is born.”

THESE LINES COME FROM ‘When a Child is Born’, a Christmas song that makes no reference to the festival itself. While it is widely sung at Christmas, it has also come to signify the joy and hope that the birth of a child brings.



When Senior Special Correspondent Kanu Sarda initially proposed the cover story on conjugal rights for prisoners, it seemed like a first-world problem. In a setting where undertrials make up almost 75 per cent of all prisoners, by some accounts, should we focus on conjugal rights or delayed justice?


Kanu’s argument was the eternal one. What are jails for? Just incarceration or rehabilitation? If the goal is indeed rehabilitation, then wouldn’t the layers of intimacy and parenthood lead to a more lasting transformation of the prisoner? One cannot but agree.

Kanu wove in the story of Anuradha Chaudhary and Sandeep Jathedi to bring out a real-life illustration. Policies seem too dry, especially in news articles, until there is a face to humanise it. Author and former jail official Sunil Gupta brings out the lawman’s point of view and illustrates it with examples of how they balanced humane policing with strong administrative safeguards in Tihar Jail.

From jails we come to a problem very close to our homes. Senior Assistant Editor K. Sunil Thomas says that the turmoil in the job market is the real reason behind Gen Z angst. Economist Rathin Roy, whose interview forms part of the feature, agrees: “Full-time jobs are not providing a pathway to prosperity. That’s the major grievance young people have.”

Roy adds that the five sectors that can drive growth are food, clothing, housing, education and health. Additionally, there is an interview with Ashok Kumar Mittal, Rajya Sabha member and chancellor of Lovely Professional University.


Photo Editor Salil Bera shines light into a cave in Nagaland, and how archaeologists are pushing back the date of human habitation in the region by 3,500 years. And all that began from a lone pottery fragment in a rockshelter at Leilo Kaa.

And then Special Correspondent Anjuly Mathai brings in a pop of colour through her article on Avani Rai and her experience of shooting the Pirelli calendar. Avani says that the project was more of a conversation with her father, celebrated photographer Raghu Rai.

Let me end with a word of welcome and thanks. THE WEEK always attempts to rotate its columnists to bring the readers fresh perspectives. This week, we welcome former Air Chief Marshal S. Krishnaswamy into our pages. He joins our Last Word writers.

We bid farewell to the popular Anuja Chauhan, who has been with us for almost 15 years. Thank you so much, Anuja, for those perceptive observations and strong opinions wrapped in your trademark wry humour. We hope to welcome you back when we cover topics that merit your expertise.
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The rabbits were her idea. There are 12 in Anuradha Chaudhary’s home in Haryana’s Sonipat. The 41-year-old cared for them as proof that she could nurture life. Now, the cries of her newborn twins echo through her house.

On June 30, Chaudhary and her husband, jailed gangster Sandeep alias Kala Jathedi, welcomed their daughters through a Caesarean section. For a few precious hours on July 1, Jathedi was granted parole to visit the Gurugram hospital, hold his daughters and be with his wife.


“Hamare ghar Lakshmi aayi hai (the goddess Lakshmi has come to our house),” the couple said, unable to hide their happiness. Family members describe an atmosphere of celebration at their Sonipat home, where sweets were distributed and relatives gathered to welcome what they called the family’s biggest blessing. Chaudhary became a mother after an exhausting legal and social battle.
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Due process: Anuradha Chaudhary at her wedding with gangster Sandeep alias Kala Jathedi | PTI














She has a long criminal record—extortion, kidnapping and organised crime—that saw her being called ‘Revolver Rani’. Now, she has a new identity—a woman who fought for her right to conceive and underwent fertility procedures with the assistance of her partner, making them perhaps the first couple accused in the same criminal case to secure reproductive rights through the justice system. It did not come easy.







Chaudhary and Jathedi met through social circles connected to Haryana’s criminal networks, as per police accounts. Their relationship culminated in marriage in March 2024, conducted in accordance with prison regulations.





















Chaudhary, who is out on bail, said her decision to opt for IVF was shaped as much by circumstance as by social pressure. Although she technically had the option of meeting her husband during court appearances, the interactions were hardly private. “Policemen stand outside the room and even make fun of us,” she told THE WEEK. Such conditions made trying to conceive naturally both humiliating and impractical. “People would immediately ask how I became pregnant when my husband is in jail,” she said. “They may speculate and draw their own conclusions. My children should not be questioned about who their father is. I want their identity to be clear.”



Chaudhary is an articulate MBA. Police records show she was first drawn into criminal activity in her 20s, allegedly associating with gang members involved in arms trafficking and protection rackets. Over the years, having been a crucial part of gang networks across Rajasthan and Haryana, she has been accused in cases ranging from conspiracy and intimidation to involvement in violent confrontations between rival groups. Several remain under trial.


Since her marriage to Jathedi, her life has been under constant scrutiny. Investigating agencies, including the local police and the NIA, have repeatedly visited her home, most recently regarding alleged links to Canada-based gangster Goldy Brar, a charge she firmly denies.
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The couple with their twin daughters | Special Arrangement














Jathedi, who hails from Sonipat, has long been described by investigators as one of the most prominent figures in north India’s organised crime landscape. Police dossiers link him to extortion, contract killings, illegal arms supply and cross-border criminal coordination. Authorities across multiple states have registered cases against him, including those related to murder conspiracies, gang rivalries and financial crimes.

Over the years, his name has also surfaced during investigations into the wider criminal ecosystem surrounding Brar. While the police in Haryana and Punjab probed alleged links between some members of the Jathedi network and Brar’s transnational syndicate, investigators have not directly named or charge-sheeted Jathedi as part of Brar’s overseas crime network, citing lack of evidence establishing his operational involvement. Jathedi has consistently denied association with Brar. His counsel has maintained that although the two knew each other years ago when both operated in similar circles, those ties have long since ended.
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Investigators, however, view the overlap as part of a broader evolution of organised crime in northern India. In recent years, gangsters based overseas, such as Brar, have increasingly relied on networks like Jathedi’s in Punjab, Haryana and neighbouring states to run their syndicates.


Chaudhary and Jathedi met through social circles connected to Haryana’s criminal networks, as per police accounts. Their relationship culminated in marriage in March 2024, conducted under heavy security and in accordance with prison regulations permitting marriages between inmates and outside partners.
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Today, Chaudhary stands at the centre of one of India’s most urgent and ignored debates—the rights of prisoners and their families to love, intimacy and parenthood. THE WEEK had met her at her home while she was pregnant. “If I wanted his child, I couldn’t wait,” she had said. “Biology doesn’t wait for legal processes.”







When a prisoner remains connected to family, it can reinforce responsibility and hope. These are not luxuries, they can play an important role in rehabilitation. —Sumeet Verma, senior advocate, who has argued several cases involving prisoners’ family rights





















Senior advocate Sumeet Verma, who has argued several cases involving prisoners’ family rights, says the philosophy of punishment in India is rooted in reform. “When a prisoner remains connected to family, it can reinforce responsibility and hope,” he said. “These are not luxuries, they can play an important role in rehabilitation.”

India continues to treat such requests as exceptional, almost indulgent, even as trials stretch for years and undertrials spend decades in custody. Verma said requests for conjugal access or fertility treatment do occasionally reach courts. Prisoners seek parole, temporary bail or medical permission to conceive, often invoking the right to dignity and family life under Article 21. “These cases are examined carefully by courts,” he said. “Judges have to balance multiple considerations—the nature of offence, security assessments, medical factors and the circumstances of the spouse.” The scrutiny has to be severe, as criminals sometimes try to use conjugal rights as a pretext for seeking concessions from courts.


As there is no uniform statutory framework governing conjugal rights, courts tend to decide such matters case by case. Prison authorities must also examine logistical and security aspects before any relief is granted. “It is therefore not a routine process,” said Verma.
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Following Chaudhary’s plea, the court granted permission to obtain Jathedi’s semen sample—a rare judicial recognition that reproductive rights do not automatically end at incarceration. But what followed was her painful discovery that court orders do not necessarily translate into social acceptance. Clinics in Sonipat refused her entry once they learned her identity. Some declined politely, others simply stopped responding. “The stigma was louder than the law,” she said.







Indian constitutional law has consistently held that a prisoner remains a rights-bearing citizen. Only those liberties incompatible with imprisonment can be curtailed. —Archana Gaur, senior advocate





















Her search eventually led her to a hospital in Gurugram willing to take the case. The doctors coordinated with prison authorities, travelled to Tihar to procure Jathedi’s sample and escorted it back for fertilisation.

Despite the high-risk pregnancy, she drove alone every week from Sonipat to Gurugram for injections. “I don’t want to look like a helpless woman just because I’m becoming a mother,” she told THE WEEK. “I manage what I can on my own.” Chaudhary’s aspirations are unexpectedly modest. She speaks of wanting to live quietly somewhere away from attention, with her husband, rabbits and daughters. As she navigated the pregnancy alone, the rabbits kept her company. They are dependent on her for everything, she had said with a small laugh, adding: “They remind me life can still be normal.”


Her IVF journey, however, was anything but—prompting the justice system to confront a dilemma it has long postponed: can the state deny inmates the possibility of parenthood if incarceration restricts liberty but not dignity?
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Chaudhary does not frame her case in constitutional terms. She described it simply as a wife’s wish to have her partner’s child. By navigating courts, prisons, doctors and stigma, she has illuminated what she sees as a deeper fault line in the justice system—between punishment and humanity. In her view, incarceration is meant to restrict liberty, not erase every aspect of a person’s emotional and social life. Marriage, she argued, does not cease when one partner enters prison.

She also raised a concern about asymmetry: when one spouse is incarcerated and the other remains outside, the emotional and relational rights of the free partner cannot be ignored. “Any discussion on conjugal rights must recognise that marriage is a mutual relationship, and the dignity and needs of the spouse outside deserve equal respect,” she said.
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Yet the law never explicitly sanctioned the total erasure of emotional life. The apex court has interpreted the right to life and personal liberty, guaranteed by Article 21, expansively to include dignity, privacy and the ability to live with human worth. The court has repeatedly emphasised that prisoners are not stripped of fundamental rights except to the extent that incarceration restricts them. The notion of imprisonment as civil death has been rejected in principle.







Chaudhary’s pregnancy may well mark the beginning of a reckoning with the absence of clear policy guidelines. It also throws into focus the invisible burden of prisoners’ spouses—stigma, financial strain, emotional isolation.





















Constitutional experts say this jurisprudence has gradually reshaped how courts view prisoners’ rights. Senior advocate Archana Gaur said the Constitution does not treat incarceration as a suspension of personhood. “Indian constitutional law has consistently held that a prisoner remains a rights-bearing citizen,” she said. “Only those liberties incompatible with imprisonment can be curtailed. The rest—dignity, access to courts and family relationships—continue to exist, though they may be regulated.”

While the Constitution protects dignity and personal life, she added, how those principles translate within the highly controlled environment of a prison is still evolving. “Courts have addressed the issue in individual cases, but a clear, uniform framework has yet to emerge,” she said.

Legal scholar Anjali Mittal, former head of the law department at Meerut College, pointed out the tension between rights and administration. “Prisons are fundamentally security institutions,” she said. While the Constitution recognises that prisoners retain fundamental rights, practical implementation depends on infrastructure, security considerations and administrative feasibility. “That is why courts often proceed cautiously,” said Mittal.
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This is one reason the judiciary, while acknowledging that family life and procreation form part of personal liberty under Article 21, stops short of declaring conjugal visits a universal right. The result is a middle ground where courts grant relief in specific circumstances without establishing a general rule.

The everyday reality of prisons—where rights relating to food, health care, legal access and protection from abuse remain a concern—tends to push intimacy and family rights further from constitutional guarantees into a limited bracket of discretionary privileges.

But conjugal rights cases are forcing the legal system to examine whether the state’s custody over a prisoner’s body extends to extinguishing his relational existence—whether punishment must include loneliness, whether discipline must include emotional severance, and whether denying intimacy serves any legitimate purpose beyond symbolism.

Advocate Rohit Dalal, representing Chaudhary and Jathedi, said the case reflects the unusual human situations that emerge within the criminal justice system. “When a person is in custody for long periods, the law inevitably has to confront questions that go beyond the crime itself,” he said. “Marriage, family life and the desire to have children do not simply disappear because someone is in prison. Courts therefore have to examine such requests with care, balancing the legal restrictions of incarceration with the realities of family life.”

For families, the issue is painfully personal. Imprisonment rarely affects only the accused. It reorganises entire households. Wives become single parents overnight. Children grow up knowing a parent through brief, supervised meetings. Marriages transform into administrative relationships sustained through paperwork, visitation schedules and the goodwill of prison staff.

In such circumstances, conjugal access becomes less about sexuality than about continuity. Correctional systems across the world have gradually begun to acknowledge this distinction. In parts of Europe, temporary home leave and extended family visits form part of prison regimes. Scandinavian prison philosophy in particular treats family ties as essential to facilitating reintegration. Several Latin American countries have long permitted structured spousal visits within prison premises, recognising that emotional stability is itself a correctional objective. Some US states have programmes allowing prisoners extended time with spouses and children, tied to behavioural incentives and rehabilitation outcomes.

“Continued association with family and the outside world is crucial,” said Naveed Mehmood Ahmad Khan, senior resident fellow and lead (crime and punishment team) at the Vidhi Centre for Legal Policy. “If imprisonment is meant to be corrective rather than purely punitive, individuals must be able to maintain relationships, remain connected to social life, and look forward to a meaningful life after incarceration.”

The need of the hour is to re-examine the theory of punishment and revise the country’s correctional policy—just as the colonial-era Indian Penal Code was renamed the Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita—to treat correction, reform and rehabilitation not as retrofitted ideas but as principles that shape institutional design. “If rehabilitation is central to correctional policy, conjugal visits and similar mechanisms that sustain family ties can be formally integrated into the framework rather than left as ad hoc or discretionary arrangements,” said Khan.

Prison administrators often cite overcrowding, limited infrastructure and security concerns. The challenges mount when private spaces are misused for criminal coordination or such facilities create hierarchies among inmates.

Conjugal visitation rooms were made operational in both Delhi and Punjab as part of reform-oriented prison policies. For a brief period, several eligible prisoners availed the facility. In both jurisdictions, however, the scheme was eventually suspended after authorities reported instances of misuse and administrative concerns, prompting a review of implementation and oversight.

These concerns cannot be dismissed lightly. But critics point out that risk management is the core function of correctional administration. Parole, furlough, visitation and work programmes all involve potential for misuse, yet they are regulated rather than abolished. The same logic, they argued, could apply to conjugal access. “The obligation must be to build the institutional capacity to implement them safely and effectively,” said Naveed.

Studies across jurisdictions consistently show that prisoners who maintain strong family connections are less likely to be violent within institutions, too. Emotional stability reduces institutional tension.

In the long term, preserving relationships enhances public safety. Seen in this light, conjugal access is an investment in reducing future crime and strengthening social stability.

Chaudhary’s pregnancy may well mark the beginning of a reckoning with the absence of clear policy guidelines. It also throws into focus the invisible burden of prisoners’ spouses—stigma, financial strain, emotional isolation—largely unrecognised in law or policy.

Former prison officials argued that safeguards are essential, given concerns ranging from sexual health and family contact to moral anxieties and administrative constraints that have shaped judicial decisions over time.

In Jasvir Singh and another vs state of Punjab (2014), two convicted prisoners petitioned the Punjab and Haryana High Court seeking private meetings with their wives, arguing that imprisonment should not deprive them entirely of marital life or the chance to have children, and invoking Article 21 in support.

Similarly, the Delhi High Court in 2023 addressed the case of Kundan Singh, serving a life sentence in Tihar Jail with 14 years already spent in custody. His wife approached the court seeking permission for IVF, citing the need to protect their lineage and secure their family tree. Kundan was 41 and his wife, 38.

Justice Swarna Kanta Sharma noted that the biological clock of both the prisoner and the spouse could become a significant factor in such cases. Prolonged imprisonment, the court observed, may permanently foreclose the opportunity to conceive if medical assistance is not permitted. Constitutional courts must therefore examine such requests with empathy while remaining within the framework of the law.

The reasoning reflects the cautious approach Indian courts have generally adopted—acknowledging the humanity and personal aspirations of prisoners while leaving the larger policy questions unresolved.

When Jathedi briefly stepped out of prison to meet his wife and daughters, the few hours the couple got represented something years of litigation had struggled to secure—the chance to begin parenthood together.

Their story does not settle the constitutional debate over conjugal rights. It does, however, illustrate what is at stake. Behind every petition seeking reproductive rights lies not merely a legal question, but a family negotiating punishment, hope and the possibility of a future beyond prison walls.
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Prisons are built to confine bodies, but they rarely succeed in confining emotions. During my years inside Tihar Jail, I learned that love in all its forms does not disappear behind bars. It adapts, hides, survives and sometimes even intensifies. That is why the debate on conjugal rights in Indian prisons is not merely legal or administrative. It is deeply human.







The conversation must shift to how conjugal rights could be responsibly implemented. Any meaningful reform must combine psychological assessment, identity verification, behavioural evaluation and infrastructure planning.





















The argument for allowing conjugal rights is rooted in reformative justice. A prisoner does not cease to be a spouse, a partner or a parent. Maintaining emotional bonds with family can reduce violence inside prison, improve mental stability and ease reintegration after release. In theory, this makes conjugal access a progressive reform.


But theory and prison reality often live in different worlds. India’s prison system is already stretched. Overcrowding, limited staff and inconsistent sentencing practices shape everyday administration. Before introducing new rights, we must first understand how even existing facilities are sometimes manipulated.

During my tenure at Tihar, I witnessed how hardened criminals often tried to bend visitation rules. Women would arrive claiming to be cousins, distant relatives or family acquaintances. At the time, verification systems were not robust. Gradually, we realised that some visitors had no familial relationship at all. Meetings were being used not just for emotional contact, but to pass information, money or messages linked to criminal networks.

To counter this, we introduced a simple practice; photographing visitors and keeping records. The impact was immediate. Repeat identities could be verified and suspicious patterns became easier to detect. The number of questionable visitors dropped significantly. It was a reminder that even humane policies require strong administrative safeguards.



A similar lesson emerged in 1994, when an NGO report indicated rising HIV/AIDS cases in prisons. In response, we introduced condoms in barracks as a public-health measure. The intent was preventive, not ideological. Yet the decision quickly ran into legal resistance, and the Delhi High Court stayed the move, observing that it could be interpreted as encouraging homosexuality among inmates.


The episode revealed how prison reforms in India are rarely judged only on administrative merit. They are filtered through moral anxieties, legal sensitivities and social discomfort. Any future policy on conjugal rights will face the same scrutiny.

Supporters of conjugal access often overlook the structural challenges. Most Indian prisons do not even have adequate private meeting rooms. Creating safe, hygienic spaces for intimate visits would require infrastructure upgrades, trained staff and clear protocols. Without this, a reform meant to humanise prisons could end up creating disorder and inequality.

Another overlooked dimension is sentencing policy. In India, furlough allows prisoners to leave temporarily for up to eight weeks in three spells annually, subject to conduct and administrative approval. Parole may also be granted by courts where they find that a state government’s decision reflects arbitrariness or discrimination. These mechanisms already help maintain family ties outside prison walls.

If conjugal rights are to be introduced within prisons, they must complement, not replace, these existing systems. More importantly, they cannot be granted indiscriminately. Violent offenders, gang leaders and those with histories of coercion or abuse require careful screening. Without differentiation, such rights could be monopolised by influential inmates, deepening inequality within prisons.


The conversation must therefore shift from whether conjugal rights should exist to how they could be responsibly implemented. Any meaningful reform must combine psychological assessment, identity verification, behavioural evaluation and infrastructure planning.

India’s prison reforms must recognise this complexity. Conjugal rights may well become part of a more humane correctional system in the future. But they cannot be introduced as symbolic gestures or borrowed from international models. They must grow from India’s own administrative capacity and social context.

Reform, after all, is not about softening punishment. It is about making punishment meaningful and ensuring that when prisoners return to society, they do so not as hardened outcasts, but as individuals who still have something to return to. And, often, that something is a relationship waiting outside the prison gate.

The writer is a former senior official at the Tihar Jail with over three decades of experience in prison administration. His upcoming book, Love in Jail, explores stories of relationships shaped by incarceration.
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On the afternoon of February 1, 2020, a Haryana Police convoy escorting gangster Sandeep alias Kala Jathedi was intercepted near Faridabad by armed men in multiple SUVs. In the gunfire that followed, Assistant Sub-Inspector Jitender Singh was injured and Jathedi escaped. The attackers allegedly hijacked another vehicle before fleeing.







Jathedi allegedly built a network spanning Haryana, Delhi, Rajasthan and western Uttar Pradesh. he relied not on fixed turf, but on associates and contract shooters, and financiers and logistics providers who could be activated as needed.





















The operation lasted only a few minutes but revealed a level of planning that suggested organised crime in north India had changed shape. Here was a network capable of mobilising armed men across state borders, arranging logistics with military-like precision and disappearing before reinforcements arrived.


Police across Haryana, Delhi, Rajasthan and Punjab launched a manhunt; Jathedi was arrested by the Delhi Police special cell in July 2021. By then, investigators understood they were no longer dealing with isolated gangs fighting over local turf. Instead, they encountered an interconnected ecosystem of criminal syndicates, whose reach extended well beyond India’s borders. These decentralised criminal groups adopted migration, encrypted communication, informal financial systems and overseas safe havens, enabling them to survive even when key leaders were jailed or killed.
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Threat contained: Goldy Brar | Interpol














Now, that assessment appears to have found an echo thousands of kilometres away. The US Department of Justice recently indicted jailed gangster Lawrence Bishnoi and his Canada-based associate Goldy Brar over the June 2023 killing of Khalistani separatist Hardeep Singh Nijjar in Surrey, British Columbia. The indictment, part of the multinational Operation Hard Ball, goes beyond a single murder. It describes an India-linked organised crime enterprise operating across India, Canada and the US through extortion, contract killings, narcotics trafficking and money laundering. For the first time, western law enforcement agencies have described an Indian criminal syndicate as a transnational organised crime organisation rather than merely a collection of fugitives.


Jathedi is not named in the American indictment, nor has any US agency alleged that he was part of the criminal enterprise described in the charges. But his rise coincides with the evolution of organised crime in north India into the decentralised ecosystem that investigators say eventually enabled networks such as the Bishnoi-Brar syndicate to operate across continents. Born in Sonipat’s Jathedi village, Jathedi first got involved in robbery and extortion before allegedly building a network spanning Haryana, Delhi, Rajasthan and western Uttar Pradesh. Unlike other gang leaders, he relied not on fixed turf, but on associates and contract shooters, and financiers and logistics providers who could be activated as needed.







There was a time when Kala Jathedi and Goldy Brar knew each other..., but the association ended years ago. Once police agencies began probing those alleged links, Kala distanced himself. —Rohit Dalal, Jathedi’s lawyer























By the 2010s, rival gangs increasingly collaborated: shooters hired across gang lines, weapons sourced from common suppliers, a killing planned in one state and financed from another. A senior Haryana police officer explains the change: “Over the last decade, they have become service providers in a criminal marketplace where logistics, shooters, funding, forged documents and overseas safe havens can be shared depending on the requirement of a particular operation. Earlier, arresting the gang leader would often weaken the organisation. Today, the leadership is only one part of the structure. Communication happens through encrypted applications, trusted intermediaries and handlers operating from abroad. Even when one person is arrested, the network continues to function because the infrastructure survives.”


It was in this landscape that Bishnoi emerged as the most influential gangster of his generation, allegedly directing an expanding network from prison, while Brar handled extortion, finance and logistics. The changing threat perception also altered the investigative response. Cases once treated as conventional organised crime increasingly drew the attention of central agencies such as the NIA. Investigators began examining alleged overlaps between criminal syndicates, narcotics trafficking, terror financing and extremist organisations, particularly when criminal infrastructure appeared to intersect with broader national security concerns.
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For instance, according to the NIA, organised crime networks have developed links with Khalistani elements, driven by operational convenience. The syndicates gain access to overseas infrastructure, while extremist groups benefit from criminal logistics, financing channels and access to experienced shooters. Though the precise nature of these relationships remains under investigation, security agencies increasingly view them as part of a broader ecosystem rather than isolated associations.


Indian investigators have, in several cases, alleged operational contacts between individuals associated with the Jathedi network and members or associates of the Bishnoi-Brar syndicate. In September 2022, the NIA searched premises linked to Bishnoi, Brar, Jathedi and others as part of a crackdown on an alleged “terror-gangster-drug smuggler nexus”; six months later it charge-sheeted all three in the same investigation.

Jathedi’s lawyer Rohit Dalal disputes any suggestion that his client is part of the Bishnoi-Brar syndicate. “There was a time when Kala Jathedi and Goldy Brar knew each other because they operated in neighbouring criminal circles, but the association ended years ago,” he said. “Once police agencies began probing those alleged links, Kala distanced himself.” Pointing out that Jathedi was “not named in the American indictment or accused of being part of the transnational syndicate”, he asserted that criminal cases must be decided on evidence, not perception.


For Indian agencies, the arc from the Faridabad jailbreak to the FBI’s crackdown is prompting a rethink of their approach. Organised crime investigations increasingly involve cooperation between state police forces, the NIA, the ED and international law enforcement partners. This change underlines the new reality: criminal syndicates that once emerged from villages in Haryana and Punjab have evolved into international enterprises, and dismantling them now depends less on arresting individual leaders than on unpicking the ecosystem—financial, digital and cross-border—that keeps them running.
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The protests at Delhi’s Jantar Mantar saw a mix of the familiar and the new, and their aftermath continues to be debated. It is worth sifting through both the political fallout and the new legislation aimed at curbing question paper leaks.

One notable feature was that the protests were initially driven by a genuine sense of grievance among students. This contrasted sharply with some recent agitations. The protests against the CAA, for instance, rested on a blatant misrepresentation that it would affect the citizenship of Indian Muslims. Similarly, the agitation against the farm laws was engineered by cynical opposition parties that had themselves promised similar reforms in their election manifestos.


Another striking aspect was the shockingly abusive language used by some young adults and adolescents. The prime minister advocated empathy, a soft response and mentoring for these foul-mouthed juveniles, many of whom have since expressed regret and apologised. But, large sections of society, including many of their own parents, are horrified.

The protests also followed a familiar pattern in two important respects. First, what began as a student-led movement was taken over by the usual mix of radical far-left activists, Kashmiri separatists and assorted gangs of anarchists. Second, the movement shifted from weeks of peaceful protests to days of violence and arson against the state, damaging public property, attempting to storm Parliament, and injuring nearly 250 police personnel. The rowdies succeeded to the extent that they provoked the inevitable police crackdown, involving lathi-charge and tear gas, to maintain law and order.


Then, there was the deja vu of exposes, once again showcasing social media “toolkits” designed to hijack and scale up such protests, aiming ultimately at regime change. These have demonstrable roots far beyond the protesting students, across international borders, but with a history in India’s neighbourhood and beyond. To its credit, the government showed maturity in continually maintaining channels of communication with some of the prominent faces of the original protests, and successfully working out a resolution to the face-off.



Despite the resignation of a senior Union minister, the political fallout is decidedly mixed, especially now that the shoe is on the other foot, with similar protests erupting in states governed by opposition parties. The fact is that such leaks have been a long running scourge in India, prevalent across the length and breadth of the country, irrespective of who has been in government. A handful of corrupt officials, driven by highly lucrative incentives, have undermined every attempt to root this out over decades.


The tough new legislation passed by Parliament, with stringent penalties for leaks, marked the first occasion in the current monsoon session when the opposition deigned to participate in debate instead of its usual non-stop disruption. The newly established high-powered committee under Nandan Nilekani has also sent the right signals, given his stature and track record in designing and implementing major structural changes in governance and service delivery.

This issue will undoubtedly continue to be widely discussed. Yet, it is clear that the majority of voters, while sympathetic to peaceful protests by genuine students, have discerned, and are repelled, by the attempts to steer them into violence with altogether different objectives.


And while there will always be naysayers, the vast majority of the public is keeping its fingers crossed that the Nilekani committee and the new law will, at long last, help to end the scourge of exam paper leaks.

Baijayant ‘Jay’ Panda is National Vice President of the BJP and is an MP in the Lok Sabha.
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Competitive examinations, rigged answer sheets, inquiry panels, north-south divide, quota-based recruitment are all making news. Ask the Chinese and they’d say, ‘old hat’.
 
 The first Sui emperor is said to have started recruiting ‘mandarins’ through competitive exams in 605 CE. The first recorded exam scam took place 800 years later. In 1397, candidates from the northern provinces found that youth from the south had got all the top ranks. Northern nobles complained to the Ming emperor that the papers had been rigged. (The Chinese had invented paper, too.)


 The emperor asked a team of 12 to probe. The team re-checked all the papers, and found no proof of fraud. But northern nobles would have none of that. They revolted, saying the probe team, too, had cheated. The emperor was in a fix. Finally, he exiled the probe leader, jailed exam board chief, and recruited 61 northerners to public posts.
 
 Justice done? No. But the emperor’s actions brought peace to the land. That is what’s called political expediency!



 Law-making in India, like in the Ming-ruled China, has become whimsical, and reactive to public outcries. Look at our handling of exam scams. We had fairly robust criminal and penal codes for more than a century, and multiple state laws against exam frauds. Yet scams were reported from across India pretty routinely—about 220 of them since 2005 affecting 10 crore students.


 Governments made laws after every scam, all of which did the same things—they prescribed tougher and tougher penalties. Take the last five years. The Rajasthan Public Exam Act 2022 and its 2023 amendment prescribed 10-year jail term to exam mafiosi. The Gujarat Act 2023 threatened seven to 10 years in jail and heavy fines. The Bihar Act 2024 said scammers would go to jail for 10 years and made to pay Rs1 crore fine. The Odisha Amendment 2025 would send master-leakers to three to 10 years in jail. Then, scandalised by a spate of frauds in NEET 2024, the Centre passed the Public Exams Act 2024 that criminalised paper leaks, impersonation and computer hacking, and threatened to send violators to 10 years in jail with Rs1 crore fine.



 Bravo! Have these laws sent anyone to jail for even a few days? Take the NEET 2024 scam. In the end, 26 students were suspended, 42 candidates debarred, and a few dozen arrested for promising inflated scores. All small fry.




 The big fish? Well, the CBI arrested a guy as the ringleader, but told the court a few months later that they didn’t have “any evidence to establish [his] involvement”. The judge had no go but to let him go, and close the case.



 Last week we made even stricter laws—cheats would suffer five to 10 years in jail, offending exam service providers would pay heftier fine and eight-year bans, exam managers five to 10 years in jail, and exam mafiosi seven to 10 years. There will also be fast-track courts to try exam fraud cases.


 Would these laws make any difference? Hardly. You may have laws that would hang a thief from the Samrat Yantra of Jantar Mantar, but first your constabulary have to catch the thief, and your prosecutors have to prove his guilt. That’s where we and our laws fail. We have laws, but we don’t catch the thieves or strive to prove their guilt before an honest judge. It’s not stricter laws that we need, what we need is better policing.



 Rulers, voters, ladies, gentlemen, and my beloved self-styled cockroaches! What dissuades a guy from committing a crime is not the severity of the punishment, but the certainty of punishment. As Thomas Jefferson said, “The execution of the laws is more important than the making of them.”

prasannan@theweek.in
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Doctor,” he said, “I think I’m losing my concentration.”

He was 52, the CEO of a successful company, and convinced that something was wrong with his brain. Meetings would drift. He would open his laptop to answer an email and, five minutes later, find himself wondering why flamingos stand on one leg or remembering a cricket match from 20 years ago. While driving home, his mind wandered so completely that he sometimes reached his destination with almost no recollection of the journey. “I’m becoming absent-minded,” he sighed. “My brain just... switches off.”



 I smiled. “It doesn’t switch off,” I said. “It switches inward.” For most of the last century, neuroscientists believed the brain was either working or resting. It was only in the early 2000s, when researchers peered into healthy brains using functional MRI, that they made a surprising discovery. Even when people were lying quietly, doing absolutely nothing, a remarkably consistent network of brain regions became intensely active. They named it the default mode network, a rather unimaginative title for one of the most fascinating discoveries in modern neuroscience.

If I had been allowed to name it, I might have called it the storyteller, or perhaps the wandering poet. Because this is the network that awakens when the outside world grows quiet. It is where memory meets imagination, where yesterday is woven into tomorrow, where regrets are replayed, conversations rehearsed, futures imagined and identities quietly assembled. As Virginia Woolf wrote, “The mind receives a myriad impressions... an incessant shower of innumerable atoms.” The default mode network is the gentle curator of that shower, forever arranging the fragments into the story we call ourselves.

Curiously, this network is at its busiest when we appear to be doing nothing at all. It comes alive while staring out of train windows, walking on the beach, sitting beneath a tree, standing in the shower, or absent-mindedly stirring a cup of tea. It is why solutions to impossible problems often arrive while folding laundry rather than sitting in front of a computer. It is why melodies appear in the middle of the night, why novelists discover endings while gardening, and why so many scientific breakthroughs have emerged during moments of quiet reflection rather than frantic effort.



Albert Einstein once remarked, “Creativity is intelligence having fun.” Neuroscience might add that creativity is intelligence finally being left alone. Yet, there is a delicate balance. Left unchecked, the same network can become the birthplace of rumination, anxiety and depression, endlessly replaying yesterday’s mistakes or tomorrow’s fears. As Mark Twain quipped, “I’ve had a lot of worries in my life, most of which never happened.” It turns out our brains are remarkably talented at writing tragedies that never make it to the stage.


When I finished explaining this to him, he looked relieved. “So daydreaming isn’t laziness?”

“Quite the opposite,” I replied. “It’s one of the most sophisticated things your brain does.”

He laughed.

“My wife has been telling me for years that I’m always lost in my own world.”


I nodded. “She was probably right.”

The irony is that in an age obsessed with productivity, we have become frightened of stillness. Every empty moment is filled with a notification, a podcast, a headline, a scrolling thumb. We have forgotten that silence is not the absence of thought; it is often where our deepest thinking begins. Perhaps that is why the poet Rainer Maria Rilke urged us to “live the questions now”. The brain seems to agree. It spends much of its quietest moments doing precisely that.

As he stood up to leave, he asked one final question. “So, doctor... what should I do when my mind starts wandering again?” I thought for a moment. “Follow it,” I said. “Just don’t believe everything it tells you.”

After all these years of operating on the brain, I have come to suspect that the greatest mystery is not movement, language or memory. It is consciousness itself. Somewhere among hundred billion neurons, our hopes, fears, dreams, humour and imagination emerge from electrical impulses we barely understand. The default mode network reminds us that even when we appear to be doing nothing, the brain is quietly composing the autobiography of our lives. And, perhaps, that is why some of our best ideas arrive in the shower. The brain, unlike the rest of us, has finally escaped the meetings.


The author is consultant neurosurgeon at Wockhardt Hospital, Mumbai.

mazdaturel@gmail.com @mazdaturel
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It happened at the Sethis’ wedding reception last week, that glittering battlefield of rustling silk, shaguns, and plastic smiles. I was headed for the bar with dignified nonchalance—thirst, after all, being the only emotion at such gatherings that requires no pretence—when a vision in sequins and shimmer glided towards me. She beamed with the radiant certainty of someone who had just won the lottery, received a marriage proposal, or perhaps both.

I cast a nervous glance over my shoulder, half-expecting to discover a more worthy object of such unbridled delight—a taller, wealthier, or at least better-dressed suitor. But there was no one. Just me, in all the rumpled glory of my five-year old suit. Panic seized my soul. Why was this dazzling creature smiling at me with such familiarity? More pressingly, did we even know her? And if not, would the missus subject me to a thorough cross-examination later?


She drew closer, lips parting to speak. At that precise merciful moment, the DJ unleashed deafening music! Music exploded across the hall—loud, proud and vengeful. The sound swallowed her words whole, leaving her like a goldfish, her mouth opening and closing in silent eloquence. I nodded vigorously, flashed what I hoped was a knowing grin, and made my escape.

If ever a man was saved by decibels, it was I.

The next morning, over coffee and mild domestic interrogation, my wife delivered the coup de grace: the mysterious belle was none other than Mrs Bose from the floor below. The same lady with whom I have shared the lift umpteen times. Plain, pleasant, almost dowdy, in her everyday avatar. Yet, last night, armed with professional makeup, favourable lighting, and enough jewellery to buy a house, she was transformed like beautiful Cinderella!



My narrow escape prompted deeper reflection on our nation’s fervent, almost obsessive-compulsive love affair with noise. In our country, no festival, wedding, political rally, or religious observance feels legitimate without deafening noise in some form. The nagaras, the dholaks, the dhols are all capable of producing noise totally disproportionate to their humble sizes. The nadaswarams, shehnais, and tangmuris add their own insistent, often piercing notes. Above all, it is the modern electronic amplification systems that have raised our cultural fixation to truly epic heights.


Nowhere is this more evident than in the grand marriage processions that snake through city streets, blissfully indifferent to the traffic chaos they leave in their wake. Every barat, especially in north India, must necessarily have brass bands, firecrackers and DJ sets loud enough to rouse the dead.

My friend Gopu, a self-styled cultural anthropologist with a penchant for defending the indefensible, explained in his scholarly manner: “Arre, it’s tradition! The groom must announce his arrival with fanfare, lest someone later accuse him of sneaking off in an Uber at midnight like a common coward.”

“Fair enough,” I countered, “But must they notify the entire municipal area? Couldn’t they just WhatsApp the jealous neighbours of the bride instead?”

“And look what they have done to the sangeet,” I continued, “It used to be a sweet family affair. Ladies sitting in a circle with just a dholak, singing folk songs—some sweet, some gloriously bawdy—teasing the bride and groom. The sangeet, these days, resembles a cheap nightclub with strobe lights. The music is so loud that conversation is impossible and your heart goes boompity-boompity-boom-boom-boom!”


Gopu waved his hand dismissively. “Times have changed! Modern sangeet needs ‘vibe’. It needs glitz! It needs oomph! It needs power to shake the building foundations!”

He wasn’t entirely mistaken. Across our social landscape, volume has become the ultimate emblem of status and success. Holi, Diwali, Durga Puja—none are safe. Our communication with the divine needs a sonic boom. Where silence once invited transcendence and inner stillness, we now address the heavens at volumes suitable for addressing stadium crowds. Temple loudspeakers blare bhajans from dawn. Home pujas in high-rises are amplified “for the neighbours’ benefit”. Modest mohalla celebrations feature DJs who think God is deaf.

The automotive world has made its own inspired contributions to the national cacophony. Few sights are as surreal as a humble Maruti Alto or diminutive Nano thumping down the highway as though it has swallowed an entire discotheque. The car seems to dance the bhangra of its own accord—hopping, skipping, and swaying—while the driver rocks to the music, unmindful of the traffic. It is not just the tiny cars that overcompensate through amplifiers. Rumour has it that one Bollywood luminary equipped his Rs5.2 crore Cadillac with 42 speakers. 42! It should now be described as a mobile disco with, maybe, excellent air-conditioning.

Our obsession with noise, I have concluded, stems from a peculiar discomfort with quietude. We are downright uncomfortable with meaningful conversations which demand presence, listening, and the vulnerability of genuine connection. Far safer, then, to drown potential awkwardness in waves of decibels. Loud music serves as the protective umbrella against making the effort of truly listening to someone else.


As I grow older, I grow wiser. I no longer rail against the inevitable. I have made my peace with nagaras and blaring horns, with screaming crowds and throbbing woofers. I smile vacuously, nod appreciatively, and allow the music to speak for me. In any case, these days I often have little notion of what to say to whom.

K.C. Verma is former chief of R&AW. kcverma345@gmail.com
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On completion of my pre-commission and flying training at the academy, I had my first posting as a pilot officer in a Hunter Squadron in June 1962. I arrived by a late evening train at Ambala. The lights at the station were like hurricane lamps; the roads were poorly lit. I hired a cycle rikshaw, which strained its way with me, my bedding and bags, to the officers’ mess about 45 minutes away.

My conversion training on the Hunters came to an abrupt halt in September when China attacked en masse in Ladakh and Arunachal Pradesh. I was sent along with seven or eight other junior pilots for forward air controller duties. I was assigned to a Jat infantry battalion in Tangtse, Ladakh, in my flight overall and flying boots! It was rough adjusting to the climate. The battalion headquarters was on the bank of a stream that moved gently by day but swelled with melting ice early morning. I joined lieutenant Mavi, the battalion quartermaster, as his tent-mate. We used to play throwing knives on sandbags for fun, and, sometimes, I climbed hills along with the troops to get a feel of the terrain. At break with the troops, we had rum with water in sawed-off bottles (local cut-glass!), that was a part of the standard tableware at functions with troops. Rum was indispensable to beat off the cold. At 13,000 feet, the capacity to withstand liquor drastically reduced.


Life was rough. I even got a frost bite that required a minor surgery in a tented hospital. Anyway, the Chinese abruptly declared ceasefire just as the winter was setting in. All the same, prime minister Jawaharlal Nehru sought help from US president John Kennedy and British prime minister Harold Macmillan to gear up the Air Force. It was a black day in India’s history when India sought systems to cover the entire spectrum of air operations that included radars, communication network, F-104 interceptors and bombers that can reach into Tibet; in short, creation of a full-spectrum Air Force.

In response, the US proposed a joint exercise, ‘Shiksha’, in India, with air forces of the US, the UK and Australia along with the IAF, in order to identify weak areas and to strengthen IAF skill-sets. The US agreed to send a few transportable radars for the exercise (that could subsequently be retained, if feasible), which could cover the air exercise area. The USAF also sent 18 F-100 Super-Sabres, the RAF 12 Javelin all-weather interceptors and the RAAF three Canberra bombers to participate in the exercise in November 1963.


The F-100s carried out high-speed interceptions against Canberra that were employed as raiders at high altitudes terminating in simulated missile attacks down to 4-5km range from the target. Indian Gnats and Hunters proved swift to get off the ground when scrambled but interceptions at low levels did not work too well due to poor radar detection. RAF Javelins faced some operational difficulties. One crashed on take-off at night. The crew were safe. Another Javelin ferrying through India was lost over the Sundarbans; the pilot was lost but the navigator ejected safely.



‘Shiksha’ highlighted weaknesses of the IAF. Till then, India had not pursued having a potent air force as a necessary investment. The US’s offer for a few operational training capsules that could strengthen the operational standards, new radars and communication systems was welcome. India’s request for the F-104 was denied, probably because Pakistan had already started receiving these in 1961. The Soviets then came forward offering MIG-21 interceptors, SAMs and air-weapons.


Pakistan was watching. It felt that the moment was right to attack India and grab Kashmir. In less than two years, Pakistan infiltrated ‘raiders’ in Kashmir and called it a local upraising. That act blew up into Indo-Pakistan war.

The writer served as the 19th Chief of the Air Staff.
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As the US Tomahawk cruise missiles struck Iraqi targets with remarkable precision during the First Gulf War (1990-91), their effectiveness was keenly analysed by the Defence Research and Development Organisation in Delhi. Among those who admired Tomahawk’s capabilities was A.P.J. Abdul Kalam, then DRDO chief who would come to be known as the missile man of India.







At least a dozen countries across Europe, West Asia, Latin America and Africa have expressed interest in acquiring the BrahMos missile.





















At the time, Kalam was head of the Integrated Guided Missile Development Programme (IGMDP), whose five flagship systems—Prithvi, Agni, Akash, Trishul and Nag—did not include a terrain-hugging cruise missile like the Tomohawk. The desire to develop one, therefore, became irresistible. This led to the birth of a supersonic cruise missile jointly developed by India and Russia—BrahMos.


“The story of BrahMos began with the legendary Kalam,” recalled Dr Atul Dinkar Rane, then a young engineer who went on to become CEO and managing director of BrahMos Aerospace, which manufactures the missiles. “The momentum truly gathered after A. Sivathanu Pillai became the founding CEO and MD of the company.”

The BrahMos project took off in 1997.

That year, a team of 27 Indians—DRDO scientists, officials from government defence firms and representatives of private industry—gathered at a military-industrial facility in Reutov, a small township outside Moscow. There they studied an engine that powered a Russian cruise missile. The Russians were willing to share the technology.



As one senior DRDO scientist looked over the engine intently, a colleague asked him: “What do you think?” The reply was epic: “There is no Russian woman more beautiful than this engine.”


The engine powered Russia’s Onyx supersonic cruise missile, and work was continuing to refine the system. The Indian delegation had spent nearly three months in Russia evaluating the technology. Impressed, New Delhi signed an inter-governmental agreement with Russia in 1998 to establish what would become BrahMos Aerospace.
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Fire and fury: A BrahMos missile with enhanced capabilities being test-fired at Chandipur, Odisha, in January 2022 | PIB














The agreement itself was a rare one. Usually, it was the cabinet committee on security that gave the go-ahead for military agreements. But the Brahmos deal was fast-tracked with clearance at the highest political level.

Within India’s defence establishment, the highly classified project was simply referred to as the “JV”—the joint venture between DRDO and the Russia’s state-owned NPO Mashinostroyeniya. Inside DRDO, as work on the project began, it came to be referred to as PJ-10.

Twenty-five years after its maiden flight test in 2001, the BrahMos has evolved from a closely guarded Indo-Russian venture into India’s flagship defence export. Its combat debut came during Operation Sindoor in May 2025, where it played a decisive role.


“Nothing gives more pleasure to a military scientist than seeing a weapon system perform to perfection in an actual battle situation,” Rane said. “During Sindoor, I could immediately recognise it was BrahMos from the impact [signatures] and other clues. I was on cloud nine.”

Sources said at least 15 BrahMos missiles were fired by the Indian Air Force’s Sukhoi-30 fighter jets during Operation Sindoor. The strikes on Pakistani military installations were carried out from stand-off ranges without crossing the international border. The accuracy and lethality of the missile strikes were crucial in prompting Pakistan to swiftly call for a ceasefire. BrahMos also demonstrated its ability to evade Chinese-origin air defence systems deployed by Pakistan. That was cue enough for many countries to take keen interest in the missile.

India had signed a $375-million deal in January 2022 to supply three BrahMos batteries to the Philippines. Following Operation Sindoor, the pace of negotiations with other countries picked up. Vietnam has concluded a deal, believed to be worth $629 million, while Indonesia has finalised an agreement estimated at $200-300 million.

Interestingly, the Russians themselves seem interested.


Speaking on the sidelines of the Fleet 2026 International Maritime Defence Show in St Petersburg in June, Alexander Maksichev, joint managing director representing the Russian side at BrahMos Aerospace, said the company was ready to supply the missile to Russia.

“We are ready to fulfil an order if we receive a request from the Russian side. These will be missiles for either the navy or ground forces. We have sufficient capacity and we understand what the Russian side wants,” Maksichev said.

While there are several BrahMos variants, the one primed for export has a range of 290 kilometres. Sources say the enhanced range of the surface-to-surface variant of the BrahMos may touch 800km.

Named after the Brahmaputra and the Moskva rivers, BrahMos is a two-stage missile. A solid propellant booster accelerates it to supersonic speed (Mach 1, or 1,234.8kmph) in the first stage, after which a liquid-fuel ramjet powers the missile to Mach 3 during the cruise phase.


It follows the “fire and forget” principle—which means it requires no guidance after launch. Its speed, variety of flight trajectories and low radar signature (because of compact design and use of special materials) make it difficult to detect. It can fly as high as 15km or skim just 10 metres above the ground, with its kinetic energy adding to its destructive power.

The multi-role, multi-platform precision strike missile has been successfully tested more than 10 times in ship-to-ship, ship-to-shore, shore-to-ship, ground-to-ground, air-to-ground and air-to-sea configurations. The advantage of a supersonic cruise missile is that a salvo of five or more are impossible to intercept.

Production has expanded, with BrahMos facilities now operating in Hyderabad, Nagpur and Pilani. A newly commissioned plant in Lucknow has just begun production. All four centres have the capability to churn out at least four missiles a month, with efforts on to further increase capacity.

Demand, though, is rising even faster. The government envisage equipping every major Indian naval ship and fighter aircraft with BrahMos as part of its weapons systems, while at least a dozen countries across Europe, West Asia, Latin America and Africa have expressed interest in acquiring the missile.

Work on developing new BrahMos variants continues. This includes one with underwater capability and a miniaturised BrahMos. The ultimate goal, apparently, is to pair a fully indigenous BrahMos with India’s homegrown fighter aircraft—Tejas and the LCA Mk 2.

“At this point, except the engine, the BrahMos is fully home-made,” said an official. “When we first started production, only about 13 per cent was Indian. We still get the engine from Russia; there has been no choking on the supply front despite the conflict with Ukraine. But soon, even the engine will be made in India.”
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Bankipur sits on the southern bank of the Ganga, in the heart of Patna. It is among the city’s oldest neighbourhoods, where colonial-era landmarks such as Patna University, Golghar, Gandhi Maidan and the old Patna Museum coexist with the grand new Bihar Museum, designed by a Japanese architect. Together, they reflect the city’s continuing evolution.







Many expect Prashant Kishor’s entry into the assembly to reshape Bihar’s entrenched caste equations and unsettle both the BJP and the opposition. “We see Bankipur as a black swan moment,” said Vivek Kumar, spokesperson and founding member of the JSP.





















It is also home to the state’s administrative elite, old families and educated middle class, who are known for their affinity for political stability. In its pre-delimitation avatar as Patna West, the seat even produced two chief ministers.


For nearly three decades, despite upheavals in Bihar’s politics, Bankipur remained one of BJP’s safest assembly seats. Since 1995, it had been represented first by Nabin Kishore Prasad Sinha and later by his son, Nitin Nabin. Now the BJP’s national president, Nabin first won the seat in a 2006 byelection and retained it in every subsequent election before vacating it earlier this year after shifting to national politics.

The byelection was widely expected to be another comfortable BJP victory. Instead, it produced one of the biggest political surprises of the year. Coupled with the BJP’s loss in Datia, Madhya Pradesh, and a reduced victory margin in Manjalpur, Gujarat, it deepened the party’s electoral anxieties.

Bankipur, predictably, has attracted more attention. Prashant Kishor, contesting his first election after spending nearly two decades as a political strategist, defeated the BJP by over 19,000 votes, securing the first electoral victory for his Jan Suraaj Party (JSP). The JSP had drawn a blank in the assembly polls last year, with 236 of its 238 candidates losing deposits. Its candidate in Bankipur had secured less than 5 per cent of votes then.



This time, to match the war machinery, the JSP set up addas at 422 booths, deputing 20 workers to each booth. Their job was to ensure that each voter cast his ballot, helping the party beat the BJP’s booth management. The election result is significant not only because the BJP lost one of its strongest urban bastions, but also because it happened just six months after the party had its first chief minister in the state: Samrat Choudhary.


The campaign unfolded against the backdrop of student protests over examination paper leaks, police action against demonstrators, and the resignation of Union education minister Dharmendra Pradhan. Within both the ruling alliance and the opposition, there is a growing belief that Gen Z anger influenced the electoral outcome, even if the scale of its impact cannot be quantified.
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The protests cast a shadow on the other bypolls in BJP-ruled states: Datia in Madhya Pradesh and Manjalpur in Gujarat. The Congress managed to retain Datia, once the pocket borough of former state home minister Narottam Mishra, while the BJP held on to Manjalpur with a reduced margin. Opposition parties were quick to argue that the national mood had changed, while the BJP insisted local factors had shaped the contests.

But Bankipur dominated the political conversation. Many expect Kishor’s entry into the assembly to reshape Bihar’s entrenched caste equations and unsettle both the BJP and the opposition.

“We see Bankipur as a black swan moment in Bihar politics,” said Vivek Kumar, spokesperson and founding member of the JSP. “Nothing has changed in Bankipur in the past six months except the BJP’s own decision to replace the mandate people had voted for. People elected Nitish Kumar [as chief minister], but the BJP replaced him with Choudhary.”







[The denial of ticket to BJP leader Narottam Mishra] indirectly helped us. Anti-incumbency... played a role. Also, people did not want a return of Mishra’s intimidating style. —Umang Singhar, leader of opposition in the Madhya Pradesh assembly






















The numbers underline the scale of the shift. In the 2025 assembly polls, the BJP secured more than 62 per cent of votes in Bankipur. In the bypoll, its vote share fell to 34 per cent. Many believe Kishor drew support from Bankipur’s educated, upper-caste and middle-class electorate. “The student protests also played a part,” said a BJP leader. “Since it was a personality-driven seat, when he [Nabin] exited the outcome changed.”

The polling took place days after Pradhan resigned and student protests rocked Patna. The middle class, which has traditionally supported the BJP, felt the impact. Within the party, the result has forced introspection. Many leaders fear that opposition parties in different states could capitalise on this sentiment.

The Bankipur result also raises questions for the Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD), as its candidate, Rekha Kumari, lost her deposit after her vote share dropped from 30 per cent to 10. The increasing political attention that Kishor is likely to get poses a challenge to established parties. Tejashwi Yadav of the RJD and Chirag Paswan of the Lok Janshakti Party have been working hard to position themselves as the state’s youth leaders. With Kishor’s entry, they may have to rethink their strategy.

The BJP has sought to play down the significance of the results. Party spokesperson Guru Prakash said bypolls should not be seen as a verdict on a government. “Our top leadership will sit, carry out a detailed process of consultation, and then [make] amendments after identifying what went wrong,” he said.


The process is likely to be played out 900 kilometres away, in Datia, as well. The seat had been held for three terms by Narottam Mishra, former Madhya Pradesh home minister and one of the BJP’s most recognisable faces in the Bundelkhand region. Known for his controversial statements, Mishra was denied a ticket this time. Sources say the resentment played a role in the outcome.

The Congress campaign was hardly smooth. After its incumbent MLA Rajendra Bharti was disqualified, necessitating the bypoll, the Congress fielded former MLA Ghanshyam Singh. It then expelled Bharti on charges of anti-party activity just hours before counting began. Still, the Congress was able to keep its campaign focused on local issues affecting farmers, backward communities and youth, including jobs and employment.

“[The denial of ticket to Mishra] indirectly helped us,” said Umang Singhar, leader of opposition in the assembly. “Anti-incumbency, because of the issues of farmers and tribals, and employment and examination scams, played a role. Also, people did not want a return of Mishra’s intimidating style.”

The assembly polls in both Madhya Pradesh and Bihar had given massive mandates to BJP-led alliances. But, since then, both states have seen new chief ministers and state party presidents. The BJP now faces the challenge of getting its next-generation leadership accepted by both the cadre and the electorate.


Within the Congress, the victory in Datia indicates that the party’s efforts to emerge from the shadow of veterans such as Kamal Nath and Digvijaya Singh and build a new state leadership under Jitu Patwari is beginning to bear fruit.

“The larger emotion that the Gen Z movement created at the national level was reflected here,” said party leader Vikram Chaudhary. “[It added to] the strong sentiment among farmers, who are alienated from the state government. We are witnessing a mood shift. The poll performance has provided a strong booster dose for the state leadership, making booth management competitive against the BJP.”

The BJP, however, maintains that the results should not be read as a verdict on national politics. “Bypolls are not chiefly an indication of people’s faith in the dispensation,” said Guru Prakash.

Notably, the turnout in Bankipur was only 34 per cent, well below the 41 per cent recorded in the general election. This low figure in a stronghold indicates that the cadre may have become complacent, costing the party. Nevertheless, the results in Bankipur and Datia have set alarm bells ringing within the BJP, with calls for course correction likely to gain momentum.
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Vicky Chindaliya submitted a leave application at the multinational company he worked for to prepare for his upcoming wedding. He got a termination letter in return.
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“I was told it was part of global layoffs, but frankly, I wasn’t worried,” said the thirty-something IIT-Bombay alumnus. “I had studied at illustrious institutions and worked at high-profile multinationals, and my work was good. So I thought I would easily get another job.”


He spent several weeks on his wedding and the associated ceremonies, and started looking for jobs four months later. “First, I was told to wait till appraisals were over, since that was when people normally change jobs. But it turned out people weren’t leaving. The post-Covid job boom was over, and jobs simply weren’t available,” he said.

The Faridabad resident’s situation worsened as companies held back on filling vacancies, with tariffs and conflicts dulling the market. Offers flowed in on LinkedIn and in his inbox, but none translated into a confirmation.

More than a year on, Vicky is dejected after multiple false starts, and is now considering alternatives. EMI defaults have meant frozen accounts, and the newlyweds are getting by on his father’s pension. One option he is weighing is a cloud kitchen. “At least people will always need to eat,” he said. “It is not a job AI can take away.”



Blame it on AI, global slowdown, or the several crises hitting the economy at once, all is not well in the job market. Jobs are being slashed by the thousands, with unemployment acute among the under-35 cohort; some estimates put it as high as 40 per cent.
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“There is a slowdown of formal, well-paid jobs even as the informal and gig sectors continue to grow,” said Prof Chandrasekhar Sripada of the Indian School of Business, Hyderabad. “The main reasons are rapid automation, slow offtake of manufacturing investment, an inability to rely on migrant labour, and a poor supply of job-ready talent, especially for new sectors like semiconductors.”

Roopank Chaudhary, partner & rewards leader at the professional services provider Aon, said India was going through a jobs reset. “Entry-level jobs are being reshaped by AI, automation and digital workflows. Employers are becoming far more selective. Attrition has cooled meaningfully. India’s employment story is becoming more demanding,” he said.

When the formula fails
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For generations, an unwritten social contract set the standard for growing up: study well, clear your exams, get a job—that was the path to well-being. Through independence, socialism, liberalisation and the market economy, that pact largely held, as generation after generation moved up the social ladder on the twin formula of education followed by employment.


Not any longer. For all its vaunted demographic dividend, India’s Gen Z, armed with degrees and certificates, find that the jobs meant to secure their future have morphed or melted away. Recently, thousands of them took to the streets across cities for weeks over the NEET paper leaks, demanding a Union minister’s resignation. Dig deeper, and there is a more fundamental fear—that this generation’s future, despite playing by the rules, may be worse than the one before it.
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“Full-time jobs are not providing a pathway to prosperity. That’s the major grievance young people have,” said Rathin Roy, economist and former member of the Prime Minister’s Economic Advisory Council. “This is the new thing Gen Z is facing that previous generations did not.”

Before sunset

IT is a major reason behind this. India’s sunrise sector since the 1990s, the booming industry was adding a lakh new jobs a year by the 2010s. But in the first nine months of the last financial year, the top five Indian IT companies added just 17 people, down from 11,000 the previous year. And this year’s trend is worse, with a 17 per cent drop on last year and a 60 per cent fall from the post-pandemic hiring spree of 2022.


That is a problem for a generation that shaped its education around a lucrative IT career, and perhaps a foreign posting on the coveted H1B visa. But with the advent of AI and deep tech, Indian IT has been caught flat-footed.
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Freshers are worst hit. With basic coding and testing now heavily automated, as much as 25 per cent of entry-level jobs have disappeared. Tata Consultancy Services, India’s largest IT services company, alone has cut more than 23,000 jobs in FY26.
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Beyond tech

It would be too simplistic to blame it all on AI. One factor is the staffing cycle colliding with real-world strife. After Covid, flush with government dole-outs and a surge in consumption, many companies went on a hiring spree. But global events soon dulled that optimism—wars from Ukraine to Iran and Donald Trump’s tariff offensive upset the applecart, and the Indian economy went into a K-shaped spiral that squeezed the working class’s spending power.
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“After the surge in hiring post-pandemic and the slowdown through 2024 and 2025, hiring sentiment has begun to stabilise,” said Chetan Mangalwedhe, founder and CEO of TalentiFi-X, a staffing firm.
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Young people entering the workforce have been worst affected. “The bottom rung of the ladder is breaking,” said Jaspreet Bindra, founder of AI & Beyond, a tech-literacy platform. “But most of the layoffs you’re seeing here are not entirely because of AI—many are down to over-hiring, or a changed geopolitical climate. It is often beneficial to pin the blame on AI, because it drives up your stock when you say you’ve let people go for that reason.”

It’s the economy, stupid
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“India’s capital markets peaked in September 2024, and for nearly two years, they are trading below that level. When valuations cool off like this, there is genuine pressure on companies to boost their bottom line,” said Balasubramanian Anantha Narayanan, senior vice-president of TeamLease.

Festival and summer sales have been dull for the past few years despite the government cutting repo rates, raising income tax exemption limits and rationalising GST to boost consumption. A series of shocks—tariffs, the wars and high fuel prices—spoiled the party. The monsoon has underdelivered, too, with June the driest in twelve years.

“You cannot pass all of that cost increase on to customers—you have to absorb some while protecting your market share,” said Narayanan. For most corporations, the way out has been layoffs and a freeze on fresh hiring. “The focus now is a lot more on productivity.”

The breaking of the conveyor belt

“We created a conveyor belt for getting a job: finish school, get an engineering degree, then an MBA, become a management trainee, then assistant manager, senior deputy manager, whatever. You hop on and your life is secure,” said Bindra. “That conveyor belt is now breaking, and a new one will need to be built. It isn’t that jobs no longer exist—it’s that they’ve changed. People who can adapt using AI are getting great jobs.”
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For fresh entrants, that is a deal they were never taught. Aishwarya Mahajan, a 27-year-old copywriter in Gurugram, studied literature and film studies hoping to become a creative at an ad agency. Entering today’s workplace was an eye-opener. “None of whatever we were taught worked, because brands now want a portfolio with a digital essence,” she said.
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She found the demand was for quick, short reels that aid brand recall, rather than the creative work that once made Indian advertising win awards. “When we are writing for algorithms, they lose the human essence,” she said. With companies cutting budgets on the argument that “AI can get it done”, fewer people are hired and the focus has shifted to volume over storytelling. “Today, employers expect one person to do the work of two. The argument is: otherwise AI will do it.”

Silver lining

Experts argue this is not the end, just a bend. “Every major technological shift has transformed jobs, and AI is no different. The focus is moving from repetitive tasks to higher-value work requiring creativity, critical thinking and problem-solving,” said Vimal Dangri, chief human resources officer and general counsel at Mastek, a provider of enterprise AI, digital and cloud services.

“Is there an impact on jobs? Yes. But overall, there is net job creation. Some jobs are becoming redundant while others are being substituted,” said Narayanan.

In sheer numbers, white-collar jobs continue to be available. While everyone looks for a job in IT, sectors like manufacturing, logistics, health care and renewable energy are hiring, and often struggling to find candidates.

“Job creation is happening in different parts of the economy,” said Sonal Arora, country manager at staffing firm GI Group Holding. “There is growing demand in tier-2 and tier-3 cities, too, but many jobseekers remain focused on a narrow set of industries, locations and roles.”

System reboot

While white-collar work increasingly demands complex problem-solving, there is also a surge in blue-collar jobs. “This shift demands a complete rethinking of engineering education,” said Indranil Manna, vice-chancellor of the Birla Institute of Technology, Mesra. “Technical knowledge alone is no longer sufficient. Employers want graduates who can solve complex problems, think critically and work across disciplines, preparing for careers that will evolve over the next two or three decades.”
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Institutions, including the government, have a role to play in reworking policy and preparing society for the changes ahead. “The greatest irony in our country is that employers can’t find enough talent, and people can’t find enough jobs,” said Sripada. “Our urban-centric, office-based employment models don’t connect demand with supply. This is truer in tier-3 and tier-4 towns, where talented youth wait outside the labour market. One way to address this is to adopt remote-work models at scale, and take jobs to people instead of people to jobs.”
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Skills for the kill

Earlier, hiring decisions were largely based on technical expertise and experience. “Today, employers look beyond what candidates know to how quickly they can learn and adapt,” said Dangri.

It is all about skills now. “The correlation between the nature of your degree, even the school you went to, and the job you end up doing is increasingly weak,” said Narayanan. “Look at Japan and Germany. Students learn practical skills from class seven or eight, interning with companies from twelve or thirteen right through to leaving school, so they are employable straight after, without necessarily needing a college degree. I have seen someone with an ITI certificate who is a better engineer than an engineer.”

As AI displaces white-collar jobs, hands-on work should become more sought-after. But two obstacles stand in the way: wages, and the stigma that places any desk job on a pedestal.

“There is a social stigma against physical or field jobs,” said Narayanan. “A salesperson out in the field might earn Rs 40,000-50,000 a month, but the perception is that someone earning Rs 20,000-25,000 behind a computer has the more aspirational job. It makes no sense—that desk job is actually at higher risk of being replaced by AI. A field job is unlikely to be replaced; at best, it gets augmented.”

Electricians, plumbers and sanitation workers are highly paid in many countries. Many US data centres pay electricians more than the engineers on site. “In western countries, a construction worker and an office employee earn roughly the same, and the former may even have better perks, through union membership, insurance and health cover.”

Best foot forward

“The larger challenge for India is not simply creating more jobs — it’s creating better-quality jobs, encouraging greater private investment, and keeping education, skilling and industry requirements aligned,” said Kartik Narayan, CEO of Apna.co, a recruitment firm specialising in blue- and grey-collar jobs.

The clock is ticking, because this churn has arrived at a moment when India should have been harvesting its demographic dividend to turbocharge its economy. Instead, its economy and job market are in limbo.

India is at the crossroads, and all eyes will be on the steps the government takes that will determine whether its demographic advantage translates into a dividend or a curse. As Dangri said, “The future belongs to those who remain curious, adaptable and committed to lifelong learning.”

—With Kanu Sarda
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Interview/ Rathin Roy, economist & former member, PM’s Economic Advisory Council

Q/ While the recent protests were ostensibly over NEET paper leak, at the core of it is the fear of future. Where does this uncertainty stem from?


It is the fear of lack of prosperity. There is an unemployment problem. NEET is only a proximate cause. For example, I paid income tax on my first job as a lecturer. Today, that same job pays about Rs65,000 a month, which is not eligible to pay income tax. Which means that the available incomes to people who enter the job market are not sufficient for them to be prosperous. And I define prosperity as earning enough to at least pay income tax. And it means that anybody earning less than Rs 1 lakh a month, and therefore not eligible to pay income tax, have no discretionary income. They are not prosperous and they have no pathway to prosperity.







India is a reasonably high-growth economy that is not high-employment. Which means that the growth that is happening is not inclusive. Most people are not participating in growth and therefore they are not producing it.





















Q/ What are the factors that have led to such a scenario?

One is that the Indian economy is not doing well enough for the normal connection between growth and employment to be valid. India is a reasonably high-growth economy that is not high-employment. Which means that the growth that is happening is not inclusive. Most people are not participating in growth and therefore they are not producing it. As a result, they are simply not getting prosperous. So the crisis is a prosperity crisis. The jobs crisis is only a manifestation of that.



At the second level, India has been betting on jobs created by foreign investment. But the median wage of a worker in top tech firms is something between Rs22,000 and Rs24,000 a month. A driver or cook gets paid more than that. So the traditional link between manufacturing, employment, well-paying jobs and prosperity has also been broken.


The third problem is that every human being aspires to a certain basic dignity. Which in the economic sphere means that the income I earn should be able to feed my family, clothe my children, build a house, pay for education, pay for health care. At the moment, even people earning two to three times the minimum wage are not able to afford these basic things.

All these coincide with the biggest ever cohort of young people entering and leaving education to get a job. All of them are in the same category of people condemned to a life without prosperity.

Q/ Are these because of the fundamental issues with the country or geopolitical developments?

The geopolitical and geostrategic issues only apply at the margin. There is an impact, but that is not the main impact. The main impact is coming from the fact that if you contrast this period with the 2002–2008 period, when the top 20 per cent of the population saw a huge increase in their prosperity. That then translated down to the top 50 per cent of the population, who were not as prosperous as the top 10 per cent but became more prosperous than their previous situation.


Since 2008, that prosperity of the top 10 per cent did not translate to the next 10 per cent, let alone 50 per cent. Because of that growth stagnated, and even those in the top 10 per cent of the population saw an end to their stability.

If you look at the numbers, real wage rates have been stagnant for the past 10 years. The worst impact of that is happening on the new adults of India, who also happen to be the largest cohort of young people that India has ever produced. So the anger is focused there.

Q/ What would be the reasons behind this?

The reason was insufficient attention to inclusive growth. The solution could be the five things that we produce requiring subsidy. If you paid attention to improving both productivity and output of those five things (food, clothes, housing, education and health care), you would get jobs in producing those five things.


India imports clothes from Bangladesh and Vietnam. Food, we have to subsidise because we aren’t able to produce it at affordable prices. Land prices are so prohibitively expensive that it is meaningless to make Rs20 lakh ticket size houses commercially in the private sector. We are not employing sufficient people in health care or provide affordable education. Our expenditure in the education sector, in fact, has declined over the past 10 years. It has become a vicious circle. To break it, we have to make sure that we do two things. We have to produce the things that people wish to consume. And if we produce the things that people wish to consume, automatically employment will go up.
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Interview/ Ashok Kumar Mittal, Rajya Sabha member and chancellor of Lovely Professional University, Punjab

Q/ Beyond the National Education Policy, how can private universities and academia equip today’s youth with the skills required for a transformed job market?


The NEP has created an important framework for multidisciplinary, flexible and experiential education. However, policy alone cannot transform employability. The real transformation must take place inside classrooms, laboratories, assessment systems and university-industry partnerships.

Private universities have a particular responsibility because they often have greater institutional flexibility, faster decision-making and stronger capacity to invest in technology and innovation. They should use this advantage not simply to introduce more degree programmes, but to redesign how students learn, practise and demonstrate competence.

Universities must first define what a student should be able to do at the end of every semester, rather than merely what chapters the student should have studied. Every programme should combine four layers: strong disciplinary foundations; digital and AI literacy; communication, problem-solving and ethical judgement; and practical evidence of application.



Many internships today amount to little more than obtaining a certificate. Universities must ensure that every internship has a defined problem or project;



 an industry mentor and a faculty mentor; measurable outputs; periodic reviews; a final demonstration or presentation; and feedback from the organisation.

As long as universities reward memorisation, students will continue to memorise. Assessment should progressively move towards unseen case studies, application based questions, open-ended problems, product demonstrations, research and fieldwork, simulations, oral defence and presentations, reflective portfolios, team projects with individual accountability.

Students should be allowed to use AI in appropriate assessments, but they should be required to disclose its use, verify outputs and defend their reasoning. The future workplace will not prohibit tools; it will demand responsible and intelligent use of them.

Q/ What role can the government play in mitigating these challenges and ensuring India’s workforce remains future-ready?


The government has a crucial role in ensuring that India’s workforce remains future-ready in an era of artificial intelligence, automation, climate change, geopolitical uncertainty and rapidly evolving industries. The government can create an integrated ecosystem that connects education, industry, technology, employment and lifelong learning.

First, India needs a strong labour-market intelligence system that continuously tracks emerging jobs, declining occupations and changing skill requirements across sectors. Such a system can help universities revise curricula, guide students towards future opportunities and enable policymakers to suitably design skilling programmes.

Second, the government can encourage universities and training institutions to update their curricula more frequently. Emerging areas such as artificial intelligence, data analytics, cybersecurity, robotics, biotechnology, green energy, electric mobility, digital commerce and advanced manufacturing should be integrated into relevant programmes.

Third, experiential learning must become a central part of higher education. The government can incentivise companies, particularly MSMEs and startups, to offer structured, paid apprenticeships and internships.


The government must also democratise access to emerging technologies. Shared AI laboratories, cybersecurity centres, robotics facilities, simulation studios and advanced manufacturing centres should be made accessible to institutions in tier 2 and tier 3 cities.

Another important responsibility is to promote lifelong learning. The government can support modular courses, micro-credentials and affordable reskilling opportunities for working professionals.

Accreditation and funding systems must also be reformed. Institutions should be evaluated not only on infrastructure, examinations and enrolment, but also on graduate employability, entrepreneurship, practical competencies, industry collaboration, research impact and career progression.

Finally, future-readiness must be inclusive. Rural youth, women, persons with disabilities, informal workers and regional-language learners must have access to connectivity, digital tools, training, career guidance and social protection. Technological progress should reduce inequality, not deepen it.


Adapting to AI

* Jobs are not disappearing; roles are changing: use AI to become an augmented worker

* Real economy jobs, both blue and white collar, will be in demand. In US data centres, an electrician is paid 3 times more than an engineer

* Have portfolio careers—don’t depend on just one thing or one skill

* This is the best time to become an entrepreneur. AI will disrupt processes in every industry. Each of these is a new company to be built out of disruption.

Source: AI & Beyond, TalentiFi-X

What employers want

* Learning agility and a growth mindset

* AI literacy and the ability to use emerging technologies responsibly

* Strong analytical and problem-solving skills

* Adaptability in a rapidly changing business environment

* Collaboration across diverse and global teams

* Customer-centric thinking and business understanding

* Ownership, curiosity and continuous improvement

* Human skills (judgment, communication, creativity, empathy, leadership) as vital as technical expertise

Source: Vimal Dangri, Mastek
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Generational shift: The changing face of career choice in India


Across three generations, the Bhim Sain family’s journey shows how career aspirations in India have evolved from prioritising stability and security to pursuing passions and dreams
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Few families illustrate India's changing career landscape better than the Bhim Sains of Gurgaon. Across three generations, their choices trace the country's journey from valuing secure jobs to pursuing professions driven by passion.

For Dr Pravina Bhim Sain, careers were built around stability. After marrying an Army officer, she sacrificed a conventional academic career to move with his postings, reinventing herself as a teacher, writer, communication trainer and eventually a newsreader with All India Radio. Meanwhile, Colonel Bhim Sain established a successful dental practice after retiring from the Army.


The next generation enjoyed a more predictable path. Dr Varun Bhim Sain and Dr Vani Shri Pathak joined the flourishing family clinic after higher studies abroad. 

Dentistry was then seen as a secure profession with assured prospects, but that certainty no longer exists. Today, the family sees young dentists struggling to find jobs or establish independent practices, a reality that has influenced the third generation's choices.


None of the grandchildren has entered the family profession. Tanvi pursued fine arts and furniture design in New York, Aanya chose to study law in the UK and Nishant followed his dream of becoming a commercial pilot.



The family encouraged those decisions, even as the older generation retained its belief in security. Pravina still considers government service, particularly the armed forces, one of the most secure careers because of pension, health care and lifelong benefits. Yet she believes children must ultimately choose careers that match their aspirations.


The Bhim Sain family's journey encapsulates a larger transformation unfolding across India's middle class—from pension to profession, and now, increasingly, to passion.
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Beyond NEET and JEE: Is Indian higher education truly centralised?


National examinations and state and institutional admission pathways serve different educational purposes and can work together
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National entrance examinations like NEET, JEE and CUET are a prominent feature of Indian higher education. This can create the impression that most undergraduate admissions take place through these tests. A closer look, however, presents a varied picture. These examinations provide a common route to selected programmes; most undergraduate admissions are conducted through state, university and institutional processes, not national tests.
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To understand centralisation, we must look beyond who conducts the examination to who decides eligibility and merit lists, and conducts counselling and admits students. The responsibility for these tasks varies by programme: it may be with national bodies, state governments, universities or individual institutions. A common national examination may centralise testing without centralising the entire admission process.


The size of Indian higher education explains why it uses various admission processes. According to the All India Survey on Higher Education (AISHE) 2023-24, there are 4.5 crore students in higher education, including 3.46 crore undergraduates. Another 5.69 lakh are enrolled in integrated UG-PG programmes. Universities and their units have about 1.09 crore students across UG, PG and PhD levels. Colleges enrol 3.18 crore, standalone institutions another 23 lakh. The AISHE records 1,289 universities or university-level institutions, 48,246 colleges and 15,221 standalone institutions. A system this size needs several routes to admissions.

India does not yet have a consolidated dataset classifying every undergraduate seat by its admission route. Yet state counselling, board marks, university merit lists and institutional procedures remain widely used. These different methods make it difficult to describe the system as completely centralised.

NEET, JEE and CUET do not operate in the same way. NEET, a statutory common entrance examination for undergraduate medical admissions, is used by central, state, private and deemed institutions. The Medical Counselling Committee manages specified national seat pools. State authorities conduct counselling for the state-quota seats and apply the relevant reservation, domicile and eligibility provisions. A NEET score does not by itself allot a state-quota seat.



JEE works differently. IITs use JEE Advanced; JEE Main is used by the NITs, IIITs and other government-funded technical institutions. Seats are allocated through the Joint Seat Allocation Authority (JoSAA). Some states and institutions also use JEE Main scores under their own arrangements. The National Testing Agency does not allot those seats. Neither JEE Main nor Advanced is a universal requirement. The JoSAA serves a specified group of institutions, not all engineering colleges. Institutions outside the Centrally Funded Technical Institutes (CFTI) system admit students through state examinations, JEE Main, Class XII marks, consortium tests, university examinations and institute-level procedures.







A national examination is especially useful where statutory uniformity, nationwide mobility or competition for a defined pool of seats requires a common reference point.






















For example, Maharashtra uses MHT-CET scores for local candidates. Its Centralised Admission Process gives preference to JEE Main scores for all-India candidates. Karnataka uses KCET and counselling by the Karnataka Examinations Authority for its state share. Andhra Pradesh and Telangana use their respective EAPCET scores. Similarly, West Bengal uses WBJEE scores, and Gujarat uses GUJCET scores. Kerala follows another model—its KEAM engineering rank gives equal weight to the entrance score and standardised qualifying-examination marks. Tamil Nadu, via the TNEA, conducts online counselling based on qualifying-examination marks rather than an entrance test.

Some private and deemed-to-be universities also use JEE Main or state-test scores. Other examinations include BITSAT, VITEEE, MET, SRMJEEE and AEEE. The COMEDK UGET serves a group of private colleges in Karnataka. Outside CFTIs, no single national entrance examination is compulsory for every engineering seat.

CUET again works differently. Introduced in 2022, CUET provides a common test. Participating universities make the admission decisions. State, deemed and private universities often use CUET as one of several admission routes. Central universities may also use additional admission routes when seats remain vacant after CUET-based admissions. They may first conduct a screening test at the university or department level. Remaining seats may then be filled using qualifying-examination marks. The NTA manages registration, the examination, answer keys, results and scorecards. Participating universities prepare merit lists, determine eligibility and conduct counselling. Put simply, the NTA supplies the score while each university decides whom to admit. CUET therefore provides a common score, not a single national admission procedure.

General degree programmes account for the largest share of undergraduate enrolment. According to AISHE 2023-24, BA, BSc and BCom together account for about 66 per cent of undergraduate enrolment. This amounts to nearly 2.28 crore students. Much of this is in state universities and their affiliated colleges. Admissions follow relevant state, university and institutional rules. Some use CUET scores. Others rely on Board marks, university tests or state-level procedures.


What do these diverse admission models tell us? A national examination is especially useful where statutory uniformity, nationwide mobility or competition for a defined pool of seats requires a common reference point. State and institutional routes provide flexibility for different programmes, regions and institutional needs. The two systems can work together. They serve different educational purposes.

The choice is not between one centralised system and a collection of unrelated admission processes. India uses common national tests for selected admissions and decentralised procedures for many others. Improving both will preserve the many routes through which Indian students enter higher education.

The writer is chairman, board of governors, Indian Institute of Management Calcutta, and formerly organising chairman, Graduate Aptitude Test in Engineering, IIT Delhi; vice-chancellor, JNU, and chairman, UGC.

Views are personal.
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Secrets of Noklak Caves: How a pottery fragment rewrote Nagaland's prehistory


In the remote caves of Noklak, archaeologists have uncovered evidence that pushes back human habitation in Nagaland by 3,500 years
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The first clue was almost invisible. Inside Leilo Kaa, a rain-soaked rockshelter in eastern Nagaland’s Noklak district, a fragment of pottery protruded from an exposed wall of earth. The discovery, on March 15, 2026, could have been easily mistaken for another broken stone. For Tiatoshi Jamir, professor of archaeology at Nagaland University and a leading authority on the prehistory of northeast India, it was the moment every archaeologist hopes for and rarely receives.

After nearly two decades exploring caves and rockshelters across Nagaland, Jamir recognised at once that his team had stumbled upon something important. What followed was a careful unearthing of pottery, stone tools, hearths, charred grains and animal bones—traces of prehistoric life that push back the known history of human habitation in Nagaland by nearly 3,500 years. The find has prompted historians to reconsider the northeast’s place in the prehistoric past of the subcontinent.


For decades, that story has been shaped largely by the Indus Valley Civilisation, the rock shelters of central India and the settlements of the Gangetic plains, which left not much room for the northeast. No wonder the region has remained one of the least explored on India’s archaeological map. “The emerging evidence underscores the untapped archaeological potential of northeast India,” says Jamir. “It compels us to rethink long-held assumptions about prehistoric migration, the transition from hunting and gathering to settled life and even the origins of early farming in this part of Asia.”

The implications extend well beyond Nagaland. Archaeologists have long regarded the northeast as a vital corridor linking the Indian subcontinent with China and southeast Asia, yet the absence of systematic research has meant that many theories about ancient migration and cultural exchanges were not based on firm evidence. The caves and rockshelters in Noklak district are beginning to furnish that evidence.
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Past perfect: Mapping the interior chambers of the Pio Ling Kaa cave in Noklak district | Special Arrangement















Cord-marked pottery recovered from the site closely resembles ceramic traditions found across east and southeast Asia, while the ground stone tools reveal technologies documented across a considerably wider region than previously assumed. Earlier excavations by Jamir’s team in the Mimi and Hakkomute cave systems located in the Kiphire district had already suggested that pottery technology may have appeared before agriculture became firmly established in the area. It is a sequence that echoes patterns observed among prehistoric hunter-gatherer communities in Japan and Siberia. “While examining the prehistory of the region, it is imperative not to be confined by today’s political boundaries,” says Jamir. “People moved across ecological corridors that connected south Asia with southeast Asia long before modern borders existed, and the evidence points towards shared histories and cultural connections across a much wider geographical region than we have traditionally acknowledged.”



The excavation also offers a rare glimpse into everyday life thousands of years ago. Among the most revealing finds were charred grains of millet and Job’s tears, an ancient cereal still cultivated in parts of the northeast. The finds offer fresh clues about how prehistoric communities adapted to the demands of life in the mountains. The evidence points to hunter-gatherer groups that may have practised a rudimentary form of agriculture, supplemented by hunting, fishing, foraging and the gathering of wild plants from the surrounding forests. Animal bones recovered from the site are being analysed to build a clearer picture of prehistoric diets, while pottery bearing traces of soot and food residue could reveal ancient culinary practices. Even the stone tools retain microscopic wear marks that researchers hope will help reconstruct how these communities hunted, processed food and worked with wood or bamboo.


The Noklak discoveries represent the latest milestone in a research journey that began nearly two decades ago. Since 2009, Jamir and his colleagues have investigated cave systems across eastern Nagaland, uncovering evidence of human occupation dating from the closing phase of the last Ice Age into the Holocene, the geological epoch that began roughly 11,700 years ago. Sites of older antiquity are also expected from these upland cave sites. A considerable portion of that earlier work still awaits publication, which suggests that Noklak may represent only the opening chapter of a larger archaeological narrative.








[image: 56-archaeologists-at-work-inside-the-Kathso-Kaa-cave]





Archaeologists at work inside the Kathso Kaa cave, also in Noklak district | Special Arrangement














Uncovering the past in Noklak was no easy task for Jamir and his team. It started with a gruelling seven-hour trek through some of the most rugged terrain in the northeast, braving torrential rain, steep escarpments and dense forest cover. The team was supported by 45 local porters who carried generators, surveying instruments, excavation tools and provisions to a remote base camp.


For four days the researchers searched caves and rockshelters without success. Then came the breakthrough as geoarchaeologist Limasanen Longkumer spotted freshly exposed sediment inside Leilo Kaa. As the team carefully cleaned the section, fragments of pottery and part of a ground stone tool began to emerge. “It was one of those eureka moments,” says Jamir. “Based on our earlier work in Nagaland, I realised we had uncovered a site of exceptional significance.”

Jamir says the most valuable collaborators remain the people who have lived in these landscapes for generations. His research is built around close partnerships with indigenous communities, whose oral traditions and intimate knowledge of the terrain frequently guide the course of archaeological exploration. Village elders have helped identify cave sites, local hunters have led the team through the mountains, and a small number of young members of the Khiamniungan Naga tribe are now being trained in the methods of field archaeology.


“The future of archaeology in Nagaland lies with its communities,” says Jamir. “Conservation cannot succeed through a top-down approach. Local people must become custodians not only of the caves, but also of the landscapes that have preserved this heritage for thousands of years.”
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'Northeast India has far greater archaeological potential than previously recognised': Tiatoshi Jamir


Tiatoshi Jamir, professor of archaeology, Nagaland University, explains how these findings reveal a rich past of hunter-gatherer communities, early agriculture, and ancient connections across Asia
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Interview/Tiatoshi Jamir, professor of archaeology, Nagaland University

Tiatoshi Jamir, one of India's leading indigenous archaeologists, has explored the prehistoric landscapes of Nagaland over the past two decades, working closely with local communities to uncover evidence of the region's ancient past. A former Mercator Fellow at Kiel University in Germany and recipient of the 2023 Kalicharan Brahma National Award, he is helping reshape how archaeologists understand northeast India's place in prehistory. Following the discoveries in eastern Nagaland's Noklak district, THE WEEK spoke to him about their wider significance. 


Excerpts from the interview:

What do the Noklak discoveries, which push back human habitation in the northeast by nearly 3,500 years, reveal about the region?

They show that northeast India has far greater archaeological potential than previously recognised. The discoveries allow us to ask fresh questions about how hunter-gatherer communities gradually transitioned to settled life and whether climate, changing subsistence strategies or early domestication drove that shift. The evidence remained hidden for decades because of difficult terrain, dense forests, political instability and limited archaeological exploration. We are only beginning to understand the region's prehistoric record.



What do the finds reveal about the people who once lived in these caves?


While it is too early to draw firm conclusions, the evidence points to hunter-gatherer communities that also practised an early form of agriculture. Charred remains of millet and Job's tears suggest the use of resilient mountain crops alongside hunting, fishing, foraging and gathering wild plants. Pottery with remarkably preserved food residues, animal bones and stone tools are now being analysed to better understand their diet, technology and everyday life.

How do the discoveries change our understanding of northeast India's role in ancient human migration?

The prehistory of the region cannot be understood in isolation within today's political borders. The Naga Hills formed part of a much wider landscape that connected south Asia with southeast Asia. Similarities in pottery and stone tool traditions suggest long-distance cultural links and the movement of people and ideas across the region. Our ongoing research is also exploring when agriculture emerged and how communities adapted to changing environments over time.

Was there a moment during the expedition when you realised you had found something exceptional?


After several days of surveying in difficult weather, our geoarchaeologist, Dr Limasanen Longkumer, noticed pottery and part of a ground stone tool exposed in an eroded section of the Leilo Kaa rock shelter. From our earlier work at cave sites elsewhere in Nagaland, I immediately recognised the significance of what we were looking at. That discovery marked the beginning of the excavation.

What makes archaeology in Nagaland different from elsewhere in India?

Most archaeological sites here lie on community- or privately-owned land, so local participation is essential. We work closely with village councils, elders and local hunters, whose knowledge of the landscape often leads us to important sites. The discoveries have also generated tremendous pride within the Khiamniungan community, and we are training young local researchers so they can play an active role in documenting and protecting their own heritage.

What next for your team?


Our immediate priority is to complete the scientific analyses and publish the findings in peer-reviewed journals so they become part of the global archaeological knowledge. We also plan to revisit previously investigated cave sites in Mimi, Hakkomute and Phokhungri using newer techniques such as LiDAR mapping, archaeogenetics and geosciences. Each new excavation helps us build a more complete picture of northeast India's prehistoric past. We believe many more discoveries still lie beneath these landscapes.
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Market in turmoil? How to focus on signal for long-term investment success


Tune out the noise and focus on the signal. This was the message for mutual fund investors at the seminar organised by THE WEEK and Aditya Birla Sun Life AMC
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In February 2022, Russia invaded Ukraine, and Russian President Vladimir Putin expected it to be a quick affair. There were rumours that some Russian soldiers had even packed dress uniforms to wear during the victory parade in Kyiv. Four years down the line, not only is the Russo-Ukrainian war still ongoing, but a new front has opened in the Middle East.

With the bottleneck in the Strait of Hormuz driving up fuel prices and the shock being felt in every kitchen in the country, it is difficult for investors to keep calm. To add to all this, US President Donald Trump has single-handedly wrecked any semblance of sanity in the US markets. While writing this article, oil prices jumped 5 per cent after Trump said that the ceasefire with Iran was over.


It is against this backdrop that THE WEEK organised an investor education seminar in Malappuram, powered by Aditya Birla Sun Life AMC (ABSL). The seminar was hosted at Hotel Woodbine, and the panel on stage comprised ABSL’s Rajendra Bendi, who heads its investor education and distributor development in the southern zone, ABSL regional head K. Sajesh, and two ‘fintrepreneurs’—C. Girish Kumar, founder of Fin Folio, and Mohammad Ali Chemban, founder of CM Financial Services.

In his opening presentation, Sajesh drove home the message to tune out the noise and focus on the signal. With a graph of historic data, he highlighted the noises that had disturbed the market over the years. Despite short-term volatility, the graph has steadily continued to climb.


“How many of us remember the Covid years and the financial advice offered then?” asked Girish. “Some people even predicted that the market would not fully recover for the next five to 10 years. Sociologists said that Covid would hit consumption patterns forever as people who went through it would be more guarded in spending. But the lockdown and the pandemic itself have not damaged markets or spending in the long term. Covid itself is a distant memory for most of us.”



Bendi also encouraged investors and potential investors to avoid emotional decision-making and to religiously practice asset allocation. He cited the surge witnessed by gold in 2024-25, and the recent cooling of around 25 per cent. “At one point, it might have looked wise to pull investments from every other sector and park them in gold,” he said. “But, in less than a year, the correction happened. Hence, the need to allocate assets to different baskets objectively.”


Girish and Ali shared real-life stories from their many years of assisting families on their investment journeys. During the Q&A that followed, questions ranged from wills and nominations to asset allocation and investing for children. One answer from Girish elicited the most laughs because it reinforced a warning that has been in force ever since financial transactions moved online.

The question was on how to guard against online con artists. “Do not share your OTP with anyone, no matter what the person on the other end of the call says,” he said.













































































































































































This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theweek.in/theweek/business/2026/08/08/market-in-turmoil-how-to-focus-on-signal-for-long-term-investment-success.html



 | Section menu | Main menu | 
| Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 










A father's legacy, a daughter's lens: How Avani Rai completed Raghu Rai's Pirelli calendar


Avani Rai's Pirelli Calendar for 2027 is a heartfelt continuation of her late father Raghu Rai's unfinished project, creating a conversation between his past and her present
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Time was almost a subject in iconic photographer Raghu Rai’s images. He played with it, closely observed its movements and was captivated by how no one was immune to it. This fascination with time can be observed in his works like ‘Confessions of a Wall’, the black-and-white photo series he did between 1973 and 1977, in which he trained his lens on a wall that stretched between Daryaganj and Jama Masjid in Old Delhi. Time tip-toed across the wall in the form of school boys jubilantly returning home and men with weary expressions posing against large tapestries. The wall had stories to tell and Raghu patiently listened with his camera for four years. But the story did not end there. After his death in April, his daughter Avani returned to the wall for Pirelli’s 2027 calendar, juxtaposing her father’s photographs against it. The past and the present coalesced into the same frame, captured through the lenses of a father and daughter separated by time and technique.  
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Picture perfect: Avani shoots at her father's farm, placing her mother against a photograph showing Raghu Rai's foot | Alessandro Scotti














This is not the first time that the two are telling the same story through two different lenses, with time playing the mediator. In the aftermath of the Bhopal gas tragedy in 1984, Raghu captured some of the most heart-rending images. His picture, ‘Burial of an Unknown Child’, became seared into the consciousness of the nation. It showed a father burying his infant, his hand lovingly brushing aside the dirt from the child’s forehead. Three decades later in 2014, Avani visited the site to capture the impact of the disaster on third- and fourth-generation victims. She not only documented its lasting human cost, but also became the torch-bearer of her father’s legacy, finishing the story that he had begun telling. Time was no longer something passive, moving along unnoticed, invisible. By documenting its passing, father and daughter had made it alive, active and bound within the frames of their photographs. “Bhopal was my father’s favourite project of mine,” says Avani, 34. “He was very proud of it.”
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Avani with transgender women | Alessandro Scotti















Just like the Bhopal project, Pirelli was not a collaboration between the two; it was a continuation of one by the other. For the first time in more than 60 years, the Pirelli calendar, commonly known as The Cal, was shot entirely in India. Pirelli wanted to document the unseen side of the country, shorn of exoticisation or exaggeration. For this, it commissioned two photographers—Raghu and SØlve SundsbØ from Norway. After Raghu’s death, Avani completed what he began. SundsbØ’s vision aligned more closely with what Pirelli is traditionally known for—glamorous photographs of Indian trailblazers like Aditi Rao Hydari, Padma Lakshmi, Freida Pinto and Anoushka Shankar shot in beautiful locales across Rajasthan, from Jaigarh Fort to Ajabgarh.
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Shooting a scene from Old Delhi | Alessandro Scotti














Raghu, on the other hand, envisioned an insider perspective of the country that he had spent 60 years documenting. His original idea was to layer his unpublished archive images with new studio portraits, juxtaposing the past with the present. Avani embraced the idea but took it to the streets of Old Delhi, which had played muse to her father for so many years. She retraced his steps, photographing his images in the exact places where he had shot them years ago. In her photographs, Old Delhi comes alive in all the vigour and vibrancy of its street performers, dancers, artisans and musicians. Time has passed, the cast of original characters in Raghu’s photographs has changed, but the stories told by both father and daughter telescope into one—of a country that dances to its own music, whose laughter rings out from its gullies, and whose celebrations outlast the day.
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Her father, says Avani, was her first audience. So, the grief of losing him and not being able to discuss her photography with him was heavy. The vacuum made her wonder if she could ever take up the camera again. It was while she was questioning her calling that Pirelli offered her the calendar and an opportunity to continue her father’s work. “I can’t ever do what he did,” she says. “But the one thing he gifted me with was a way of seeing. And if I gave up the camera, that is what I would be giving up. Now, my relationship with him comes alive the most when I am looking through a viewfinder. Earlier, I used to look at myself as his daughter, trying to prove myself to him. But now, I see him beside me. I feel like my father and I are one entity.”



Avani got her first camera when she was around five years old—a Canon red-and-white which she feels she was given so that she wouldn’t tamper with her father’s. Her photography journey started then. But in her childhood, she was more in front than behind the camera. “My father photographed me so much that now I am not sure whether my memories of childhood are real or what I’ve pieced together from the photographs,” she laughs. “So I’ve experienced my childhood mostly through imagery.” Some of her favourite photographs of herself shot by her father are those at his farm near Delhi, which she loved visiting. She has memories of sleeping on the bulldozer, looking for ladybirds on the ground and eating soil. “I was always this dirty child who loved nature more than dolls and Barbies,” she says. “And my father loved it.”







Earlier I used to look at myself as his daughter, trying to prove myself to him. But now, I see him beside me. I feel like my father and I are one entity. —Avani Rai






















And how does she feel about the pressure of photographing for Pirelli? After all, this is the calendar that has featured the work of legendary photographers like Steve McCurry, Tim Walker, Karl Lagerfeld, Peter Lindbergh and Richard Avedon. Each of them brought their distinct flavour to the calendar. Lagerfeld, for example, themed his 2011 calendar on Greek mythology, with models playing Greek gods and actor Julianne Moore playing Hera, the queen of the gods. Pirelli shook off its reputation for sexual objectification of women with its 2016 calendar shot by Annie Leibowitz, which celebrated iconic women from Serena Williams and Amy Schumer to Yoko Ono and Patti Smith. Walker created a surreal, fairy-tale like ‘Alice in Wonderland’-themed calendar in 2018.  

Avani says she did not feel overwhelmed by the roster of famous photographers before her. “It is something my father used to tell me,” she says. “He told me to acknowledge and appreciate the work of others, but to never let it be a burden that does not let you function as yourself. This project was emotional for me, and I just tried to do it with sincerity and honesty.”
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Spider-Man: Brand New Day has already bagged Marvel’s biggest solo superhero opening ever, and for good reason. It isn’t just another sequel. Set four years after the blockbuster Spider-Man: No Way Home, it finds Peter Parker (Tom Holland) living alone, forgotten by everyone he once loved, working as a full-time Spider-Man in a New York that no longer knows his name. It’s a quiet, almost lonely premise for a superhero movie, and that’s precisely the point: this film is Marvel’s most direct attempt yet to hit the reset button on its sprawling universe.

Superhero comics have always faced this strange puzzle. Characters are supposed to grow up, fall in love, even die... but they also need to stay recognisable and “forever young” for readers who are just discovering them.


Publishers solved this in a simple way: they ran more than one version of the same hero at the same time. Marvel published Amazing Spider-Man since 1963, but also launched ongoing titles like Spectacular Spider-Man (1976), Spider-Man (1990), and Ultimate Spider-Man (2000)—each with a different art style, tone and continuity. An older reader could keep following, say, Amazing Spider-Man; a younger reader could start fresh with Ultimate Spider-Man. Everyone wins.

That works beautifully in print. It falls apart on screen. Running two parallel Spider-Man film franchises would be a nightmare for an ordinary movie-goer—few want to do that level of homework before buying a ticket, especially fans of the Marvel Cinematic Universe. The whole appeal of a superhero film is spectacle, not research. That was Marvel’s headache.

Rival publisher DC Comics had a blunt solution. Between 1938 and 1985, it had created a messy, ever-expanding set of parallel worlds—a young industry making things up as it went along. In 1985, DC published a 12-issue series called Crisis on Infinite Earths, introducing two godlike cosmic beings, the Monitor and the Anti-Monitor, who could bend space and time. Their battle became the excuse to literally destroy this “infinite multiverse” and fuse the survivors into one clean, unified history. DC repeated the trick roughly every decade, and readers grew used to these resets.



DC’s film studio later applied the same logic to the big screen: change the actor, and simply declare it a new universe. Christopher Nolan’s Dark Knight trilogy is its own self-contained world; Zack Snyder’s films built the “Snyderverse”; and James Gunn’s newer films now exist in yet another, freshly rebooted DC universe. It worked: clean breaks, clearly labelled.


Marvel Studios never had that luxury. Every actor change, every new film, was folded into one single, ever-growing MCU, and audiences noticed everything. When the films were hits, that shared universe felt like a superpower. When enthusiasm cooled in recent years, that same interconnectedness started to feel like a burden: too many characters and loose threads, no clean way to simplify things without undoing established movies.

Marvel’s way out came, fittingly, from Spider-Man, this time an animated one. Sony’s Spider-Man: Into the Spider-Verse showed that audiences could happily follow several different versions of the same hero at once, as long as the film was upfront about how these worlds collide and what’s really at stake when they do.

Marvel took that lesson into the MCU through Loki, the Disney+ series that explained its multiverse rules for the first time on screen: a bureaucratic agency called the Time Variance Authority was shown policing a single “Sacred Timeline”, pruning any alternate version of events.

By the end of the show, that agency loses control, and the timeline fractures into countless branches—setting up fertile ground for many different realities to exist side by side going forward.


Spider-Man: No Way Home cashed in on that setup almost immediately and borrowed from one of the most controversial storylines in Spider-Man comics: One More Day from 2007.

In the comic, Peter’s dying Aunt May pushes him to strike a deal with Mephisto, Marvel’s version of the devil: May’s life is saved, but only if reality is rewritten so that Peter’s marriage to Mary Jane never happened at all, erasing his years of adult responsibility along with the public knowledge of his double life.

The film version starring Holland and Zendaya (MJ) had no devil and no deal—instead, Doctor Strange (Benedict Cumberbatch) cast a spell to make the world forget Peter is Spider-Man, which goes wrong and pulls in villains and Spider-Men from other films, before Peter chooses to have himself erased from his loved ones’ memories to keep them safe.

Spider-Man: Brand New Day is set four years after that memory-wipe, and the film gives Marvel a Spider-Man who can have fresh, “friendly neighbourhood” stories without contradicting anything movie-goers had already watched.


What makes this particular film notable, though, is who else shows up. Jean Grey—one of the founding members of the X-Men—enters this story. It’s a small but telling signal: rather than announcing a hard reboot the way DC does, Marvel is choosing to quietly merge its separate corners together, one soft crossover at a time. It’s a clever middle path: keep one coherent universe, the way MCU audiences expect, but borrow the comics’ oldest trick—a magical or cosmic excuse—to bring in new characters without ever hitting reset.

Between DC now running two separate universes under Gunn’s Superman and Matt Reeves’s Batman, and Marvel stitching its scattered characters into one giant web through Spider-Man, this might genuinely be the most interesting stretch superhero cinema has had in a decade.
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For the first time in the Grammys’ 68-year history, a Spanish-language album won ‘Album of the Year’ in February. Bad Bunny, the world’s biggest Latin artiste, took home his long-overdue bronze gramophone for his album Debí Tirar Más Fotos. The moment was discussed and celebrated for weeks. However, nobody thought the Grammys were finally becoming more inclusive after the win. After decades of snubbing well-loved artistes, pigeonholing them into labels and failing to recognise what was actually popular, the Grammys are losing their “prestige”. It is no longer seen as music’s greatest night.

On July 29, the seven members of the Korean supergroup BTS collectively announced that they would not submit their music for consideration to the academy. They said that they wanted music to be recognised for what it was rather than have it boxed into language and regional categories. The move came after the Grammys introduced the ‘Best Asian Pop’ category. The award is to be given to performances by artistes who are part of K-Pop from Korea, J-pop from Japan and C-pop from China, for making “meaningful use” of one or more Asian languages.


BTS’s decision is even more remarkable as for years its members have been speaking of their desire to take home the Grammy. They had also finally made an album—after a four-year hiatus doing mandatory military service—that seemed like it would sweep the awards. With several recognised American producers working on ARIRANG, it had seemed like this would be the album that finally got them their trophy.

And then came the Grammys’ decision to introduce the ‘Best Asian Pop’ category, which makes two assumptions, both racist. First, Asians in the US may have to club themselves under one umbrella to be seen and accepted within a white-dominated society, but outside the US this is an absurd idea. Second, Asian acts would be expected to not use English in their music.

This is not the first time the Grammys have been out of touch with reality. In 1989, when hip-hop was in its golden age, the Recording Academy decided to keep its first-ever ‘Best Rap Performance’ Grammy off the TV screen. The winners, rap duo DJ Jazzy Jeff & The Fresh Prince (Jeff Townes and Will Smith), did not make an appearance at the awards ceremony.



Neither is the racial labelling unique to the Grammys. In 1985, the American Music Awards introduced the ‘Best Black Album’, ‘Best Black Single’, and ‘Best Black Male Artist’ categories. This happened a year after Michael Jackson broke records and dominated the R&B/Soul category with his pop album Thriller. The idea was to preserve the definition of R&B/Soul. The decision was reversed the following year.


In 2020, it was only after outrage from artistes and fans that the Grammys finally removed the “urban” label for music created by black artistes. The Grammys CEO Harvey Mason Jr had acknowledged then that artistes felt the term pigeonholed certain styles of music. The award for ‘Best Urban Contemporary Album’ was presented from 2013 to 2020 before being renamed the ‘Best Progressive R&B Album’. Tyler, the Creator—after winning ‘Best Rap Album’ for IGOR in 2020—said that the urban award category was a “backhanded compliment”.  “I don’t like that ‘urban’ word; it’s just a politically correct way to say the ‘n’ word to me,” he said.

In 2024, at the 66th Grammy Awards, the academy introduced the ‘Best African Music Performance’ to acknowledge a broader array of artistes from Africa. The ‘broader array of artistes’ recognised belonged to two genres from primarily two countries: Afrobeats and Amapiano, the two most popular music genres from Nigeria and South Africa. All the nominated songs were in or contained words in English.

Tyla, a South African artist who ‘blew up’ after her hit single ‘Water’, secured the win for the same category in the following year. She was, however, never nominated for any other category despite her song hitting No. 7 on the US Billboard charts.

BTS could see that what happened to Tyla and other African artistes was going to happen to them. In their case, it would have been much worse. They would have had to sit and watch as artistes who sold fewer albums than them in the US went on to receive Record or Album of the Year awards while they got handed the consolation prize.  


When BTS broke into the US music market, they became part of the ‘Korean wave’ or the ‘K-pop phenomenon’ instead of just being recognised as a music group capable of making music in multiple genres. In a single album, BTS could have songs that could be labelled pop, rap, R&B and EDM. The US music industry labelled all of it K-pop because it failed to comprehend that songs sung in Korean could belong to an actual genre or style.

Instead of defining all music by universal genres, whether it be pop, R&B, rock, metal, hip-hop, or rap, the Grammys and, by extension, the US music industry, attempted to divide music by the race and language of the artistes making it. Pop made by Latin artistes became Latin pop, pop made by Korean artistes became K-pop. Music made by black American artistes got labelled as ‘urban.’

Creating spaces for Asian representation in music is important, but it should not come in the form of segregation. The ‘Best Asian Pop’ category specifically seemed like a reaction to BTS’s global success and takeover of the American music market. After all, the group has been the only Asian one that has managed to surpass US musicians in both sales and streams. ARIRANG was the top-selling vinyl and CD album in the US, according to Luminate’s 2026 Midyear Report. The album also spent three weeks at No. 1 on the Billboard 200 albums chart.

After the BTS announcement, Mason Jr justified that they introduced the new category to be inclusive and make Asian artistes feel seen. But BTS is already seen and well loved by their American fans. They do not need a new category to be recognised. What they needed was the chance to compete with artistes who are at the top with them, on an equal playing field.


Fans of the group known as the ARMY coordinated a campaign after the announcement to send BTS’s track ‘Aliens’ from ARIRANG to No. 1 on iTunes to show their support. The lyrics went:

“The nerve on you, shameless

Show some respect, we aliens

Out of the East, the sun’s risin.”
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