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It was one big protestival

How the protest at Jantar Mantar became a public canvas where young people created a democratic, inclusive and joyful social imaginary that jubilantly rejected the segregation and ugliness of Hindutva modernity.
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                    The Gen Z protesters created a public space where privilege and social hierarchy mattered far less than creative performances of humour and revelry. Here, the scene at Jantar Mantar on July 19, the day after Sonam Wangchuk was forcibly removed from the protest side.
                                          | Photo Credit: FRANCIS MASCARENHAS/REUTERS
                                      

I saw a video on Instagram, the lingua franca and driving engine of the Gen Z protests, where a bunch of influencers were talking of “how the protest zone does not look like India”. In this very loosely organised gathering of many thousands of Indians, women were not being groped, people were cleaning up after themselves, and so forth. We can add that visible Muslim-looking Indians, in their hijabs and skullcaps, were not being baited or harassed. It was a public space where privilege and social hierarchy mattered far less than creative performances of humour and revelry. The crowd was unruly and transgressive in the best of ways, directing its colourful profanities at the most powerful, particularly the Prime Minister.
It was all one big “protestival” (a portmanteau of protest and festival), the term given by the Australian activist John Jacobs for the carnival-like protests that have increasingly become prominent in the last few decades (think of Occupy Wall Street as a prototype). The single most important attribute of the protestival is the reclamation of public space from the disciplinary logic of the state-capital nexus, and throwing open this “autonomous” zone to the creative energies of a decentralised popular resistance. The people gather in their thousands to protest not at the beckoning of a political organisation but as multitudes to a hip pilgrimage site, drawn by the promise of what Jacobs calls an “insurrectionary pleasure” and by the carnival’s aesthetics of music, dance, and collective transgression.
Anyone who has been at Jantar Mantar will tell you that the heart of the protest lay outside the barricaded enclosure around the main stage. The streaming crowds paid little attention to the best efforts of the Cockroach Janta Party (CJP) leaders on the stage to act as disciplinary conductors (“stick to the designated four slogans” as Ashutosh Ranka implored to no effect). The memorable “Instagrammable” bits of the protest were not the speeches from the stage but the spectacles of playful and impudent spontaneity unfolding beyond the barricaded enclosure at Sansad Marg, Tolstoy Marg, and the outer circle of Connaught Place. The aesthetics of defiance hung over the atmosphere, from mockery of the Prime Minister belted out from loudspeakers to cheeky posters and profane graffiti taking potshots at the establishment (Delhi Police, mainstream media, and Ministers).
There are perhaps two significant achievements of India’s Gen Z protest. One, it has contributed to turning the Indian youth into its own distinct political subject, a more muted echo of what had already happened elsewhere in the subcontinent (Bangladesh, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and Nepal). How this youth subject thinks/speaks/acts in politics might start to matter and become a site of serious political contestation. It is a limited achievement because it has left the political subjectification of the youth in the stage of infancy. The Gen Z constituency remains inchoate, unattached to concrete demands except for a desire for cleaner examinations and greater opportunities for employment. In other words, it is a constituency fused loosely on the basis of volatile emotions (outrage at the system) rather than on the basis of a long-term value commitment to a political programme (contrast this to the British youth attachment to Jeremy Corbyn’s Labour Party or the progressive Democratic wing of Bernie Sanders/Zohran Mamdani in the US).
[image: Abhijeet Dipke holds up a copy of Babasaheb’s autobiography during the protest at Jantar Mantar, in New Delhi, on June 6. Young people from urban peripheries challenging authority, chanting “Jai Bhim”, raised flutters in the city’s privileged enclaves.]

                            Abhijeet Dipke holds up a copy of Babasaheb’s autobiography during the protest at Jantar Mantar, in New Delhi, on June 6. Young people from urban peripheries challenging authority, chanting “Jai Bhim”, raised flutters in the city’s privileged enclaves.
                                                            | Photo Credit: 
                                Tanmay Pande/PTI
                                                    

That the protest ended with the resignation of the Education Minister (which in structural terms changes very little) was perhaps a fitting conclusion to a youth movement that was hampered by a lack of ideological vision from the start. Sure, the All India Students’ Association and the Students’ Federation of India contingent (unlike the CJP leadership) gave some expression to larger issues such as increasingly unaffordable higher education and the hollowing out of public universities. But the main thrust of the protest remained confined to the narrow demands of stopping examination leaks and the sacking of the Education Minister.
Then there is a second achievement that is much more significant. The month-long protestival (particularly the week after Sonam Wangchuk’s detention) gave us a glimpse of an alternative Indian modernity, a theatrical enactment of a modern India that was starkly different from the current hegemonic imagination of modern India (or what we can call the hegemonic Hindutva modernity). The extended protest space gradually morphed into a public canvas for people to bring to life a social imaginary that was patently more democratic and joyful than the society they live in. The memory of this egalitarian and transgressive public space will continue to stand as a revelatory rebuff to the segregated ugliness of the modern Indian city.
Different shapes of modernity
As contemporary academics recognise, modernity comes in all shapes and forms—what Shmuel Eisenstadt called “multiple modernities”. By the early 21st century, everyone understood that postcolonial African and Asian societies were not converging on any standard pattern of Anglo-European modern life but forging their own distinct paths on the basis of their historical experiences, social struggles, and political institutions.
[image: Police personnel trying to stop CJP supporters during the “Sansad Chalo” march, near Parliament, on July 20.]

                            Police personnel trying to stop CJP supporters during the “Sansad Chalo” march, near Parliament, on July 20.
                                                            | Photo Credit: 
                                SHIV KUMAR PUSHPAKAR
                                                    

A good way to capture the distinctive facet of any country’s modernity is to look at its major cities. When we put Delhi, Mumbai, and Bengaluru to this test, we are faced with an uncomfortable fact about modern India. And that fact is that the built-up landscape around you carries the look, feel, and smell of apartheid. That many Indians do not register or acknowledge this apartheid is merely a confirmation of Orwell’s old adage that it needs a “constant struggle” to “see what is in front of one’s nose”.
Affluent residents have retreated into secure gated enclaves, flanked by glitzy shopping complexes and posh schools on one side, and a smattering of tarpaulin-roofed slums on the other. The former caters to the consumption needs of the top decile Indian “consuming class”, the latter to their service needs of cooking, cleaning, and grocery deliveries. Then there is an intermediate class stuck in decayed old neighbourhoods with broken roads, clogged traffic, littered garbage, and overflowing sewage.
The framework of multiple modernities suggests that the texture of our modernity is determined by how we collectively resolve the fundamental questions of our political order. Who belongs to the political community? On what terms do they belong? Who gets to decide those terms?
The Nehruvian modernist vision answered these questions through a vision of state-led economic development, secularism, and social equality. “We have to build the noble mansion of free India where all her children may dwell,” Nehru declared in his “Tryst With Destiny” speech on the eve of Independence. Notice the emphasis on a collective prosperity that would be shared by all children, not the children of the privileged or of one caste group or religion.
To cut a long story short, the failure of this original vision has led us to the present conjuncture of Hindutva modernity. The appeal of Hindutva modernity among Indian elites is not for its promise to build a mansion for all its children but precisely the opposite. It was the legitimacy that Hindutva provided for the reality of segregation: an ideology that promises a sense of belonging to all Hindus, but on different terms. To the children of the have-nots (Narendra Modi’s “shramjeevis”) belonging is premised on self-sacrificing hard work and obedience. To the children of the privileged, belonging is premised on loud and unabashed displays of cultural pride. To women, as the historian Tanika Sarkar has shown, Hindutva offers belonging on the condition that they embody the virtues of the ideal Hindu wife and mother, making conformity the price of inclusion. The minorities, of course, are denied the very possibility of belonging except on terms of surrender, as M.S. Golwalkar had explained.
Our Hindutva turn, from the late 1980s, was not an autonomous search for national traditions but a very modern process of “invention of tradition” (to borrow from the historian Eric Hobsbawm), which provided the elites with the moral sanction to accumulate even more wealth and privilege. Hindutva provides the perfect ideological complement to the present-day class-based apartheid (with a considerable overlap of caste hierarchy).
Perspective of Hindutva modernity
From the perspective of Hindutva modernity, the “Cockroach” protest was like an infestation that has the potential to disrupt and corrode the dominant values of exclusion and majoritarianism. It was a reminder of the shared joys to be found in public spaces, the possibilities they provide for a meaningful civic life, and why everything about urban life should not be left to the vulgar dictates of the state-builder-corporate nexus. After all, there are no windfall profits to be made on public parks, pedestrian boulevards, sports and cultural centres, libraries and museums, cycling tracks, or restored lakes.
One can, of course, avail oneself of a curated facsimile of civic life, complete with all these amenities, within the walls of a “premier” or “exclusive” residential society. Much like the denizens of European enclaves during the Raj, residents seem blissfully unconcerned that the actual society outside the gates lacks basic infrastructure like footpaths and public transport.
[image: The “cockroaches” at Jantar Mantar, in New Delhi, on June 6. The protest became a public space where privilege, religion, and social hierarchy ceased to matter.]

                            The “cockroaches” at Jantar Mantar, in New Delhi, on June 6. The protest became a public space where privilege, religion, and social hierarchy ceased to matter.
                                                            | Photo Credit: 
                                Karma Bhutia/PTI
                                                    

The socio-psychic counterpart of this segregation of lifeworlds is a narrowing of the collective imagination and the flourishing of petty bigotries. The segregated Indian village, as B.R. Ambedkar wrote, was a den of “ignorance, narrow-mindedness, and communalism”. The whole project of Indian modernity, in the eyes of Nehru and Ambedkar, was to construct a developed and cosmopolitan India that was, in many ways, the opposite of a traditional Indian village. It is a cruel irony, then, that the present face of urban Indian modernity should so resemble the traditional Indian villages, not just their zealously guarded segregations but also the attendant chauvinism and bigotries. The “housing society Whatsapp Uncle” (another of Ravish Kumar’s celebrated characterisations) is the emblematic creature of this swamp of urban exclusivity.
The protestival, in contrast, provided a platform for different social classes that otherwise inhabit distinct and unequal urban worlds to mingle together as equals. It also showcased the confidence and creativity of the young boys and girls of the urban periphery, who embraced the movement as their own and participated on their own terms with their own slogans and motifs, and defined their own terms of belonging. Another heartening aspect was their near total disconnect from the influence of mainstream media, especially Hindi news channels.
Language of democratic belonging
The spectre of young people from the peripheries of the cities reclaiming public space and challenging established authority (many of them chanting Jai Bhim as they did so) was enough to cause a flutter among many swampy uncles in the privileged enclaves of the city. The right-wing lawyer and author Navroop Singh gave expression to their viewpoint: “Now Dehat [rural hinterland] can be divided into two sub categories. Rural Dehat & Urban Dehat! What we saw at Jantar Mantar was Urban Dehat having no control over language, filthy abuses! Behaving like total filth.”
Similarly, the protestival also became a space in which young women asserted their belonging to the democratic community on their own terms, refusing to conform to the patriarchal codes that had long governed their conduct in public. The right-leaning former Foreign Secretary Kanwal Sibal asked the lawyer Sanjay Hegde: “Do you consider the shockingly indecent sexually explicit abuses and life threats hurled at Modi by young girls falling within the ambit of democratic speech and expression?” The answer is obviously yes, as Hegde intimated, but older ex-bureaucrats conflating their personal discomfort with the defiant expression of younger women with undemocratic speech was quite telling.
These eminences of the establishment could not grasp how such public profanities performed a vital democratic function: they brought political leaders—elevated into demigods through the expenditure of tens of thousands of crores of public and corporate money—back down to an accountable, earthly realm. Nor could they understand that the belonging of women in the democratic community is not conditional on expectations of meek “feminine” behaviour.
[image: A CJP supporter in Jantar Mantar, New Delhi, on June 6 during protests demanding Dharmendra Pradhan’s resignation as Union Education Minister.]

                            A CJP supporter in Jantar Mantar, New Delhi, on June 6 during protests demanding Dharmendra Pradhan’s resignation as Union Education Minister.
                                                            | Photo Credit: 
                                SHASHI SHEKHAR KASHYAP
                                                    

In rebuffing those patriarchal expectations, these young women protesters, through their raucous performance of dissent, were successful in remaking the terms of their political belonging.
Unlike the top-down projects of colonial, Nehruvian, and Hindutva modernity, what the Indian modernity enacted in the protest spaces was an organic imaginary bubbling up from below, confected in the loopy mimetic cauldron of Instagram.
Our contemporary Hindutva modernity is not based on its intrinsic attraction but on strangling the capacity of people to come up with such alternative social imaginaries. The hollowing out of public universities, the capture of Bollywood, the taming of literature and the arts, and the shrinking and enclosing of all urban spaces of a “public” nature—all are meant to ensure that people forget their creative power to come up with and forge together new ways of thinking and living. The philosopher Cornelius Castoriadis called it the self-occultation of the social imaginary, where people are trained to treat the existing laws and norms of society as absolute and eternal, that is, given by God, nature, or science rather than by human invention. The heady social imaginary of the youth protest was the perfect antidote to this self-occultation, a short but sharp reminder that another India is very much possible, however grim the present reality.
Asim Ali is a political researcher and columnist based in Delhi.
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“Tum raat likho hum chaand likhenge” (You write the night; we will write the moon). This is the opening line of a powerful poem that the writer-activist Aamir Aziz wrote during the anti-CAA protests in 2020. And indeed, the students who led the pulsating, reverberating Gen Z protests in July were telling the government exactly that: If you are darkness, we are light. For millennials, boomers, and Gen Xers, long oppressed by the low, dark clouds of dogma and dystopia, Gen Z’s cavalier, saucy takedowns of the pashas of power felt like being on a train when it breaks out of a tunnel into bright sunlight. They exchanged gleeful notes on compulsively watching reels through the night, of doubling up with laughter at the sheer audacity of the satire, of their incredulity about the total absence of fear on the faces of the young students who conquered our streets, screens, and hearts during those heady weeks.
It would be valid to ask if writing this romanticises the protest. But where, one responds, is the romance in the brutal police action that saw dozens of young people maimed by pellets, caned by batons, and injured by lathis sadistically studded with nails to draw blood? There is nothing remotely romantic about the FIRs registered against the protesters, in how their identities were doxxed, and in their subsequent harassment. It is frightening that the police used unsanctioned surveillance tools to record the faces of protesters, that these identities can be used later to harm them irreparably.
When we write about these youngsters dancing under water cannons and skating away with the barricades, it is because we are awestruck by their laughing courage in the face of a government and a Home Minister who make no secret of the fact that they quell students or minorities or tribal people with the same weapon: maximum force.
We write because this—this coming to the street—is literally the last resort of this country’s citizenry. And Gen Z knew it. For the longest time, Indians believed there would always be a Supreme Court to right the worst wrongs. That belief has been wiped out. Across issues, verdicts are either kept pending until there is a fait accompli, or they favour power. Even now, when petitioners sought a ban on using lethal pellet guns against unarmed protesters, the court instead sanctioned their “graded use”. But who grades, and when? Who sanctions, who fires?
Video upon video shows that the police did not descend upon Jantar Mantar in good faith. They wore no badges. They used lathis not to hold back the crowd but to break bones. There is one particularly shattering video of a student running past a policeman, who casually extends a leg to trip him up. The student was running away; the policeman felled him out of spite. Videos show a truck, later identified as a police-confiscated vehicle, filled with stones and parked near the protest ground. They show accident-damaged vehicles stationed conveniently in the streets around Jantar Mantar. How does a government step back from this? From having created a monster that attacks its own citizens with extreme malice, confident it will never be held accountable? It is astonishing to bestow this rogue force with the wisdom to understand “graded response”. And foolish to imagine that awkward midnight reels will make up for the brutality.
We write because we know there is no romance in the fear that this generation might be denied the power to vote a government out. From the deeply flawed SIR to the blatantly biased Election Commission to delimitation, every tool that can distort elections is being arrayed on the side of power. On the other side are memes and posters. We write because someone has to write about David when all of mass media is writing about Goliath. Although, frankly, these Davids don’t need us. They are doing quite well, thank you, and cackling with glee as they pull the king’s beard and run off with his mantle.
Mostly, we write to evoke for posterity the sheer joy with which this protest played out, like dancing in the rain and thumbing one’s nose at the thunder. That poem Aamir Aziz wrote is titled “Sab Yaad Rakha Jayega” (Everything will be remembered), and this issue writes it all down.
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The atmosphere of fear is gone now: Saurav Das

The co-convenor of the CJP speaks about the mass discontentment against the government and the power of the youth who stormed the streets, whose humour and sarcasm worked like magic.
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                    Cockroach Janta Party's chief spokesperson Saurav Das during the third round of talks with Union Ministers, J.P. Nadda and Jitendra Singh (unseen), in New Delhi, on July 25, 2026.
                                          | Photo Credit: ANI
                                      

The Cockroach Janta Party (CJP) started as a joke and very quickly went on to helm a Gen Z protest that shook the establishment. It achieved the unthinkable when Dharmendra Pradhan resigned as Union Education Minister (the first Cabinet-rank Minister to resign from the Narendra Modi government). In an interview with Frontline, Saurav Das, a co-convenor of the CJP, spoke about the impact of the protests on the Modi government and the road ahead for the CJP. Excerpts:

									It has been quite a phenomenal journey for the CJP.

									I think it really shows the power of the young generation of this country because it started off as a joke·, and now it has brought an arrogant government to its knees. Getting to something as serious as a resignation of a Minister under this kind of government shows our resilience too. This is historic because in the past 12 years, nothing of this sort has happened. There was an atmosphere of fear that was created, fear around Modi also. All of this is gone now.
				


									It all started with a tweet which Abhijeet Dipke had put out.

									It’s almost as though the universe opened a door for India through its young. When this tweet went viral, he put out a membership form for people to join the CJP. And then he put out a manifesto. He shared that link with me to amplify. More than 8 lakh people joined in no time. There were many calls asking us to use this kind of following and online influence and convert them into on-the-ground action. And I’m very glad that Abhijeet took that leap of faith and stopped whatever he was doing in the US and came back to India despite death threats and online abuse. The rest is history.
				


									Tell us a little bit about how the core team of the CJP came together.

									Once the tweet grew so big, Abhijeet reached out to Ashutosh [Ranka] and me. He knew Ashutosh because both of them had worked as part of the AAP for some time. Ashutosh was active with the AAP about two-three years ago. Abhijeet was active with the party until the time he went to the US to study.
				

										He reached out to me for the role of chief spokesperson. I was a bit hesitant because I had my career going in journalism. I was also pursuing a couple of stories at that point. So I was a bit sceptical. However, I did ultimately [agree]. And Ratna [Singh] I knew. Of course, Abhijeet was also aware of Ratna’s work online. Afreen [Nawaz] we identified during our Bengaluru protest.  Abhijeet already knew Vaishnavi [Gaur] and she was there from day one, creating the website and all of that. Deepak Baliyan was Ashutosh’s friend, a farmer activist. So Ashutosh brought him in. Vijeta [Dahiya], our ex-spokesperson, was Dhruv Rathee’s recommendation. So me, Ashutosh, and Vijeta were first announced when Abhijeet was still in the US. And after that, we had other people coming in publicly.
				

[image: CJP co-convenors Saurav Das and Ashutosh Ranka at the protest after Education Minister Dharmendra Pradhan’s resignation, in New Delhi on June 25.]

                            CJP co-convenors Saurav Das and Ashutosh Ranka at the protest after Education Minister Dharmendra Pradhan’s resignation, in New Delhi on June 25.
                                                            | Photo Credit: 
                                Vipin Kumar/ANI
                                                    


									Questions have been asked about the funding of the CJP.

									Our funding is the people’s goodwill. During the protest, we had this donation box and people contributed generously. Lot of times, we didn’t even need funds because people were themselves ordering food for everyone. There were people who blessed us and gave us envelopes on the stage. So it was really people’s goodwill that funded us, which made this entire protest possible.
				


									On July 20, there was a surge of youngsters coming into the national capital. What does that tell us about the state of mind of the youngsters, their fears, and their aspirations?

									I think there was anyway a mass discontent against this government. It found a channel through the CJP. The NEET paper leak was the immediate trigger. However, there were several issues that people were unhappy about, and all of that came to the fore. By the end of it, the sentiment on the ground was more than about Pradhan. It was about joblessness. It was about various other paper leaks. It was about the growing inflation... and the atmosphere of fear that people were up against.
				


									Were you surprised by the number of people who came in response to your call?

									It was quite expected because there’s a lot of support for the CJP on the ground. People from all over the country had visited Jantar Mantar until then, during our sit-in protest. By July 19, before the Chalo Sansad march, more than three lakh people had already visited. People who came would tell us that in the villages also there’s a lot of talk about the CJP. People knew of its existence. They might not have had too much clarity on what we stand for or what we are doing. But there was definitely a lot of support for the CJP and for the young people of this country to do something. So we were quite sure that we would see this kind of response. And that is what happened. Lakhs came to the streets in Delhi and elsewhere. The protests happening in other States were also very, very big.
				


									Were you taken aback by the police action against the protesters on July 20?

									Absolutely, because that kind of brutality was unseen in a long, long time in the national capital. And these people are not terrorists. They are the youth of this country. They are the future of this nation. For them to be treated in this manner where [lathis] were aimed at their heads instead of legs as allowed per the SOP [standard operating procedure]. Their heads were broken, arms were broken, legs were broken, pellet guns were used. All of this was happening in the national capital with so much media presence. It was absolutely terrible.
				

										And I think that worked to create a greater solidarity. You saw a kind of outpouring of support for the young generation. It actually backfired on the regime, and they too realised that they did something terribly wrong and people wouldn’t forgive them for the crime that they have committed. We are also very clear in our resolve that each and every police personnel, RAF [Rapid Action Force] personnel who committed this kind of monstrous crackdown ought to be prosecuted. They will have to go to jail when the time comes, and we’ll ensure that each one of them goes to jail for this.
				

[image: A CJP poster seen on the seventh day of the hunger strike at Jantar Mantar, in New Delhi, on July 4. “There’s a lot of support for the CJP on the ground.”]

                            A CJP poster seen on the seventh day of the hunger strike at Jantar Mantar, in New Delhi, on July 4. “There’s a lot of support for the CJP on the ground.”
                                                            | Photo Credit: 
                                Karma Bhutia/PTI
                                                    


									Does the CJP have a plan to ensure accountability for the police brutality on July 20?

									We have announced a platform called Sakshi—it’s on our thecockroachjantaparty.org.in page—where people can upload pictures and videos of police brutality. A team of lawyers that we have will be going through all that content, identifying police officers, and filing complaints and FIRs against them. And if need be, they will go to the court, get those FIRs registered and ultimately help people secure justice in the long term.
				

										As you know, [Member of Rajya Sabha] Kapil Sibal also has made a generous contribution to the CJP—a  Rs.1 crore grant, which we’ll be using strictly for legal aid purposes. We’ll be launching a website shortly wherein lawyers from all over India will be able to volunteer help to protesters. So this way, we want to formalise or structure this organisation so that nobody goes without legal help.
				


									Leader of the Opposition in the Lok Sabha, Rahul Gandhi, has taken up the issue of police brutality in a strong manner and demanded the resignation of Union Home Minister Amit Shah. Does the CJP concur with this demand?

									The political opposition also has certain stands to take. It has a role to play. Our demands were quite clear. And our demands are being met. The main demand has been met: Pradhan’s resignation. The FIRs are being slowly withdrawn in several States. Guarantees are coming to that effect. And the compensation is also being worked on. I would just tell the government through you not to cheat the young generation of this country. If the government cheats them, then the next time they are on the roads, it’s going to get very difficult for this government.
				

										Now it is for the opposition to take this forward in the manner they deem fit. If they’re asking for answers from the Home Minister, I’m always up for accountability. Shah should answer those questions in Parliament if he’s not in the wrong. But he is hiding [by] not answering those questions. It shows that there’s some culpability. Because ultimately, that kind of brutality, that kind of crackdown by the police couldn’t have happened without the concurrence of the Home Minister. So he should face questions and answer.
				


									Are you satisfied with the process being followed with regard to withdrawal of FIRs against protesters? And also, the government has said that action will be taken against those who have criminal antecedents. How do you see this?

									Our demands were very clear. Protesters should have immunity, and it cannot be qualified. Because as soon as you give them that space to decide who is violent, who is not violent, who is peaceful, who is not peaceful, then there is a lot of power to the police to misuse those qualifications. So [we demanded] unqualified protection to all protesters.
				

										We are very clear that criminals or antisocial elements infiltrated our protests at the behest of the BJP-RSS. Now, if such people had come, the police must answer why they were out in public and roaming around so freely. And second, if the police identify them to be doing something very violent, then they should go back to the courts in their cases and seek cancellation of bail. However, you do not file an FIR for our protest and try to malign our protest using them. What the police will ultimately do then is use those cases to rope in all the peaceful protesters also. We don’t want that kind of a situation.
				


									Are you satisfied with the pace at which the FIRs are being withdrawn?

									The pace is slow. We would only urge the government to expedite the process, give us a time period within which all of this will be done.
				


									The government called you for talks on July 20, the very day that you were supposed to take out the march. Were you surprised by the timing? And had the government reached out to you before July 20?

									Before July 20, the government did not reach out. We kept telling the police that we want to speak to the government, but the government wasn’t forthcoming.
				


									There was no overture from the government?

									Nothing at all. But on 20th, with the kind of crowds that they saw, I think the government got jittery and wanted to speak with us. We were very clear from day one that when the government calls us, we’ll be talking to them.... So when the police came to us and started offering positions to speak with, we said we are open to talks; however, it has to be with a senior Cabinet Minister or the Prime Minister. Then we got [J.P.] Nadda’s call at around noon and we went.... He kept us waiting for four hours before any talks took place. In those four hours, our phones were taken away initially. After we threatened to hold a dharna right there, they allowed us to take our phones and communicate with the outside world. A lot of brutality was taking place during those four hours. They sort of put us under illegal house arrest at Nadda’s place. After that, when people again gathered, we were very clear that we would meet [officials] only at a neutral place. We would not go back to the Minister’s house or his office.
				

[image: Posters at Jantar Mantar, in New Delhi, on June 6. “This is the language of the young.”]
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									Did the government tell you that Pradhan could be shifted to some other Ministry?

									Yes, I mean, not directly, but then they did tell us that which minister [is to be] where is the prerogative of the Prime Minister and that maybe a Cabinet reshuffle could take place in the future. Now, we were very clear that if everything was the prerogative of the Prime Minister, then what was left to discuss, right? So that was not really a rational argument to have, and we told them that Pradhan has to go. That was non-negotiable, and this was beyond any one of us because what had resonated most on the ground was Pradhan’s resignation. People were out for this particular demand. And if we went back to them without this, they were not going to accept it. The government understood this and the very next day they had to give up Pradhan. It was a major, major win for the young.
				


									The protest found a lot of online resonance, especially on Instagram. They used so much humour. What do you make of this?

									I think [it was the] kind of language the government was not ready to deal with. The language of the young, of Gen Z. And that caught them off guard because they are so used to protests having a certain kind of language, a very formal tone, within certain limits of maryada [dignity] and all of that. But when Gen Z came and stormed the streets, all kinds of content was being made, humour and sarcasm was being used. And that is what worked like magic because this government has controlled the narrative so much. When this was happening on Instagram, they didn’t know what to do at all. And then Mr Modi was making videos at 12:30 am.
				


									He came on Instagram.

									He came on Instagram. He held a Cabinet meeting, I’m told, where he asked all the Ministers to start making reels. It doesn’t work because this is the language of the young. You are not young any more.
				

										The uncles and aunties of the WhatsApp world were so offended by the kind of content that they saw online. They called it ashlil [offensive], without maryada, and whatnot. Instead of focussing on the demands of the youth and the values they stand for, they would rather look at how they are dressed or their manner of speaking, calling them a casual generation.
				


									How do you assess the measures that the government has announced to deal with the issues raised during the protests? Fast-track courts, a stronger law, and a task force has been set up to reform the exam process. Are these measures satisfactory?

									What about the 2024 task force that was set up under [K.] Radhakrishnan? All those measures have not been implemented till now. Yet another task force has been put in place. We don’t know what is going to [come] of it.
				

										The government also has to engage with the CJP delegation in future, which they have already promised to do in a month’s time. And a lot of [the government’s] focus is on what happens after leaks. But what we need now is to prevent leaks because we don’t want students to be going through all of that pressure and anxiety all over again.
				

										A systemic foundational reset from point zero is required. We need to rethink this system, how we engage with protesters... how are people going to engage with the education system.
				

										[About] fast-track courts like I had said before, if you have a judge of questionable integrity, a corrupt judge in that seat, that system is not going to work. How are you going to resolve that?
				

										You have brought in Pralhad Joshi [as Education Minister] now. He was one of the Ministers who was garlanding Bilkis Bano’s rapists, right? So what message are you sending to the youth? That does not inspire confidence. I think the government has completely lost the plot. And I think they’re on their way out now. Because Pradhan might have been our rallying point for the protest. But there was mass discontentment against this entire establishment.
				


									What is going to be the CJP’s plan for the future? What are your plans in the coming days and months?

									We need to take this movement to the grassroots. We’re going to tour the country, go to cities and villages, listen to the young because nobody’s listening to them. And we want to come up ultimately with an agenda for the youth of this country. That is going to be our future. We want to create awareness at the grassroots, empower people there so that whichever political party is in power, they’ll be able to make [the party] work for them.
				


									Would you be engaging with the current political set-up, the ruling party as well as the opposition, with regard to your issues?

									The opposition has its own role to play. We as a pressure group have our own role to play. I think synergies can be found. Be it whichever party, we’ll try to listen to them. If there are issues that can be raised, we’ll help them. We’ll seek their help also.
				

										And that is the way forward because there needs to be a lot more discussion, deliberation, and debating. That hasn’t been happening in the last 12 years. And now that culture is slowly being reclaimed. Democracy is being restored. The atmosphere of fear is going away. So that’s a positive sign for our country.
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A generation betrayed

India has entered the present moment of global economic uncertainty without resolving the structural problems that liberalisation was supposed to fix. This crisis of failed expectations and betrayal of promises is what is fuelling Gen Z’s anger.
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                    The protest site in New Delhi on July 25. If the anti-Mandal protest was against the redistribution of access to state resources, this generation protested against the state’s failure to create enough opportunities to distribute at all.
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The Cockroach Janta Party (CJP)-led protest, which was called off after Education Minister Dharmendra Pradhan resigned on July 25, unleashed a reservoir of anger building up for years. What we see now is a crack in the hegemonic project of Hindutva. To understand what is beginning to rupture, it is worth returning to the historical moment that gave rise to the current political order.
Around 35 years ago, India saw a similar student mobilisation, triggered by the tabling of the Mandal Commission report in Parliament. The commission’s report recommended reservation for Other Backward Classes (OBCs) in government employment, bringing historically excluded communities, pegged at 52 per cent of the population by the commission, into greater political and economic relevance. It led to a backlash, led largely by dominant castes, drawing support from sections of civil society, the media, lawyers, and the upper class.
Students became its most visible and potent force, many of whom saw reservation as threatening their access to government jobs and educational opportunities; for others, the very prospect of redistribution was injustice. Nearly 200 attempted self-immolation; 63 died of their burn injuries.
The political irony of the moment is hard to miss. The anti-Mandal movement mobilised against the redistribution of access to state resources. Today’s students and graduates mobilised because the state has failed to produce enough opportunities to distribute at all.
In an eerie, all-too-familiar political reflex, the old anti-Mandal refrain has now resurfaced online, with fresh calls to abolish reservation spreading rapidly across social media. Mandal represented more than just a reservation policy. It threatened the dominance of the ruling castes by opening up institutions through which the state distributed employment, educational, and economic opportunities. Among its recommendations, which were not implemented, were radical moves like land redistribution:
“It is the Commission’s firm conviction that a radical transformation of the existing production relations is the most important single step that can be taken for the welfare and upliftment of all backward classes.… The Commission, therefore, strongly recommends that all the State Governments should be directed to enact and implement progressive land legislation so as to effect basic structural changes in the existing production relations in the countryside.”
When the Mandal recommendations were announced, India was still formally a socialist democracy. The commission itself emerged from processes shaped by a long socialist and anti-caste tradition, particularly by Ram Manohar Lohia and others of the Socialist Party of the 1960s, who insisted that in India, the class question could not be separated from caste.
Although the Nehruvian-era social democratic state built a strong public sector, investing in science, technology, higher education, and heavy industry, India could not put in place a broad, labour-intensive manufacturing base to absorb its vast workforce on the scale that China did after 1978.
Scholars have argued that this was partly because caste relations obstructed large-scale organising of labour and partly because India’s development strategy prioritised capital-intensive heavy industry (steel, cement, fertilizers) over mass manufacturing (garments, consumer goods, electronics).
The same lopsidedness led to more investment in elite higher education than in universal primary schooling. The result was a peculiar development model: islands of extraordinary technical and educational excellence (the IITs) surrounded by vast seas excluded from these centres. This, too, was a question of caste.
The communities Mandal sought to bring into relevance included productive castes historically engaged in agriculture, artisanal production, pastoralism, and craft, which had helped sustain the subcontinent as one of the largest economies in the pre-colonial period. India’s postcolonial development model failed to expand opportunities for these communities.
The anti-Mandal mobilisation is emblematic of a broader historical pattern in democratic politics: attempts to redistribute power and resources often provoke resistance from entrenched social elites, from the backlash against Kerala’s land reforms in 1959 to the overthrow of Salvador Allende’s redistributive government in Chile in 1973, or even the US-orchestrated demonstrations against Mohammad Mosaddegh’s oil nationalisation in Iran in 1953. The anti-Mandal right wing counter-mobilised through Hindutva or Mandir, deepening what is also known as the Mandal-Kamandal schism.
Construction of the Muslim “other”
As against Mandal’s idea of reorganising politics around internal caste contradictions, Hindutva sought to forge a unified Hindu identity against an external “other”: the Muslim. Caste polarity was deflected to create religious polarity.
This had the added effect of displacing the question of who gets a share in the resources of the nation to one of who constitutes the nation. Mandir became the symbolic centre of that displacement.
At almost precisely the same historical moment, the state was also withdrawing from the economic sphere. The Mandal-Kamandal conflict became central to politics just as liberalisation was transforming the relationship between the state, jobs, and opportunity. The question of redistribution was therefore displaced along two axes: Mandir and Market.
After 1991, the neoliberal market economy systematically dismantled the state-led welfarist model, transferring economic power from the public sector—where reservation is constitutionally mandated—to the private sector, where no affirmative action exists.
[image: Massive student protest in Ranchi against alleged irregularities in examinations conducted by the Jharkhand Public Service Commission,  on July 31. The BJP’s hard pivot to privatisation has gutted the public sector.]
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“Mandir and Market” were not opposing projects; they functioned as complementary strategies of class and caste power. As the political theorist Aditya Nigam has observed, they helped produce an important ideological inversion: the privileged castes with historical power presented themselves as victims of Mandal; capital as the victim of the socialist state; and the Hindu majority as the victim of the Muslim minority.
If Hindutva helped restore political power to the ruling castes, liberalisation helped concentrate social and economic power in the hands of capital and those who were already best positioned to accumulate it.
A fundamental contradiction
Both projects, however, contained a fundamental contradiction. They could only postpone the question of redistribution, not abolish it. Mandir, especially, was a political project with a built-in expiry date. Its mobilising power, and much of its political utility, would necessarily diminish once the temple was erected in Ayodhya. The temple was inaugurated in January 2024, months before the BJP won its third term. Two years on, it has scarcely ushered in the Ram Rajyathat the party or its supporters promised.
That the BJP has already moved on from the temple can be surmised from the recently exposed Ram Mandir donation scandal, where crores have reportedly been siphoned off from the offerings. It is almost as if once Hindutva’s central promise was fulfilled, the temple project simply slipped into the daily dynamics of corruption and institutional opacity.
Having exhausted its symbolic promise, Hindutva must now grapple with the material reality it has always tried to transcend. The public is discovering that no amount of spittle-flecked chanting of Jai Shri Ram can generate jobs and that bulldozing a Muslim man’s home does not make rents cheaper. The anger and abuse earlier incited against Muslims and Dalits is now being channelled towards the source.
India finds itself in an economic crisis whose consequences are borne most heavily by the working classes, the poor, and the aspirational lower middle classes. This crisis is unfolding at a time when the global economic order is itself under severe strain, with imperialist wars on sovereign development in West Asia impacting fuel prices, inflation, and employment. The return of protectionism, most visibly through US President Donald Trump’s tariff regime and the weaponisation of international trade, threatens to slow global growth and further squeeze export-oriented economies such as India’s.
Meanwhile, inequality has deepened, even as the government seeks to downplay unemployment and suppress data. Numbers are misstated to serve the narrative, and an army of patriotic news anchors is on command to amplify falsehoods.
Hard pivot to privatisation
The BJP’s hard pivot to privatisation has gutted the public sector, a devastating proposition for a country with some of the world’s poorest populations. Education has been transformed from a public good to a site of profiteering and accumulation. The New Education Policy reflects this transformation: behind the language of flexibility, innovation, and technocratese lies the steady marketisation of education and the expansion of private participation.
Unsurprisingly, India’s public expenditure on education fell from 4.6 per cent of the Union Budget in 2013–14 to 2.5 per cent in 2021–22. For perspective, China spent $960 billion on education in 2024, a 6.7 per cent increase from the previous year.
The consequences are visible in the enrolment data. Government schools have lost nearly 86 lakh students in just the last two academic years. India now has more than 60,000 higher-education institutions, with private institutions forming the majority. Families are forced to sell land so that their children can attend private coaching classes, merely to enter an overcrowded labour market.
The rot runs deeper. Last year, 2.4 million students sat for the NEET examination. India has roughly 1.3 lakh MBBS seats in total, about 60,000 of them in government colleges where fees are nominal, the rest in private and deemed institutions where a degree can cost upwards of a crore. Only about 1 in 15 qualified candidates will secure a seat at all. The remaining 2 million must find another path.
The crisis is this: India has entered this moment of global economic uncertainty without having resolved the structural problems that liberalisation was supposed to solve. The country has produced more educated and ambitious young people than ever before but failed to create enough secure employment or other avenues to realise their dreams. It has democratised aspirations but privatised the means of achieving them.
The BJP’s great achievement has been to construct an alliance capable of absorbing enormous social contradictions without posing a challenge to the distribution of power. It stitched together the middle classes, the working classes, Brahmin-Banias, non-dominant OBCs, and Dalits, as well as corporate capital under the rubric of Hindutva.
That awning is cracking. This is possibly the first significant moment when the material contradictions in the Hindutva order are beginning to break through the ideological shell that contained them so far.
A generation brought up on the belief that education would lead to mobility is discovering that it leads to debt and unemployment. The crisis of failed expectations and betrayal of promises explains the sudden and sustained denunciation of the government; the collective frustration has outweighed the fear hanging over the population for over a decade. We are also at an inflection point where questions around the role of the market and the distribution of resources have become increasingly urgent.
The old neoliberal consensus—that the market, left to itself, is the most efficient mechanism for allocating opportunity—is losing legitimacy even in the West as it struggles to meet basic social needs. Housing, education, healthcare, and employment cannot be left to the logic of profit and private accumulation. This moment demands that we ask: what would socialism with Indian characteristics look like? Not a return to the commanding heights of the Nehruvian era but the deeper traditions of Jyotiba Phule, B.R. Ambedkar, and Lohia.
Whose aspirations will the economy serve?
Any development model for the future has to confront a question that previous models evaded: whose aspirations is the economy designed to serve? The productive communities whose labour has historically produced much of India’s wealth cannot remain excluded from institutions and decision-making. The next development model cannot again be designed around the aspirations of the already privileged while treating the productive majority merely as labour, votes, or consumers.
There are, of course, secondary contradictions within this mobilisation. A privileged-caste graduate and a Dalit graduate may both be victims of the employment crisis, but one may see reservation as an obstacle while the other sees it as the minimum safeguard against historical injustice. This explains the resurgence of anti-Mandal handles across social media. The question of why there are so few opportunities risks being displaced again by the question of who should have access to them.
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The choice for a nation of 1.5 billion cannot be between reservation or not. It must be between a politics that expands the pool of opportunity and one that forces communities to fight over an artificially restricted supply of education and employment. The political task is to expand opportunities without dismantling safeguards for the excluded.
The question of opportunities and distribution that Mandal raised was never resolved. This protest only saw it return via Gen Z.
Shone Satheesh is a journalist and multimedia producer based in New York, focussing on caste histories, politics and social movements in South Asia. 
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The CJP made the passage from screen to street: Arvind Rajagopal

The media studies scholar discusses CJP’s success in entering the protest space in person in an era of media saturation, while using social media to facilitate horizontal, bottom-up communication.
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                    Arvind Rajagopal says physical presence at Jantar Mantar was not a nostalgic residue of an older politics; it was a precise response to a mediated one, and it kept the movement within the attention economy.
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Arvind Rajagopal is professor of media studies at New York University, with affiliated faculty appointments in sociology and social and cultural analysis. His books include Politics After Television: Hindu Nationalism and the Reshaping of the Public in India (2001) and The Indian Public Sphere: Structure and Transformation (2009). In this interview, Rajagopal says that the Cockroach Janta Party (CJP) has emerged in response to the media-saturated society the BJP has built, one where declining legacy media profits have produced not reform but servility. For the conglomerates today, media holdings matter not for revenues but for the political rent they symbolise, paid to the ruling regime by advancing sectional interests and deflecting public attention from politically significant issues. Excerpts:

									The world watched as tens of thousands of young people gathered under a satirical outfit called the Cockroach Janta Party. What did the protest tell us about the media landscape today?

									What we still politely call the “mainstream press” now survives as a set of tiny appendages of large corporate empires, within which media holdings are shrinking assets. This is not a metaphor; the figures were recently assembled by [the journalist] Aakar Patel. The six listed news media companies had a combined revenue of about Rs.6,300 crore in 2014 and about Rs.7,700 crore a decade later, growth below the rate of inflation. In other words, the industry shrank in real terms across the first [Narendra] Modi decade, even as the profits of Nifty 50 companies compounded at 18 per cent a year in its latter half. And consider the proportions of the new ownership: NDTV’s turnover amounts to 700ths of 1 per cent of the Adani Group’s; TV18’s amounts to 1,500ths of 1 per cent of Reliance’s. The news channel is no longer a business in its own right; it is a rounding error in a conglomerate’s accounts, which means it is held for something other than business.
				

										The second lesson concerns social media, which, despite being subject to capture, created a mass awareness of the possibility of people power through horizontal, bottom-up communication. If the attention economy is restructuring politics, what happens when attention is drawn to gatherings of Cockroaches? The government’s response—to stigmatise the protesters and attack them physically—confirms that social media enabled the movement to spark off, but also the realisation of not being alone, the experience of mutuality under batons and tear gas, were all galvanising.
				


									Why students? What makes students the bearers of this politics?

									Students are a kind of universal class. Almost everyone has been, or hopes their children will be, a student; the examination is the one gate through which nearly every Indian family imagines its future passing. In an earlier era, people had no trouble identifying themselves as BSc or BCom (Failed) because they went on to employment anyway and earned enough to hang a name plate with the degree, with pass or fail on it. Today, the degree carries no such guarantee: by the [2026] State of Working India’s estimate, more than 40 per cent of graduates under 25 are unemployed, and unemployment in India now rises, rather than falls, with education. Marx said the workers of the world would unite because they had nothing to lose but their chains. The unemployed have no material chains to lose. They are students who failed to secure employment or could not complete their examinations because of leaks, and who have, through a series of contingent events, come to see themselves and each other as a class whose strength lies in their numbers.
				

										Hence the third lesson of the protests: students see that they must enter the field in person. Physical presence at Jantar Mantar was not a nostalgic residue of an older politics; it was a precise response to a mediated one, and it kept the movement within the attention economy. A body in a park cannot be shadow banned, though it can, as we saw, be lathi-charged.
				


									You have said that the history of the BJP is acutely relevant to understanding this moment. Most commentary treats the party simply as a formidable electoral machine. What is being missed?

									What is missed is how peculiar the BJP’s attitude towards politics has been. The Prime Minister has never held a press conference and explicitly rejects any form of accountability except elections. The BJP’s belief seems to be that the party will diminish if it concedes any fault. If any protest is made legitimate by proving effective, that, in the BJP’s view, is the beginning of the end. That its own route to power depended on protest against the Congress does not alter its attitude.
				

										It was almost an accident that a party like the BJP came to power at all, given that its parent organisation never had a quarrel with colonial power, even after Independence. The task of building the Hindu nation was going to be slow, and had [M.S.] Golwalkar’s methods remained, it would still be ongoing today. It was because the RSS had no theory of politics, embracing instead a theory of maximum media exposure as the road to power, that it could take advantage of the rapid growth of the media market after the Emergency. Local entrepreneurs seized the chance to cater to the growing markets of political pilgrims. The Congress party’s soft Hindutva could not counter the BJP’s fluid alternation between soft and hard nationalism.
				

										If the BJP had any real belief in give and take, it would not have found the CJP’s challenge so difficult to answer. The CJP is not going away, nor is the jobs crisis to which it responds. It poses the question of whether the BJP can accept other political groupings and movements as legitimate and engage with them with an open mind. That would imply that the Hindu nation and its leaders do not have the answers to all questions. No public admission of the kind seems possible at present.
				

[image: Student protesters celebrating after the resignation of Union Education Minister Dharmendra Pradhan, in New Delhi on July 25.]
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									If the BJP indeed has no theory of politics, as you put it, how did it succeed so completely through the electoral system?

									It was not only through adept use of the media—though it was certainly that—but [also] because the meaning of media itself changed under its feet, and the BJP was the first to grasp the change. From representing the public, the media itself became the public. Today, what matters is not what India’s farmers want or students demand but what the major media organs are saying and showing. The measure of an event is its coverage; a grievance that is not televised has, politically speaking, not occurred.
				

										In the run-up to the 2024 general election, a study of 429 prime-time debates across six major channels in India found that more than half were devoted to attacking the opposition and over a quarter to praising the Prime Minister, while exactly five addressed jobs and education, the two issues that filled Jantar Mantar.
				

										There, the public constituted on screen and the public assembled in the street parted company; the protests are the audit of that divergence. Under the BJP, elections ceased to be a mechanism of representation and became a periodic plebiscite on a permanent incumbency. This is why the Cockroach protesters unsettled the arrangement: they turned up in person to inspect their representatives and found no one at the counter.
				


									You have pointed to a change in the state’s relation to the media, something more concrete than the atmosphere. What marks the shift?

									There is an instructive parallel here that is not much discussed. At least until the Emergency, the government treated the media not only as a nuisance to be contained but as genuinely meant to represent the people. Until [more] recently... a press accreditation card all but guaranteed access to North Block, which houses the Ministries of Finance and Home; journalists could stroll the corridors and talk to officials directly. This changed within days of the BJP’s return in the 2019 election. Thereafter, prior appointments became necessary for nearly all access. Today, a journalist’s accreditation can be withdrawn for acts “prejudicial to the sovereignty and integrity of India”. The government media were always agents of the state, of course, but the privately owned press was not. Today, the private media are captive to the party they did so much to promote.
				


									Captive in what sense? These are, after all, profit-seeking companies.

									That is precisely the point: analysis suggests they are no longer profit-seeking, at least not through their media holdings. Most of the legacy media have diversified or been taken over by conglomerates for whom media holdings matter not for revenues but for the political rent they convey and symbolise—rent paid to the landlords of the public, namely the ruling party. The rent is paid by finding creative ways to advance sectional interests and by deflecting public attention from politically significant issues inconvenient to the government.
				

										Government advertising, once the single largest revenue source, became indispensable precisely as commercial revenue collapsed, and it was thereafter wielded as a weapon more openly than before. For example, after the pandemic, the Centre cut print’s share of government advertising from over Rs.600 crore to under Rs.200 crore in just four years. The carrot shrank while the stick grew: some 44 uses of Central agencies against media outlets were documented in the five years leading up to 2023. Two reputed journalist-proprietors in television, Prannoy Roy and Raghav Bahl, were raided, obstructed, and litigated against until both sold to Adani, after which the cases against Roy were dropped.
				

										The behaviour has no commercial explanation, from either advertising or audiences; what remains is rent. And because media holdings are economically immaterial, the servility will not end with a change in government; the estate will simply pass to the next landlord. When media are held for rent rather than revenue, the audience ceases to be a market and becomes an estate to be administered, which is why declining profits produce not reform but deeper servility.
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									Sceptics will say that the media never truly represented the country, that the golden age you are measuring the decline against never existed.

									Up to a point I would agree. The colonial media mindset survived in the continued dominance of English-language media, although less than 10 per cent of the population knew the language. But the conclusion drawn today—that “legacy media” are simply “history”—is not the last word. For a long time, the media defined a broad consensus, reflecting the relative stability of one party’s dominance of politics over 30 years. That consensus splintered with the Emergency in 1975. After the election in 1977, the media flowered as never before. The tyrannical picture that the press painted of the Emergency contrasts strangely with the media’s near-complete silence today about far more consequential abuses of power. The Emergency remains the one despotism it is safe to denounce.
				


									How did the BJP convert the post-Emergency flowering of the media market to its advantage?

									Brilliantly—in terms of becoming attractive to capital as well as to content creators at every level. The opportunity became clear when the Hindu epics on Doordarshan began to bring public life to a standstill. A familiar Hindu tradition gave scope to local content creators and distributors—cassette sellers, calendar printers, procession organisers—especially when coupled with the Ram Janmabhoomi campaign, which escalated once the Ramayan telecast proved successful. In the election that followed, in 1989, the BJP’s Lok Sabha strength rose from 2 seats to 85, and within a decade it had occupied the Centre for the first time. The BJP’s political ascent coincided with the growth of a middle class whose assertions of caste and religious status were now aided by a profusion of new symbolic and material artefacts; the mass media became vectors of caste and religious assertion. This was a middle class raised, in a sense, by the Congress; it defected to the BJP, believing that the tide of history had shifted to a Hindu majoritarian party.
				


									What are the most interesting aspects that strike you about the CJP?

									Three features deserve emphasis. First, its iconography is substantially AI-generated: the mascot, the memes, the mock campaign imagery are products of the same tools that flooded the last election cycle with propaganda. A caricature started the party, and it was built up with the machinery of caricature. Second, it uses satire as immanent critique: it demands nothing the Constitution does not already promise. Third, it made the passage from screen to street. An entity with no registration, no theory, and no leaders in the conventional sense demonstrated that presence remains the one political medium the regime cannot easily control.
				


									How do we conceptually understand the evolving BJP regime on one side, and the possibilities of dissent on the other that India, against the steepest odds, continues to affirm?

									About the regime, the first task is to stop describing it with the vocabulary of the order it has replaced. We reach for “press freedom”, “bias”, “propaganda”—terms that assume media standing between state and society, representing the one to the other, and doing it badly. But when media have become the public, when governance is conducted as publicity, and when the state disciplines the press not by decree but through dependency—granting and withholding advertising, licences, and criminal inquiries—the concept of representation itself needs rethinking. A regime that was always above politics has found, in the current media system, the technical means to institutionalise that position: it does not need to persuade the people so long as it can constitute the public. Our concepts—censorship, manufactured consent, even hegemony—presume a distinction between medium and world that the present arrangement has almost dissolved. The conceptual task before us is to describe the rule in an environment, not through a channel.
				

										On dissent, we have seen that the resources of critique now lie inside the system’s own language. The CJP meets criticism from the major media arms, the ones that applauded Anna Hazare’s anti-corruption campaign. They question the students’ motives. This is hardly an honest response. It is no accident that the same decade that ruined the corporate press has produced the rise of independent media as a material force: subscription-funded, audience-owned, and for that reason harder to discipline through advertising.
				

										The Cockroach Janta Party took its name from the bench, its aesthetic from the meme economy, and its tools from the propagandist’s own AI—and inverted them all. The media-saturated society the BJP built, in which conformity was expected and dissent punished, has precipitated its own antithesis. Is it possible that the world’s largest democracy can also provide the world lessons on democracy?
				

Abhish K. Bose, a journalist based in Kerala, with 18 years of experience, previously worked as a staffer at The Times of India and The Deccan Chronicle-Asian Age.
Also Read | A counter culture is born
Also Read | CJP-led youth protests mark a turning point in Indian journalism
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Caste and the cockroach

With Ambedkar portraits and cries of Jai Bhim, this protest’s rhetoric and symbolism seemed to foreground social justice amid the widespread waning of political commitment to the cause.
 Published : Aug 10, 2026 08:00 IST  - 10  MINS  READ 
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                    A portrait of Dr B.R. Ambedkar at Jantar Mantar in New Delhi on July 20. The protests brought together marginalised-caste Gen Z voices on a scale hitherto unimaginable.
                                          | Photo Credit: Karma Bhutia/PTI
                                      

The Cockroach Janta Party’s (CJP) protest and the rise of Gen Z mark an important political moment in Indian resistance culture. It is too early to term it as a movement or a revolution since it came about more as a spurt of anguish from young people about the ongoing irregularities in the examination system. The CJP is yet to define and clarify the future road map for itself, which will depend on the issues it takes up and the support, alliances, and networks that it is able to garner for itself. What has been most remarkable in the entire agitation, however, is how the CJP managed to weave together diverse protesting voices who, together, created the possibility of young people from various backgrounds standing together for a single cause.
One significant aspect of the protest was the pervasive use of anti-caste symbolism, particularly with Abhijeet Dipke emerging as the face of the protest. Among the abiding takeaways were images of Babasaheb Ambedkar, Jai Bhim flags, chants of Jai Bhim, and wide support from the Ambedkarite Gen Z. This came through particularly strongly when Dipke exited Delhi airport with a book on Ambedkar in his hand. His visit to Pune University on June 11, soon after launching the protest at Jantar Mantar, Delhi, during which his call got a huge response, was also for a protest with Ambedkar symbolism, music, and slogans. People on social media too responded overwhelmingly in support of the CJP protest, with prominent anti-caste songs like “Tufanatle Dive Amhi” (Hiral Kamble) and “Jai Bhim Kadak” (Vipin Tatad) used extensively in Instagram reels. Also contextualising the protest were rap songs and songs of resistance, which found resonance on social media.
It is worth examining this Gen Z protest to see who stood in the front lines and who were the student/youth groups that mobilised support across different States. One can attribute the success of the protest to the coming together of diverse youth voices from diverse platforms, such as Ambedkarite, LGBTQIA+, left wing, and left-liberal.
What seemed from street visuals and social media to be a single Gen Z voice was, thus, in fact, a chorus of voices that came together in glorious unity. The solidarity that was exhibited, however, does not necessarily dissolve all caste barriers per se, and it would be a misreading to consider Gen Z as a singular monolith. The everyday caste reality of the country did not get sutured into the process of protest. This comes through especially when one saw how, soon after the protest, social media conversations switched to an anti-reservation theme. There were new Instagram pages like “Reservation Hatao Anadolan” with over five million followers immediately.
The success of the protest, thus, does not necessarily reflect a dissolution of caste among Gen Z; bridging caste identities will probably require much more unlearning on the part of Gen Z. What one did see, however, was the influence of social media, which created a new and universal vocabulary of words, images, and gestures, but this does not essentially translate to a caste-free society at this point.
Ambedkar in the front lines
The students and young people standing in the front lines of the protest across cities carried Ambedkar’s flag. They chanted Jai Bhim and Inquilab Zindabad. Among the various protest songs and chants, one thing stood out: the symbolism of the Constitution and the image of Ambedkar.
Moreover, the Dalit leader and founder-president of the Aazad Samaj Party (Kanshi Ram), Chandrashekhar Azad Ravan, joined the protest and urged youth from Delhi and nearby regions to join in. Azad also went on a visually moving solitary protest at Parliament, where he sat under the statue of Ambedkar and slept there as well even as the rain lashed.
The July 20 march became a visible success because representatives of Gen Z poured in from across India to join the protest. For the marginalised castes among Gen Z, it was a moment of extended support, particularly because within the education infrastructure it is the members of these castes who continue to be the most deprived of all. At Jantar Mantar, Dipke along with other supporters constantly used the image of Ambedkar and the Jai Bhim slogan, authenticating the voice of marginalised students.
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There were several reels and videos on social media of bike-borne youths carrying the distinctive blue Jai Bhim flag set to the music of powerful anti-caste songs. Such reels gave young people from marginalised caste backgrounds the encouragement and strength to come forward and join. The role of anti-caste Instagram influencers was also key in generating this sense of solidarity. Influencers such as Lakshya Lakey (@lakshaya_speaks), Mukesh Mohan (@mukeshmohannn), The Dalit Voice (@ambedariteind), Anurag Minus Verma (@Anuragminusverma), and many others raised strong voices of support, and the protest marked the coming together of the marginalised-caste Gen Z voice on a scale hitherto unimaginable.
When the CJP was initially formed in May, eyebrows were raised and several people asked whether the movement would merely represent the elite, urban-educated segment. Dipke responded to the critics, saying: “I am a Dalit myself. Hope that answers all your questions.” This created a huge buzz online, especially among Ambedkarite youths. A similar buzz was created when Anitha’s brother reached the protest site. S. Anitha from Tamil Nadu was a Dalit student who died by suicide after she failed the National Eligibility cum Entrance Test (NEET), and is seen as the first victim of the many failures of the system.
What the Cockroach protest did was to create awareness among the youth to stand up not just for their rights but for a collective cause that concerned students. For marginalised-caste Gen Z, this was the moment to express solidarity, particularly because they continue to depend on a fair educational system in the absence of other forms of cultural capital to support their aspirations. This Gen Z-led protest was able to bring together Ambedkarites, farmers, minorities, feminists, and others, all of whom have been separately raising their voices against state policies for more than a decade now. The momentum created by the protest fused their feelings against state apathy.
The political satire employed during the protest was itself able to make new connections between the diverse caste and class groups on the street. It uniquely blended music trends, memes, and catchy phrases to create a rebellious vocabulary. For instance, the use of Michael Jackson’s song “They don’t really care about us” to showcase police brutality created the “us” that is a vital source of unity.
The use of the universal “clock it” gesture (the tapping of fingers) was inspired by the Black/Brown queer community of New York in the 1960s. The action signals truth or an unmasking. It is also the language of resistance.
Protest reels and memes from the widespread street protests in Hong Kong in 2019–20 to Nepal’s recent Gen Z uprising, which were in circulation on social media, inspired ideas during the CJP protest as well. For instance, the protesters used gaming patterns to escape from the lathi-wielding police, picked up and threw back tear gas canisters, and stood defiantly in front of water cannons. Interestingly, the very use of the term “Gen Z” created the first layer of unity and solidarity among the young people who gathered.
What is worth noting is that many of the young people who came out onto the streets in mass mobilisation across India were from less privileged backgrounds, who had neither economic nor caste nor religious privilege to work their way out of the corrupt education system. This added to their emotional investment in the protest. The channelisation of such youth across the spectrum became possible because of the digital mediatisation that prioritised, pushed, and reiterated their cause. Thus, youth from marginalised castes became a visible axis as major stakeholders in the protest.
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Instagram, as the dominant online site of protest, was less interrupted by the BJP’s IT cell voices. Its algorithms quickly connected users to the larger theme so that even if a student visited the CJP page just out of curiosity because of peer group interest, the algorithmic cycles that followed quickly introduced reels that criticised the education system, the corruption in the examination system, the government’s indifference, and so on.
The rapid digital learning through 30-second reels might not have given Gen Z a total understanding, but it led to an awakening and understanding about the wider sense of apathy and discontentment that students could immediately connect with.
From caste margins
Although Dipke made no direct intervention into the social justice question during the protest, the question of social justice itself was never absent from the protest. It drew strength from the fact that Dipke never shrugged off his Dalit identity but instead claimed it from the outset, right from when he exited the airport after arriving from the US.
When he was attacked at Jantar Mantar by a woman who threw ink on him, Dipke immediately turned it around by saying that he was happy to be smeared in blue ink as blue was the color of his blood, the colour of Ambedkarite politics. Through his constant presence and statements, Dipke was able to break the narrative that India’s “Gen Z” is only a section of Western-educated, elite youth. This helped bring an organic connect to the movement.
If many Dalit and marginalised-caste students joined the protest, so did minority groups like Muslims and LGBTQIA+ communities, who saw in the CJP protest a ray of hope against what is widely censured as the waning political commitment to social justice. The CJP understood this instinctively: its manifesto listed all the irregularities and issues under the BJP government, such as unemployment, the compliant media, and the sinecures to retired Chief Justices. The immediate trigger was irregularities in NEET and the education system, but the protest painted a larger picture of discontentment in the country.
The Gen Z protest might appear to be a monolithic student protest, but it has succeeded in directing the mainstream gaze to the deep-seated structures of inequality among India’s youth. The CJP took definite shape after Dipke’s arrival in India; it became heard when the students spoke constantly of accountability, and when Dipke and his colleagues held the Constitution in their hands, bringing hope to countless young people that constitutionality continues to be the placeholder in Indian democracy.
The larger outcome of the protest will be about how the CJP takes it on from here. It will be important to see how it brings together questions of social justice and students’ concerns across universities and campuses.
Social media and alternative media mediation is particularly important in the absence of mainstream media interest. Most importantly, the protest established that the youth matter and that they can be heard, regardless of their social location.
Ideally, the CJP should address concerns about caste-driven structural inequality that persists in the country’s education system. The protest’s rhetoric has set the tone for social change, and it can be meaningfully directed towards inclusion of the historically marginalised, for whom access to educational spaces remains a huge victory.
The recent objections to the UGC anti-discrimination Bill by savarna caste students showed that the youth are not a homogenous category in educational institutions and that the marginalised castes continue to face humiliation without any access to redress. The protest generates hope for a more inclusive educational structure, something that has been a fundamental demand in India for too long now.
K. Kalyani is a sociologist and assistant professor at Azim Premji University, Bengaluru. The opinions expressed are that of the author and are not necessarily endorsed by or reflect the views of Azim Premji University.
Also Read | Beyond the Gen Z protest: Who does the movement represent?
Also Read | The Gen Z is watching the Supreme Court
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The illusion of reform

Despite repeated examination crises, the Narendra Modi government’s responses have followed a familiar pattern: more committees, tougher penalties but no institutional reform. 
 Published : Aug 10, 2026 08:00 IST  - 10  MINS  READ 
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                    Tamil students urge presidential assent for Tamil Nadu’s NEET Exemption Bill, at Jantar Mantar on February 8, 2022. 
                                          | Photo Credit: SHIV KUMAR PUSHPAKAR
                                      

The last couple of years have proved turbulent for students preparing for the National Eligibility cum Entrance Test (NEET), the sole gateway for admission to undergraduate medical courses like MBBS. The National Testing Agency (NTA), which conducts the examination, has failed to safeguard the question papers, leading to two leaks in three years: the first in NEET 2024 and most recently, in NEET 2026.
While the courts ruled that the NEET 2024 leak was highly localised and therefore did not warrant a retest, the NTA itself rescinded NEET 2026 and ordered a nationwide re-examination, a decision that resulted in at least 21 student suicides.
After the NEET 2024 leak, the Economic Offences Unit of the Bihar Police named Sanjeev Kumar as the prime suspect. Kumar, who goes by the alias Sanjeev Mukhiya, has a history of leading an “exam mafia” and was previously prosecuted for his role in leaking the Bihar Police Constable Recruitment Examination, which the Bihar Public Service Commission conducts.
Kumar has exploited vulnerabilities in India’s examination system for decades. In 2010, he was linked to an examination cheating racket in Bihar that involved the use of Bluetooth devices. In 2016, the Uttarakhand Police arrested him for a constable recruitment examination paper leak. Around the same time period, the Bihar Police also arrested him for his alleged role in a block-level recruitment examination scam targeting Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe candidates. Kumar’s criminal network can be traced back to the 1990s, when he operated under Ranjeet Don, a notorious paper-leak kingpin in Bihar’s Nalanda district.
The investigation for the NEET 2024 leak was subsequently transferred to the CBI, and after nearly a year-long manhunt, Kumar was apprehended in April 2025. Yet, more than a year later, the CBI had not filed a single charge sheet against him; Kumar was eventually released on July 23, 2026. Many have questioned Kumar’s release, noting that he had been named in the Bihar Police’s FIR on the basis of prima facie evidence and the confessional statements of other arrested individuals.
On the morning of Kumar’s release, Prime Minister Narendra Modi announced on X the setting up of fast-track courts dedicated to adjudicating examination paper-leak cases. The first such hearing was scheduled for July 27, to consider the bail applications of two key suspects in the NEET 2026 case. However, the proceedings had to be adjourned after the CBI’s counsel failed to appear before the judicial bench.
The incident invited sharp criticism from both political opponents and independent commentators. Congress leader Jairam Ramesh remarked on X: “With what face is the Modi Government tom-tomming fast-track courts as a solution to the crisis of paper leaks? Its own CBI is showing zero initiative in investigating and prosecuting these cases.”
Late on the night of July 23, Modi posted a reel that was shot vertically—ideal for Instagram reels—with his face positioned unusually close to the camera. He addressed his audience as “friends” instead of his customary “Bhaiyo aur beheno” (brothers and sisters). Addressing the nation’s youth, he stated that paper leaks are no ordinary issue and affect lakhs of students and their families. He assured students that his government would take strict legal action against the culprits. The next day, he posted a second reel in the same format, thanking the youth for their digital engagement.
All this came against the backdrop of nearly five weeks of nationwide protests by the youth over irregularities in the NEET 2026 examination. On July 25, Union Education Minister Dharmendra Pradhan resigned. The protests were led by the meme turned movement—Cockroach Janta Party—alongside Left-affiliated student bodies such as the All India Students’ Association, Students’ Federation of India, and Disha Students’ Organization.
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A day after Pradhan’s resignation, Modi announced the formation of a high-powered task force on exam reforms, to be chaired by Nandan Nilekani, former Chairman of the Unique Identification Authority Of India. The other members of the task force include former Intelligence Bureau Director Tapan Deka, former ISRO Chairman S. Somanath, IIT Madras Director V. Kamakoti, former Secretary of the Department of School Education Anita Karwal, and the logistics expert Amrit Lal Meena. Its stated objectives are to recommend institutional reforms that will prevent paper leaks and examination-related malpractices and to develop a more advanced and resilient digital infrastructure.
However, the announcement landed poorly with the country’s youth, who swiftly called it out on social media. Their scepticism stemmed from the fact that just two years ago, in 2024, the Ministry of Education (MoE) had constituted a near identical “High-Level Committee of Experts” chaired by former ISRO Chairman K. Radhakrishnan following the NEET paper leak controversy that year.
The parallels between the two committees are striking. The K. Radhakrishnan Committee submitted its report to the MoE after conducting “twenty-three formal full-day physical sittings” and considering more than 37,000 responses from students and parents through the MyGov portal. The report identified vulnerabilities across what it described as the “testing life cycle”: from printing and transportation of question papers to candidate verification, examination centre management, and grievance redressal. It noted that the NTA had been “operating as a single-window agency” despite having “conducted more than 240 examinations since its inception”. Consequently, it concluded that the agency’s “present capacity and internal domain expertise need to be augmented”.
The report’s main technological recommendation was Computer-assisted Secure Pen-and-Paper Testing, a system designed “to eliminate potential breaches during the printing, storage and transportation chains” of question papers.
Given that the new task force shares a very similar objective, similar recommendations can be expected. But this top-down approach overlooks the persistent infrastructural constraints in the education system.
According to the MoE’s Unified District Information System for Education, in 2024–25, 40 per cent of government schools lacked functional computers and 42 per cent of schools had no Internet connection. Critics argue against any move that is more likely to widen urban-rural and rich-poor divides than democratise access.
The opposition has also reacted sharply against the new committee, labelling it a diversion from the real issue. On July 27, Jairam Ramesh posted on X: “Friends, in June 2024, after it bungled multiple examinations including NEET-UG, the Modi Government constituted a high-level committee of experts headed by Dr K. Radhakrishnan to ‘ensure transparent, smooth and fair conduct of examinations’. In July 2026, the Modi government bungled the NEET-UG and other exams and has now constituted another ‘high-powered task force’.”
As Jairam Ramesh said, the new committee comes even as Modi’s government has yet to implement the K. Radhakrishnan Committee’s 101 recommendations. Speaking to reporters in Parliament, Rahul Gandhi, Leader of the Opposition in the Lok Sabha, said that the task force sidesteps the real issue: that the national testing system has been “hollowed out by termites”.
Rather than temporary expert panels, Rahul argued, the entire framework needs structural cleansing to remove ideological capture and systemic fraud. Many young people pointed out that the track records of both Karwal and Nilekani are marked by a lack of transparency.
Nilekani’s association with Aadhaar revives concerns over privacy, data breach, and surveillance. Student activist groups have expressed concerns over whether Nilekani’s technology-driven solutions could lead to invasive biometric monitoring or excessive algorithmic policing of students. The expert panel is dominated by civil servants and technocrats rather than educators and teachers, who would have been better positioned to understand the everyday challenges encountered by students, particularly those from marginalised backgrounds.
Competitive examinations such as NEET and JEE have spawned and fuelled a coaching industry worth thousands of crores. Once concentrated in metro cities, these coaching centres have since spread to smaller towns, reinforcing the belief among parents that their children cannot be successful in competitive examinations without specialised coaching.
Many students begin preparing as early as class VIII, adding to the pressure on them, as they fear disappointing parents who have already made heavy financial investments in their education. The examination syllabus itself extends beyond the school curriculum, disadvantaging students who depend solely on formal school education. Thus, the exam tests not only medical aptitude but also economic background and access to resources. This keeps the coaching industry thriving.
A national-level exam appears fair because everyone writes the same paper, but in reality, not all students start from the same position. This was borne out by the A.K. Rajan Committee report, which established how NEET disproportionately disadvantages students from rural areas, government schools, Tamil-medium backgrounds, and low-income families. (The committee was formed in 2021 by the M.K. Stalin-led DMK government.)
Tamil Nadu’s anti-NEET stance
Tamil Nadu has advocated for the complete abolition of NEET, arguing that many rural students from the State board system face significant disadvantages under the current framework. This could be because their schooling may not correspond with the NEET syllabus or they lack access to coaching facilities or they lose out to urban students with greater exposure. The State’s concern is not just that rural students cannot succeed, but that the selection mechanism fails to measure their capabilities fairly.
Meanwhile, Union Minister Jitendra Singh introduced the Public Examinations (Prevention of Unfair Means) Amendment Bill on July 27 (since passed in both the Houses), which imposes tougher penalties and shorter trials to curb “paper leak mafias”. It mandates that all police investigations into paper leaks conclude within two months and directs all States and Union Territories to set up fast-track courts to finalise trials within three months of charge sheets being filed.
However, many opposition leaders and legal critics have questioned the effectiveness of such legislative measures. A similar framework under the Protection of Children from Sexual Offences (POCSO) Act, 2012, also established special courts. As of April 2026, 775 such courts were functional, including 398 exclusive POCSO courts; yet, since 2023, these courts carry a backlog of more than two lakh cases. This figure highlights that simply establishing fast-track courts does not necessarily guarantee higher conviction rates.
Moreover, the Supreme Court itself, in a 2002 judgment, held that it is neither advisable, feasible, nor judicially permissible to prescribe a rigid outer time limit for the conclusion of criminal proceedings. The court further observed that criminal courts are not obliged to terminate trials solely because of the passage of time.
The Bill also mandates that investigations into offences be completed in two months. Similar timelines have already been prescribed under the POCSO Act, and the Scheduled Castes and the Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act, 1989. However, implementation has remained inconsistent. In 2024, more than 40 per cent of the cases under these laws remained unresolved for over six months.
Ironically, just like the new committee, this Bill too is an amendment of an earlier Public Examinations (Prevention of Unfair Means) Bill, which the Modi government introduced in 2024. The only changes are the stiffer timelines and heavier fines, which are ineffectual Band-Aid fixes that do not address the structural issue of paper leaks itself.
Despite repeated examination crises, the government’s responses have followed a familiar pattern: new committees, tougher penalties, but little institutional accountability. 
Also Read | Why the NTA must go·
Also Read | The hegemony of coaching centres is directing the entire system: Anita Rampal
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DIGITAL EXCLUSIVE


Why the NTA must go

The National Testing Agency, which has been at the centre of the NEET paper leak controversy, remains hamstrung by extreme centralisation and bureaucratisation, and lacks the experience and expertise required to administer examinations at scale.
 Published : Aug 10, 2026 08:00 IST  - 10  MINS  READ 
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                    Members of the Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi Parishad protesting against the NTA after the cancellation of NEET (UG) 2026 outside the NTA office, in New Delhi, on May 13.
                                          | Photo Credit: Kamal Kishore/PTI
                                      

The pressure created by student protests triggered by the paper leaks in the National Eligibility cum Entrance Test (UG) forced the resignation of the Union Education Minister Dharmendra Pradhan and the transfer and replacement of the Higher Education Secretary. The Narendra Modi government also announced other measures such as the constitution of a Nandan Nilekani–led high-powered task force on examination reforms and the passing, in the monsoon session of Parliament, of the Public Examinations (Prevention of Unfair Means) Amendment Bill, 2026 (since passed in both Houses), whose objectives are to increase the penalties on offenders and provide for their quicker prosecution and conviction.
However, when it comes to the institution at the centre of the controversy, the National Testing Agency (NTA), which was responsible for conducting the examination in question, no big heads have rolled. Two key people in the NTA are its Chairman and Director General, and neither has been removed or has stepped down. According to the NTA website, the Chairman is vested with the powers and responsibilities of chairing its general body meetings and to “guide the Agency in achieving its aims and objectives” and to “approve the proposals for decision in urgent matters”, while the Director General serves as the agency’s Chief Executive Officer.
Just before the resignation of Pradhan, reports did appear in the media citing “sources” inside the NTA that as many as 47 NTA officials had been sacked and could even face legal and criminal action. However, there has since been no official statement confirming this nor any details provided about these officials and the allegations against them.
Moreover, in a reply to a Parliament question by V. Sivadasan, Rajya Sabha MP from the CPI(M), Minister of State for Education Sukanta Majumdar stated that the NTA has only 39 permanent posts, including that of the Director General. Only 24 of them are currently filled, and 15 are lying vacant. These figures are also confirmed by the directory available on the NTA website and its RTI “Suo Moto Disclosures” on salaries paid to employees.
The 39 posts are filled by deputation through the Central Staffing Scheme, according to the government’s reply to the Parliament question. This means that all the occupants of these positions would have other parent government services or public institutions, making their summary termination unlikely.
Thus, the sacking, if any, of the NTA officials would have been limited to individuals making up the contractual staff numbering 73, or the 124 outsourced staff. It remains a mystery as to how 47 among these were identified as being in some way culpable for the paper leak, and how such a large proportion of a very thinly staffed organisation came to be involved in the scam. It also begs the question as to why those who appointed these 47 have escaped scrutiny.
Created only eight years ago, the NTA is not an institution of long standing. Yet, its short history has been marred by several controversies, many of them involving the integrity of the examinations it conducts. NEET (UG) 2026 was not the first instance of a paper leak in an NTA-conducted examination. Indeed, the very same NEET examination was caught in a major leak controversy in 2024, and the matter of how to address the compromised integrity of the examination even went up to the Supreme Court for adjudication.
The measures announced by the government this time appear in many ways a re-enactment of 2024. On that occasion too, a High-Level Committee of Experts was constituted by the Union Ministry of Education under the chairmanship of former ISRO head K. Radhakrishnan. What action has been taken on the Radhakrishnan Committee’s report and recommendations, submitted in October 2024, is one of the questions that has come up this time. The Public Examinations (Prevention of Unfair Means) Act, which was amended via the 2026 Bill, was also originally legislated in 2024.
Not a statutory body
The Union Cabinet approved the creation of the NTA in November 2017, although its actual birth happened the year after. Then, instead of constituting it as a statutory body through an Act of Parliament, the Ministry of Education chose to register the NTA as a society under the Societies (Registration) Act, 1860.
The NTA, as per the Government Order (GO) dated September 5, 2018, was to function “as an autonomous and self-sustained premier testing organisation” related to higher education. The only financial assistance provided by the government was a one-time grant of Rs.25 crore to enable the NTA to begin its operations.
The “self-sustaining” model essentially meant the NTA would cover the costs of conducting examinations with the fees it charged candidates. As per data provided in response to Sivadasan’s query, the NTA’s income in each of the years from 2019–20 to 2023–24 exceeded its expenditures.
The model of its creation and funding kept the NTA out of the ambit of standard parliamentary scrutiny that other autonomous bodies like the University Grants Commission (UGC), the All India Council for Technical Education (AICTE), or Central Educational Institutions (CEIs) are subject to.
The NTA’s accounts too are audited by private chartered accountants empanelled with the Comptroller and Auditor General rather than directly by the C&AG.
[image: Members of the Indian Youth Congress protesting against the cancellation of NEET (UG) 2026, in Bengaluru, on May 12.]

                            Members of the Indian Youth Congress protesting against the cancellation of NEET (UG) 2026, in Bengaluru, on May 12.
                                                            | Photo Credit: 
                                Sudhakara Jain
                                                    

Notwithstanding its constitution as a registered society, the “autonomy” of the NTA is, in fact, heavily compromised by Central government control. The GO that set up the NTA clearly states that it is the government that will give directions on its policies, which the NTA is bound to comply with.
The administrative structure created by the NTA involves a general body of nominees from different educational institutions such as the IITs, the National Institutes of Technology, the IIMs, and Central universities, with a Chairman and Director General (Member Secretary) to be appointed by the government of India.
Seven of the current members of the NTA general body, other than the Chairperson and Director General, are also Vice Chancellors of universities or directors of institutions who have been appointed by the Central government.
The Director General has a rank equivalent to that of a Joint Secretary. The Higher Education Secretary in the ministry who was replaced after the 2026 NEET paper leak, Vineet Joshi, was in fact the first Director General of the NTA. The Director General is supposed to be assisted by nine Directors (of the same rank in the government) who would head the nine wings of the NTA. In the ultimate analysis, therefore, it is the Union government that also controls the composition of the general body and the staff.
An added dimension of government control over the NTA is the extreme politicisation of appointments in Central educational institutions and bodies under the Modi government, which has thus also turned these “autonomous” bodies into government departments and undermined the role of domain expertise.
As has been reported in the media, the current Chairman of the NTA, Pradeep Kumar Joshi, has long been close to the BJP and previously held controversial stints as Chairperson of the Madhya Pradesh Public Service Commission, the Chhattisgarh Public Service Commission, and the Union Public Service Commission.
Given this context of government control over the NTA and its key personnel that is exercised through the Ministry of Education, one could say that the Union Education Minister holds full and ultimate responsibility for the NTA’s failures. However, more than operational failures, there are much more fundamental questions related to the policy approach that underlies the creation of the NTA.
Excessive centralisation
Once the NTA was created, the responsibility for all-India entrance examinations, which were previously conducted by different organisations such as the Central Board of Secondary Education, the AICTE, the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR), the UGC, the Indian Council for Agricultural Research, and the National Council for Hotel Management, was vested entirely with the NTA.
Then, individual educational institutions, including the Central universities that conducted nationwide entrance examinations, were also made to transfer these functions to the NTA. Eventually, the NTA-conducted Common University Entrance Test replaced them as the common entrance examination for admission to undergraduate and postgraduate programmes in several universities and colleges. From 2024 onwards, admissions to PhD programmes in Central universities also began to be based on scores from the NTA-conducted CSIR-UGC-NET, replacing the universities’ own entrance examinations.
Educationists Frontline spoke to said that the rapid centralisation of the responsibility for conducting entrance examinations marked a significant break and departure from the earlier system, which encouraged a widely dispersed accumulation of experience and knowledge relating to the administration of large-scale examinations.
As the knowledge and experience base shrank or was made redundant because of the centralisation of exam administration, a thinly manned and bureaucracy-dominated organisation was loaded with the responsibility of administering several large-scale examinations.
This centralisation also encouraged the growth of the coaching industry since common exams became the sole route to admissions in multiple institutions. The paper leaks are only one part of the systemic failures this created.
Financial burden on students
No assessment has even been attempted yet of the tremendous financial burden imposed on students and families by the application fees charged by the NTA and the other costs associated with writing these exams, which are in addition to the application and admission fees students must pay the institutions they are seeking to enter.
Moreoever, the quality of several of these examinations, along with the excessive reliance on multiple-choice questions and computer-based testing, constitutes another crucial dimension in which the entrance examination process has been severely compromised, attracting widespread criticism from academics.
The NTA’s mandate has been expanded to include research and innovation in the design of assessment and testing processes. But critics say it has produced nothing of significance on that count and has, instead, ensured that these examinations have become increasingly unidimensional.
The earlier decentralised system permitted diversity in entrance examinations in accordance with the specific requirements of each examination and its institutional context and also created the scope for their adaptation and evolution based on lived experience and changing circumstances. The destruction of this richness and dynamism and its replacement by a dry, bureaucratic, and ideological process is perhaps among the significant consequences of the centralisation of entrance examinations.
Even though the NTA came into existence before the adoption of the National Education Policy (NEP), it is completely consistent with the spirit of the NEP. The Modi government’s commitment to this policy and the high degree of centralisation of control over higher education in the hands of the Centre is also reflected in the moving of the Viksit Bharat Shiksha Adhishthan Bill. A Joint Parliamentary Committee report on the Bill was to be placed in Parliament in the monsoon session, which now seems to have been deferred.
These systemic issues, which ultimately call into question the very creation of a body like the NTA, are unlikely to be addressed by the slew of knee-jerk measures announced in response to the NEET paper leak this year.
Also Read | How NEP broke Constitution’s promise of universal education
Also Read | The real NEET crisis lies inside the system
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Beaten, broken, tracked

The police used unwarranted and brutal action against the student protesters at Jantar Mantar. What makes its conduct additionally chilling is that it used spying technology without authorisation to track the participants. 
 Published : Aug 10, 2026 08:00 IST  - 10  MINS  READ 
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                    An injured student, who was allegedly hurt during the clashes with the police on July 20, sits with fellow protesters the next day at Jantar Mantar, Delhi.
                                          | Photo Credit: Salman Ali/PTI 
                                      

On July 20, the Cockroach Janta Party (CJP) gave a “Sansad Chalo” call to people across Delhi, exhorting them to march to Parliament. At that time, the CJP, along with other student organisations, had been agitating for five weeks at Jantar Mantar demanding the resignation of the then Union Education Minister, Dharmendra Pradhan, over examination irregularities.
On the day of the march, Delhi witnessed a massive surge of protesters. Both ends of Jantar Mantar were packed to capacity. Tolstoy Road, Janpath Lane, Sansad Marg, and Jantar Mantar Road were choked with demonstrators, and more kept coming. What followed was brutal police action against the youngsters, with an unwarranted and unexpected level of vehemence.
The police resorted to lathicharges, tear gas shelling, even pellet-gun firing. Among those injured was Prashant Singh, a student of visual arts at Dr. B.R. Ambedkar University Delhi. Originally from Bihar, Singh works as an artist’s apprentice to support himself. “I was in the inner circle of Connaught Place when the police started beating up the protesters. I managed to steer clear of the crowds but suddenly felt a sharp pain in my right arm. It seemed as if I was being pierced by tens of needles at the same time. My arm started bleeding profusely, and I couldn’t move because of the pain,” he told Frontline.
Singh had been hit by pellet shots. “I rushed to Lady Hardinge Hospital; even the doctors there were confused as to what had hit me. After being treated for a while, I was left without attendants as injured protesters kept coming in,” he said. Pellet shards are still lodged in his arm, which he finds hard to move.
Categorised as a “non-lethal” crowd-control method, pellet guns function like hunting shotguns. Each cartridge is packed with approximately 300 to 500 small lead pellets that, once fired, scatter in a roughly cone-shaped trajectory and can hit several people at the same time. Made primarily of lead—a dense, soft, and heavy metal—the pellets penetrate human skin with ease and often lodge themselves deep within muscle tissue. When fired at close range, they can kill.
One of the protesters, Sheikh Irshad Mansoori, was hit by 40 pellets all over his body, including in critical areas like his eyes, neck, and face. He could have lost vision in his left eye had he not undergone surgery to remove the splinters.
[image: Sheikh Irshad Mansoori was hit by 40 pellets all over his body, including in critical areas like his eyes, neck, and face.]

                            Sheikh Irshad Mansoori was hit by 40 pellets all over his body, including in critical areas like his eyes, neck, and face.
                                                            | Photo Credit: 
                                By special arrangement
                                                    

The most notorious case of pellet-gun use in India is from Jammu and Kashmir in 2016, when Central Reserve Police Force personnel fired them indiscriminately at the protesters who had gathered in the wake of Burhan Wani’s death. Thousands were injured, including bystanders and children. Srinagar hospitals were filled with victims with ruptured eyeballs.
Grave assault
Amnesty International labelled it as a “mass blinding crisis”, prompting the Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) to form an expert committee to examine the situation. The seven-member committee explicitly ruled in 2016 that pellet guns are to be used only in “exceptional, rarest-of-rare situations”, specifically when rioters turn violent, pose a direct threat to life, or endanger public safety installations. Nothing like that happened on July 20.
Along with Singh and Mansoori, former Special Director of the Intelligence Bureau and IPS officer Yashovardhan Azad filed a PIL petition in the Supreme Court on July 27 seeking a ban on the use of projectile action guns, including pump-action guns loaded wholly or partly with metallic pellets, to disperse civilian assemblies. Azad said: “Pellet guns should be banned in principle for two reasons. One is that you can control the trigger but not the outcome, which goes in a conical form of a cloudburst of metallic shrapnel, which can hit any part of the body. So, your aim cannot be accurate. Even if you are using a rubber bullet, you can aim at the leg so that it is less harmful. But you cannot control a pellet gun.” He explained that the history of pellet gun use is rooted in game hunting: it was designed to kill birds.
“These multiple-projectile systems are not used in any developed democracy. We should stop their use completely because we already have an array of non-lethal crowd-control measures, and an expert committee was constituted to evaluate alternative options. If the situation is overwhelming, security forces should maintain their distance, deploying water cannons or tear gas. When protesters advance too close, a lathicharge may be resorted to. But if a pellet gun is discharged in the midst of such chaos, the pellets will scatter indiscriminately, with deadly consequences,” he said.
The excessive use of police force went beyond the deployment of pellet guns. Many young protesters sustained severe injuries from being hit by batons. Over 100 protesters were hospitalised with fractured bones, head trauma, and broken ribs. A 19-year-old student of Delhi University might lose his eyesight permanently.
[image: A police officer monitors CCTV footage from a mobile command-and-control vehicle at the Jantar Mantar protest site on July 20.]

                            A police officer monitors CCTV footage from a mobile command-and-control vehicle at the Jantar Mantar protest site on July 20.
                                                            | Photo Credit: 
                                Bhawika Chhabra/REUTERS
                                                    

To avoid being identified, many personnel of the Delhi Police and the Rapid Action Force—both operating under the MHA–did not wear their name tags. This is a direct violation of a Supreme Court mandate that requires officers to display their name tags and badge numbers clearly at all times. Many were in civilian clothes, too. Numerous women were manhandled, groped, slapped, and physically assaulted by male police officers. In a video, a male police officer can be seen attempting to thrust a lathi in a woman’s buttocks.
Underhand methods
Some lathis had iron nails embedded in them, a clearly illegal move to increase the severity of the injuries they could inflict. The Delhi Police are also accused of resorting to underhand methods to discredit the protesters. Frontline found at least two vandalised cars parked near the protest site even though all roads leading to the area had been sealed for days. The vehicles could not have come there unless they had been deliberately planted. In a viral video, a Delhi Police officer can be seen shattering the windshield of a police van and running away when questioned by protesters.
On the morning of July 20, a truck filled with stones mysteriously appeared near the protest site. An investigation by Newslaundry found that the truck had been seized by Delhi Police on July 16 and was in the custody of the Parliament Street police station. How the truck came to be parked in the vicinity of the protest site is yet to be explained by the Delhi Police.
The former IPS officer Amod Kanth criticised the police action, pointing out mistakes in their conduct. “There was a serious lapse in estimating the size of the crowd. Whatever the initial estimate might have been, the preparations were commensurate with that assessment, which proved to be inaccurate. It is evident that nobody was prepared for the magnitude of the crowd that arrived from all directions,” he said.
Kanth further underscored that police officers working without name tags and assaulting protesters were a clear violation of established norms. “Without name tags or identification, no officer should perform official duties. When a police contingent is deployed to tackle a serious law-and-order situation, there is both collective responsibility and collective protection. However, individual acts of misconduct, such as those documented here, cannot be ignored. They warrant an inquiry,” he said.
Many protesters have also complained of the use of mass surveillance at the site. Since June 6, many photographers wearing the tag “Delhi Police Photographer” were seen taking photos of the protesters. A PIL petition filed in Delhi High Court by the advocate Subhash Chandran and Aishe Ghosh, joint secretary of the Students’ Federation of India, argued that surveillance constitutes an intrusion into the bodily privacy and dignity of protesters. For instance, in the absence of adequate shelters, many female demonstrators continued their protest in rain-drenched clothing. The police personnel allegedly kept photographing and videographing them.
No public protocol authorising the surveillance
The PIL petition further highlighted that repeated requests were made for information regarding legal authority, data collection, storage, retention, and dissemination policies. But no statutory provision, executive instruction, or public protocol authorising the surveillance was disclosed.
[image: Footwear collected after the July 20 protest march is displayed at Jantar Mantar as a symbol of the police crackdown, on July 22.]

                            Footwear collected after the July 20 protest march is displayed at Jantar Mantar as a symbol of the police crackdown, on July 22.
                                                            | Photo Credit: 
                                PTI
                                                    

“Surveillance resulted in protesters hesitating to publicly associate with the movement, and in self-censorship stemming from the fear of identification and future consequences. Yet no standard operating procedures [SOPs] were laid down for these surveillance measures,” Chandran said. Many protesters feel that their fundamental rights under Article 14, Article 19, and Article 21 of the Constitution were breached.
During the protests, many police officers were observed to be wearing videorecording smartglasses, which can record individuals without their knowledge. Frontline found that these glasses are developed by Dimension NXG Pvt. Ltd under the AjnaLens brand name. AjnaLens is a deep-tech startup “born at IIT Bombay”. It remains an unlisted private company with Lenskart as its primary investor.
Another PIL petition in the Supreme Court, filed by A.A. Rahim, a member of the Rajya Sabha from the CPI(M), challenged the use of facial recognition technology (FRT) and other biometric surveillance tools by the Delhi Police without any statutory framework or publicly disclosed safeguards. At the site, the Delhi Police had deployed a mobile surveillance vehicle, Ikshana, which is equipped with 360-degree and varifocal cameras that feed live footage into real-time facial recognition software to match crowd members with criminal databases. This vehicle is developed by Aditya Infotech Ltd under the brand name CP Plus.
“The Delhi Police SOPs state that CCTV cameras are meant primarily for estimating crowd size, identifying protesters when necessary, and ensuring public safety. Here, however, officers are intervening in people’s privacy. They are recording conversations and capturing facial data through FRT merely because individuals are participating in a protest. The crucial question is, what legal authority permits this? Without a legal framework, this amounts to unlawful surveillance,” Chandran said.
[image: Ikshana, the mobile surveillance van, parked at the Jantar Mantar protest site on July 25.]

                            Ikshana, the mobile surveillance van, parked at the Jantar Mantar protest site on July 25.
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The Delhi Police SOPs have protocols governing the collection, storage, and use of CCTV footage. “In this case, however,” Chandran said, “no such legal safeguards exist. The data is handled by private companies, creating the possibility that it can be misused at any time. Given the scale of cybercrime in India today, that raises serious concerns.”
A point to note here is that the EU has banned the use of FRT by law enforcement agencies in publicly accessible spaces.
The Delhi Police are known for their high-handedness and brutality in dealing with all agitations, from the JNU protests in 2016, to those in Jamia Millia Islamia in 2019, when the police barged into its library and bludgeoned students with batons, resulting in one student permanently losing sight in his left eye. What is new in the CJP protests is the sneaky use of technology, denoting perhaps the involvement of the deep state. Unsurprisingly, public confidence in the Delhi Police is at an all-time low and the demands for the resignation of Home Minister Amit Shah are gaining ground.
Also Read | The CJP is not perfect. So what?
Also Read | Nationwide crackdown on CJP protesters continues despite assurances of FIR withdrawal
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The police are being turned into a brute force: Vibhuti Narain Rai

The former IPS officer says the ruling establishment seems convinced that brute force is the answer to crime and criminals, and the trend is deeply disturbing.
 Published : Jul 23, 2026 16:55 IST  - 7  MINS  READ 
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                    Vibhuti Narain Rai, former IPS officer.
                                          | Photo Credit: BY SPECIAL ARRANGEMENT
                                      

The recent protests in Delhi by students demanding the resignation of Union Education Minister Dharmendra Pradhan, who has since stepped down, saw a brutal crackdown by the Delhi Police and the Rapid Action Force. Available evidence suggests that pellet guns and shock batons were used for crowd control for the first time. Viral videos showed police personnel wielding nail-studded canes and plain-clothed men assaulting demonstrators. Some policemen, without name badges, were seen using physical force against women protesters. As the protests spread across States, a policeman in Bihar’s Siwan was caught on camera firing an AK-47 rifle at protesters. The police also deployed AI-enabled surveillance tools, including Ikshana vans equipped with 360-degree cameras and AjnaLens smart glasses with facial-recognition and thermal-imaging capabilities. Against this backdrop, in an interview with Frontline, the author and former IPS officer Vibhuti Narain Rai, a recipient of the President’s Police Medal for Distinguished Service who retired as DGP, Uttar Pradesh, called for restoring the police’s constitutional commitment to protecting citizens’ rights and making the force accountable to the rule of law. Excerpts:

									What was your first thought after watching the visuals from the Delhi student protests showing the police using excessive force against demonstrators? There are allegations that security forces used pellet guns and shock batons.

									The visuals are very disturbing. It appears that the police were not functioning in a professional manner. If pellet guns were indeed used, there is no justification for it. Pellet guns are meant for crowd control only in situations involving an imminent threat to life or property, where the police require a non-lethal alternative to firearms. But from what has emerged so far, there appears to have been no such imminent threat. Had the protesters attempted to force their way into the Parliament complex, this level of police aggression could perhaps have been understood.
				

										Most shockingly, I did not see many senior police officers on the ground. There were only inspector- and SHO-level [Station House Officer] officials. There should have been ACPs and DCPs to guide the force. I don’t think there is any shortage of senior officers in the Delhi Police. Their presence would have ensured that excessive force was not used against the crowd..
				

[image: A protester bleeding after a lathi charge is taken away by a police officer in New Delhi on July 20, 2026.]

                            A protester bleeding after a lathi charge is taken away by a police officer in New Delhi on July 20, 2026.
                                                            | Photo Credit: 
                                ANUSHREE FADNAVIS/REUTERS
                                                    


									As a former IPS officer, do you think the police response remained within the law, or did it cross the line into excessive force?

									It was a failure of police leadership. Senior officers should have led from the front. Subordinates can commit excesses, but it is the responsibility of senior officers to ensure that sanity prevails through reasonable checks on the use of force. There is also no justification for plain-clothes personnel taking action against demonstrators. That is not normal practice. With 35 years of policing experience, I found it difficult to believe that those in plain clothes raining lathis on protesters were trained policemen. One can often make out from the way a trained policeman carries and uses a baton for crowd dispersal. I may be wrong, but I suspect that some non-police functionaries were present. Who they were is a matter that requires an independent inquiry.
				

										Then there is the question of a truck loaded with stones being parked near the Jantar Mantar protest site. The question is, how did it reach the spot when restrictions had been imposed on vehicular movement in and around the area? This also requires a thorough probe.
				

									The Constitution guarantees the right to peaceful assembly and dissent. But in India, police usually appear to treat protesters as law-and-order problems rather than citizens exercising their fundamental rights.

									There are always reasonable restrictions, though they remain subjective. There are also several court rulings on this issue. The right to freedom of protest is not absolute.
				

										Moreover, one also needs to understand it from the standpoint of a policeman. In Europe, the police draw a line and protesters generally do not cross it. In India, even if you put up barricades, protesters often try to break through them. The need to resort to a lathicharge or use force generally arises after several hours of a protest. During that time, policemen on duty get jostled, abused, and exhausted. So, when the order to use force finally comes, there is little scope for calm and rational thinking. And that is precisely why senior officers should be present on the ground..
				

[image: During the students’ march from the Jantar Mantar protest site to Parliament House, in New Delhi, on July 20.]

                            During the students’ march from the Jantar Mantar protest site to Parliament House, in New Delhi, on July 20.
                                                            | Photo Credit: 
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									Several viral videos from the recent Delhi protests show male police personnel using inappropriate physical force against girls and women demonstrators.

									The Delhi Police have an adequate women’s contingent. There is no shortage of women police personnel. There is no justification for male policemen using physical force against women demonstrators. These incidents have sent out a very wrong message from the national capital. These visuals have not emerged from some remote corner of the country.
				

									Are these incidents of police misconduct the result of individual excesses, or do they point to deeper structural problems such as political interference, weak accountability, and the failure to implement long-pending police reforms?

									The Delhi Police functions under the direct control of the Union Home Ministry. In the middle of this agitation, on July 17, the Union Home Ministry replaced Delhi Police Commissioner Satish Golcha in an abrupt administrative reshuffle. Why was a new police chief brought in at that stage? This aspect also deserves to be examined.
				

										Over the past 10 to 15 years, we have witnessed the police increasingly being turned into a brute force machine. This is deeply worrying. Just look at the kind of police encounters we are witnessing in States such as Uttar Pradesh, Punjab, and Telangana. The ruling establishment, irrespective of the parties in power, seems convinced that brute force is the answer to crime and criminals.
				

										Even the Congress, when it was in power at the Centre, did not show enough commitment to initiating police reforms. The British created the police force in 1860 to subjugate the population rather than serve it. It helped them rule India for nearly 90 years.
				

										But after Independence in 1947, despite several national commissions, committees, and expert bodies examining police reforms, no fundamental changes have been made. Nothing has really changed. Police torture and custodial deaths continue to be reported regularly.
				

										What is even more worrying is that such practices seem to have a degree of social acceptance. This social mindset must change.
				

									Finally, what message does the police response to student protesters send about the health of Indian democracy? Can a democracy remain healthy if young people fear violence or criminal prosecution for exercising their right to dissent?

									It has projected the country in a very poor light. The international media are covering these protests. The world is watching. It is bad optics for the government when ground zero is a national capital city and not a remote corner of the country.
				

										Apparently, the Central government made a wrong assessment. This is a spontaneous and leaderless movement. People travelled for one or two days from distant places to participate in the Delhi protest. The issues raised by the Cockroach Janta Party resonate with people. Even the opposition initially failed to grasp the mood on the ground. This protest is not being driven by leaders. It is being driven by the issues themselves. The government must understand the underlying public resentment and address it politically rather than through police force..
				

Also Read | Delhi Police crackdown turns CJP protest into a national challenge for Modi
Also Read | The cockroaches and the strongman
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Double whammy for Modi

Riding the wave of protests held in sync with the Cockroach movement and capitalising on the waning appeal of both the JD(U) and the RJD, Prashant Kishor has handed the BJP a shock defeat in Bankipur and secured his first victory as a party leader.
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                    Jan Suraaj Party chief Prashant Kishor celebrates his Bankipur byelection victory with supporters, in Patna, on August 3.
                                          | Photo Credit: PTI
                                      

The earth, it turns out, is not a flat undulating landscape of eternal public worship for the Supreme Leader NAMO. It is a more interesting space of heights and troughs, and the political deities of the land have just slipped and fallen in this pitted landscape. In the two weeks between July 20, when the police cracked down on thousands of protesters pouring into the national capital, and August 3, when the BJP was defeated in an Assembly byelection in Bankipur in Bihar (a seat it has not lost for three decades), the earth shifted on its axis and political possibilities appeared to open up. Meanwhile, the Prime Minister has made some Instagram reels, and at the time of writing, two weeks into the monsoon session of Parliament, Union Home Minister Amit Shah has still not appeared on the floor of the House.
The BJP had not lost the Bankipur seat, earlier known as Patna West, for 31 years. The byelection took place since the seat was vacated by Nitin Nabin when he became the BJP national president.
From the BJP’s perspective, the loss rings multiple alarm bells. Bankipur is the rare 100 per cent urban seat in Bihar. Since 1995, it has been held continuously by the Nabin family. Nitin Nabin won the last five times; his father, Nabin Kishore Prasad Sinha, won four times before that. 
All the characteristics that make a seat a BJP bastion are ticked here—it is urban, with a large upper-caste population, and high per capita income. The seat stayed with the BJP during the coalition Vajpayee era (1998 to 2004), the subsequent United Progressive Alliance (UPA) decade, and then the entire Narendra Modi era starting in 2014. That ended this year. The huge protests in Bihar, especially in Patna, held in sync with the Cockroach movement that had its epicentre in Delhi, also contributed to the defeat.
Prashant Kishor, who has now won his first election as a party leader, after many successes as a party consultant, knows every nook and corner of the constituency. His staying power after the disappointing debut of his Jan Suraaj Party in the 2025 State election made him an appealing figure to voters and elevated him to the change-maker status. Every section of society voted for him, even the upper-caste constituency of the BJP. And he seems to have swept nearly 90 per cent of the minority vote that might have been expected to back the Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD)—although the latter did not expect to win anyway.
Kishor has had quite a political journey. I first met him when he arrived in Delhi in 2014 with the team that helped Gujarat Chief Minister Narendra Modi become India’s Prime Minister. The meeting took place at a publisher’s residence. No book ever materialised, but I would acquire a lot of political insights. Kishor would soon part ways with Modi and the BJP. Our next interaction took place in the office he had in the Patna home of Bihar Chief Minister Nitish Kumar, who had parted with the BJP and joined Lalu Prasad Yadav’s RJD. The Lalu-Nitish duo swept the State that year (2015), and Kishor played his part in coordinating the campaigns of the two stalwarts. I remember how methodical he was, overseeing every detail. It is a strange irony that, just a decade later, both former Chief Ministers have faded away and their consultant is emerging as a politician. 
I again met Kishor, this time in Hyderabad where he was helping Jagan Reddy bring the YSR Congress to power. In Delhi, in 2020, we met again when Kishor worked with the AAP and Arvind Kejriwal. We also met during the 2021 Assembly election in West Bengal, where Kishor oversaw the successful Trinamool Congress campaign. A  critique of his consultancy company I-PAC, which he has stepped away from, is that it hollows out the political parties it serves by taking over the cadre work of block and booth management.
Kishor’s task ahead
There is little doubt that Kishor is sharp, highly intelligent, and works round the clock on any project he takes up. Now his task will be to strike roots in Bihar, one of India’s poorest States, but one that has also been a harbinger of political change. Today, all political movements, from the socialism of the JP era to the social justice of the Mandal era, have receded. The last Assembly poll saw many candidates from the powerful Bhumihar and Thakur castes return to power, marking a significant reversal from the social justice era.
Kishor himself is Brahmin. But Bankipur had an unusually caste-agnostic election and people appear to have voted for the candidate and not his caste. Still, caste will continue to be the first calling card in Bihar’s interiors, and it remains to be seen if Kishor has managed to make a landing that makes him bigger than his social origin. He represents the aspiration for a better life and has the persona of a new brand. He understands marketing and branding, but I also recall the importance he gave to ground campaigns and padayatras when advising clients. For Bihar, Kishor began rigorous ground journeys in May 2022, over four years ago. 
[image: Policemen trying to disperse protesters in Patna on July 25.]

                            Policemen trying to disperse protesters in Patna on July 25.
                                                            | Photo Credit: 
                                Sonu Kishan/REUTERS
                                                    

Kishor has undoubtedly upset the traditional political powers in Bihar, both ruling and opposition. There are four years to the next State election, but Kishor can certainly field candidates for the Lok Sabha election in 2029. He will now be creating a party structure for himself and not his clients. 
In terms of performance, Kishor is likely to bring higher quality to the job than either Samrat Chaudhary, the incumbent Chief Minister with a criminal record, or Tejashwi Yadav, who is the Leader of the Opposition but is no Lalu Prasad Yadav. In the last Assembly election, the RJD lost chunks of its Muslim vote to the All India Majlis-e-Ittehadul Muslimeen, a loss that repeated itself in this byelection.
It can also be argued that the BJP has been punished for playing a trick on the people of the State. It went into the 2025 election promising another term of Nitish Kumar. After a questionable campaign—during which the controversial special intensive revision of electoral rolls began abruptly in Bihar, and money was transferred to women voters shortly before polling, in violation of all norms—the BJP-JD(U) alliance swept the election. Nitish was hailed as the face of the victory. Yet, he was soon sidelined and replaced with Samrat Chaudhary, and thus was direct BJP rule firmly established.
The JD(U) is now a force in decline. The RJD, too, is in poor shape and is not viewed even by its traditional voters as a fighting force. It will be interesting to see which party’s candidates and voters head towards the Jan Suraaj. The BJP may be in power, and it has diminished the other organic forces in Bihar, but it does not have any impressive leaders. Moreover, it is just not as rooted in the soil of Bihar as it would like to be.
Saba Naqvi is a Delhi-based journalist and author of four books who writes on politics and identity issues.
Also Read | Why the BJP lost Bankipur and Datia
Also Read | Development, democracy, and dissent
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How India and China see each other, and why that must change

Stereotypes from the dead past stand in the way of constructive engagement, preventing bilateral relations from moving forward.
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Mani Shankar AiyarMani Shankar Aiyar is a four-time MP, former diplomat, and author of several books.



                    External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar meets Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi, in Manila, Philippines, in this image posted on July 22, 2026,
                                          | Photo Credit: @DrSJaishankar/X
                                      

Writing in Noema magazine, journalist and author Pallavi Aiyar has come up with a remarkably penetrating psychological take on the mindset that is holding China and India back from overcoming the worst phases of their post-colonial, post-liberation history.
To us, who are fed to the teeth on the jargon in which geo-strategists write of the relationship, Pallavi’s is a welcome breath of fresh air. Her insights into the way inherited psychological legacy barriers stand in the way of constructive engagement are lessons to be learned by both partners before putting them to one side for negotiations to stand on their own.
In a sentence that sums up her argument, she writes that whereas China reads India through the lens of colonial subjugation, India reads China through the lens of the 1962 betrayal. While that reads well as an aphorism, it sidelines other more contemporary complexities that have bedevilled India-China relations. In their more constructive interludes, the leaders of the two countries were able to push the past firmly into the past.
Pallavi attributes the Chinese view of India to the role Indians played as agents and executors of Western designs to bring them to their knees, particularly in the 19th century. They were symbolised by the Sikhs in red turbans who constituted the frontline of imperial internal security forces. The second set of characters were the Parsi and Marwari traders who made their fortunes by keeping Indian opium flowing into Chinese veins that crippled the Chinese capacity to resist the foreigner’s depredations. The third visible manifestation of colonialism was of Indians as “lackeys” of the white man, an image that is revived every time India nudges closer to the West.
History of India-China ties
And yet none of this stood in the way of deep appreciation of India extending unfettered recognition to China’s Red Revolution. Nor in acknowledging India’s role as neutral peacemaker in the Korean war that broke out within six months of Mao Zedong assuming power.
In May 1954, the French suffered a stunning defeat at the hands of the Viet Minh at Dien Bien Phu even as the conference to settle the Indo-China imbroglio opened in Geneva. India was not invited but V.K. Krishna Menon lodged himself in the Hotel Beau Rivage to offer mediation. So impressed were both sides by the reconciliatory role that Menon played that the French Prime Minister, Pierre Mendes-France, said there were nine Great Powers at the conference table but it was a tenth, India, off the table, that enabled a solution to the withdrawal of colonialism from Indo-China without its being seen as a defining communist victory.
On his part, Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai was so impressed that he requested an immediate visit to India before returning to Beijing. Taken back, New Delhi protested that China deserved a more organised welcome in more clement weather than a Delhi in the burning heat of June. Zhou insisted on the imperative of a personal interaction with his counterpart, Jawaharlal Nehru. In his mind he saw no red turbans, no opium chests lurking in the background. He saw not a Western “lackey” but a bold statesman who had spent all his adult life fighting Western domination, both before and after Independence.
When Nehru visited China, there were millions on the streets to welcome him. No inhibitions about the nefarious performance of lackeys of Western exploitation wiped the welcoming smiles from the huge crowds that greeted the Indian in an achkan, no snide remarks were passed about red turbans or opium profiteering.
By 1956, India was persuaded to accept the leadership of the UN Peacekeeping forces in Gaza. It was the highest tribute the world paid to Gandhian non-violence. India became, from Gaza in 1956 through the Congo in 1960 to Cyprus in 1964, the world’s most reliable peacemaker and peacekeeper. The Chinese, in awe and admiration, did not then seek to inform their own people or the world of the perfidious Indian as a lackey in red turbans hawking opium to defenceless Chinese addicts.
Moving to Indian perceptions of the perfidious Chinese, was there in fact a “betrayal” in 1962? Hark back to Zhou in India in 1956, the young Dalai Lama trailing behind him. Despite Zhou shrewdly guessing that the Dalai Lama was seeking Nehru’s help in securing sovereignty for Tibet, he also knew that, in keeping with the letter and spirit of the Panchsheel agreement, Nehru’s stern response would have been: “Yes” to autonomy but “No” to sovereignty.
That is why, swerving from the economic disaster that was killing the Chinese by the millions, thanks to the Mad Hatter policies of Mao Zedong, Zhou, disregarding Chinese whispers of turbans and opium from the distant past, made a determined visit to India in April 1960 over seven distressing days to drive home the Chinese desire to sort out border issues. He went so far as to offer Chinese endorsement of the Indian view of the border that really mattered—the McMahon Line in the north-east, provided the name was changed to something that celebrated independent India’s and liberated China’s mutual agreement on where the border lies, not by colonial imposition but by sovereign accord.
This generous offer was made despite our Ministers not calling on the visiting Chinese Premier in Rashtrapati Bhavan as decreed by protocol but by the Premier waiting upon the Ministers in their homes, one of whom chose just the moment of Zhou’s arrival at his residence to retire to his bath to scrub himself clean before emerging to reject every compromise Zhou suggested. That was perhaps the moment when Zhou caught a glimpse of Ah San (Number Three) [a derogatory term for Indians] in a red turban carrying with him his pouch of opium, the archetypal “lackey” of Western capitalism.
[image: Ambassador to China, Vikram Doraiswami, pays tributes to Mahatma Gandhi at Jintai Art Museum of Chaoyang Park, in Beijing, on May 4, 2026.]

                            Ambassador to China, Vikram Doraiswami, pays tributes to Mahatma Gandhi at Jintai Art Museum of Chaoyang Park, in Beijing, on May 4, 2026.
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Had that moment in April 1960 been seized or at least converted into a platform for serious border negotiations, “1962” would never have happened. And when it did, why did the Chinese, having more than proved their point, withdraw from every square inch of conquered land, even Tawang and its famed Monastery?
Breakthrough and breakdown
When, at last, Rajiv Gandhi broke the ice in 1988, Deng Xiaoping waltzed around the Great Hall of the People, shaking hands with Rajiv to show the world that the dead past was buried as a new chapter opened. Peace and tranquility reigned. For over 30 years, there were productive exchanges at every level, except that of the special envoys for border talks, playing over and over again the scratched records of the past to find a solution to current border disputes.
The peace breakthrough lasted until Galwan 2020, in reaction to the revival in 2017 of Quad as a military and diplomatic menace to China. India was the only Quad member with no coastal area abutting the Pacific. In Wuhan and Mahabalipuram, Xi Jinping tried to argue Narendra Modi out of being the odd man out in Quad. When India, instead, strengthened its military ties with the US and Israel, and held naval exercises with Quad partners directed at containing China, Xi hit back in Galwan.
That is when, perhaps, memories of the 19th century were deliberately stoked in Chinese popular vocabulary. It accounts for and explains Pallavi’s impression that the Chinese view of India underwent a transformation between her earlier stint in China, when Quad was more an irritant than a kinetic threat to China, and the now more militant profile of Quad.
Annoyed at India reverting to the lackey stereotype, the Chinese authorities harkened back to the 19th century. That is when red turbans, opium chests, and lackeys came to dominate the general perception of India among the Chinese populace.
Tied to this was the obvious: China’s spectacular growth that had objectively transformed China from aspirant to achiever. Instead of rejoicing at a fellow Asian’s remarkable display of the Asian resurgence, India cavilled at and grew jealous of what China had demonstrated as possible: the restoration of Asia to its millennial position in the vanguard of humanity’s advance. That is the underlying reality of the current impasse.
Mani Shankar Aiyar served 26 years in the Indian Foreign Service, is a four-time MP with over two decades in Parliament, and was a Cabinet Minister from 2004 to 2009. He has published nine books, the latest, A Maverick in Politics, the second part of his memoir.
Also Read | Will Modi’s trip to Tianjin prove to be a turning point in India-China relations?
Also Read | Fight and pause
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A second life for Left, Congress

As Mamata Banerjee wages a battle to save the Trinamool Congress, the party she founded, the CPI(M), and the Congress are seeking redemption by positioning themselves as credible alternatives to both the Trinamool and the BJP.
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                    The Left seemed to dominate the rally on July 24 in Kolkata in support of the Jantar Mantar protests in Delhi.
                                          | Photo Credit: SAHIBA CHAWDHARY/REUTERS
                                      

With the Trinamool Congress, which ruled West Bengal for the past 15 years, continuing to implode following its defeat in the recent Assembly election, the Left Front and the Congress see an opportunity to regain a foothold in the State. Before Mamata Banerjee’s party established itself as the main opposition in the 2001 election, West Bengal politics after Independence was essentially a contest between the Left and the Congress. The Congress dominated the State (except for two brief terms in 1967 and 1969) until the Left swept to power in 1977 and went on to rule for 34 years.
The emergence of the Trinamool, first as the main opposition and then as the ruling party (2011–26), completely changed political equations in the State. After losing its position as the principal opposition party, the Congress quickly faded into oblivion, retaining only a few pockets of influence.
The Left met a similar fate after losing power in 2011. A joint effort with the Congress to overthrow the Trinamool in 2016 failed, and the CPI(M), like its old adversary, began its seemingly inexorable march into the political wilderness.
The nature of the Trinamool’s Left-oriented politics, its innumerable welfare schemes, and its opposition to the BJP at the Centre allowed the party to quickly take over the political and ideological space of the Left and the Congress. And the saffron party took the place of the main opposition in the 2019 general election, as the Left and the Congress found themselves more marginalised than ever in the face of the Trinamool-BJP binary and the growing communalisation of politics. They could neither keep their organisation together nor hold on to their voters.
The 2026 Assembly election results showed the once seemingly invincible CPI(M)’s vote share falling to 4.45 per cent, and the Congress’ to a mere 2.97 per cent—the lowest for both. The Left could win only 1 seat (out of 294) and the Congress 2, which was still an improvement over their 2021 performance. Both parties drew a blank in the previous Assembly election, in spite of joining forces in a seat-sharing arrangement.

The Trinamool Congress implosion

After the 2026 election, the situation has again changed dramatically. Not only is the Trinamool out of power, it is also being dismantled by factionalism and defections and is barely able to carry out the basic functions of an opposition party. With the Trinamool legislative party splitting into two factions, Mamata seems on the verge of losing the party she founded on January 1, 1998. The faction under Ritabrata Banerjee is the majority group in the Assembly. Rather than taking on the BJP, these two factions, which together account for 80 legislators, are busy fighting each other.
The parliamentary party has also split, with 20 of the 28 Lok Sabha MPs and 3 Rajya Sabha MPs joining the BJP-led National Democratic Alliance at the Centre. Moreover, with the 64 MLAs in the Ritabrata faction going particularly soft on the ruling party in the Assembly, there is little to check the BJP’s sway either in the Assembly or outside. It is precisely this opposition-less scenario that both the CPI(M) and the Congress are trying to capitalise on.
The CPI(M) wasted no time in hitting the streets to protest against the new government’s policies. The two most powerful wings of the party—the Centre for Indian Trade Unions (CITU) and the All India Kisan Sabha (AIKS)—have shown clear signs of awakening from their hibernation of a decade and a half. The CITU swung into action when the BJP government, true to its electoral promise, began to tear down illegal constructions on government land almost immediately after coming to power, using bulldozers to evict hawkers and demolish homesteads that had been standing for more than five decades.
[image: Security forces charge protesters with batons at the July 24 rally in Kolkata. The fierce crackdown seemed to betray the new regime’s nervousness.]

                            Security forces charge protesters with batons at the July 24 rally in Kolkata. The fierce crackdown seemed to betray the new regime’s nervousness.
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The Left presented the main face of resistance, challenging the government for not providing rehabilitation to those whose houses were destroyed or an alternative source of earning for the hawkers. They hit the streets, stood by the side of the victims, and set up community kitchens and centres of assistance.
Gargi Chatterjee, the CITU’s North 24 Parganas district secretary, asserted that right now it is the CPI(M) that is putting up a real fight against the BJP government both at the Centre and in the State. Chatterjee, who has been at the forefront of anti-bulldozer protests, told Frontline: “No party has lost its popularity so soon after coming to power as the BJP has here. People are looking to the Left to take them on. Today, the CPI(M) is on the streets with the issues of the people: be it forced eviction, bulldozer action, removal of eggs from midday meals, plight of contract labourers, the anti-goonda law [the newly passed Public Safety and Control of Anti-Social Activities Act], the issue of ethanol in petrol, names illegally removed in the SIR [Special Intensive Revision], panchayats lying in disuse. We are taking up every issue where the government is slipping.”
Speaking of the Left’s presence in the massive rally in Kolkata on July 24 in support of the Cockroach Janta Party (CJP) agitation in Delhi, Chatterjee said: “I have not seen such a huge rally in my life; Left student bodies flooded the streets.”
Interestingly, the CPI(M) in its weakened and much reduced state is going back to its primary strategy of connecting with the masses through quiet little movements. At the rural grassroots, the AIKS has been reaching out to people and making its presence felt.
AIKS State secretary, Amal Haldar, told Frontline: “We have realised that massive rallies are not enough. We have to go to the base and start building up the movement from there, and that is exactly what we are doing. We are strengthening our movement in the villages: holding village conferences and rallies and just letting people know we are there for them. We are organising movements for the potato crisis in the State, and we will organise such movements for every crop crisis. Already a huge number of people are joining our ranks.”
Haldar pointed out that in the 2026 election, many Left supporters voted for the BJP solely to get rid of the Trinamool government. “These people voted against the Trinamool, not for Hindutva. Now that the Trinamool is out, they realise that to get rid of the thief, they have opened the door to dacoits. We are waiting for them to return to us.”
A growing number of young people also seem to be drawn to the Left and are visible in rallies and protest marches. The CPI(M) activist Jinia Guha, 31, explained that the agitations are not restricted to sociopolitical issues. “After the election, the Left movement in the State has been reorganising. We are taking up issues relating to ecology, culture, and attempts to subvert democracy; we are doing this on a daily basis in localities and neighbourhoods. We don’t necessarily carry banners all the time; we are there in citizens’ movements, not as the CPI(M) but as ordinary citizens.”
As the psephologist Biswanath Chakraborty pointed out, the Trinamool may technically be the main opposition in the Assembly, but the CPI(M) is conducting the fight against the BJP on the streets. “An ideological struggle is now imminent,” said Chakraborty.
Grand Old Party on a roll?
The Congress may not be as visible as the CPI(M) on the ground, but things nevertheless seem to be looking up for the Grand Old Party.
Its Martyrs’ Day programme on July 21, commemorating 13 Youth Congress workers who died in police firing at a political demonstration in Kolkata in 1993, was an eye-opener. For the first time in many years, the party was able to pull off a mass programme. The large turnout surprised even sections of its own leadership. They had worked hard to make the event—for long monopolised by the Trinamool—a success by reaching out to supporters in the districts and mobilising workers.
“Earlier the event used to be restricted to the various party offices in the State. This time we thought of holding a public rally, and we were delighted with the turnout. We believe at least 20,000 people attended the event,” Roahan Mitra, co-chairperson of the media and publicity department of the West Bengal Pradesh Congress Committee, told Frontline.
[image: The large turnout at the Congress’ Martyrs’ Day programme on July 21, which commemorates the death of 13 Youth Congress workers in police firing during a demonstration in 1993, surprised many.]
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The Congress is showing signs of revival in its erstwhile strongholds, including the minority-dominated districts of Murshidabad, Malda, and Uttar Dinajpur. “There are already a number of gram panchayats that have shifted their allegiance to the Congress in these districts, and there is a perceptible shift towards the Congress in minority areas. In the coming days, we should not be surprised if some of the secular-minded MPs who are still with Mamata shift to the Congress if she continues to support her nephew Abhishek Banerjee at the helm of the party,” said Biswanath Chakraborty.
The senior Congress leader Amitabha Chakraborty believes the Congress must now work towards expanding its base. “We are assessing where we stand. Before anything else, we need to build up our organisational strength,” he told Frontline.
Congress must bulk up rank and file
With a vote share of less than 3 per cent and a dwindling party base, the Congress is acutely aware of the need to bulk up its rank and file. While party leaders claim that Trinamool workers from across the State have been approaching them with requests to be taken in, the complaints of the people against these leaders are acting as a deterrent. “We need more workers right now, but we are also apprehensive of accepting all those coming from the Trinamool. But at some point, we will have to let everyone in and hope that time will heal all wounds,” said a senior Congress source.
With both the Left and the Congress trying to stage a comeback, there is speculation on prospects for a tie-up. While a section of leaders from both camps, like the senior CPI(M) stalwart from north Bengal Ashok Bhattacharya, believe the two ought to view each other as natural allies in the present situation, others advise caution. Previous attempts at joining forces during elections did not yield the desired results.
There is a view in both parties that strengthening their party organisations should be the priority now. The senior Congress leader Sujoy Ghatak said: “First let us successfully stage a turnaround. In all the previous tie-ups, the CPI(M) dominated the alliance. Even now, during the massive rally in support of the CJP, the Congress was present, but all that people saw were the red Left flags. Even here there was an attempt to dominate the movement.”
It is still early days, and the Left and the Congress have a long way to go before they can be considered a force in Bengal politics. Yet, their show of strength in the massive CJP march in Kolkata was a warning to the new BJP government that opposition forces are gathering momentum. The new government’s knee-jerk reaction of a ruthless crackdown on protesters may be interpreted as a sign of nervousness.
However, there is little scope for complacency. “The stage is ready,” said the veteran political analyst Biswajit Bhattacharya, “but the actors need to be ready for the performance. As of now, the main crisis in both parties is the absence of any talismanic leader. It is primarily because of this absence that a sizeable section of the Left votes have gone to the BJP, particularly from the urban middle class. This section has already become saffronised and might not be easy to win back.”
Also Read | Anatomy of an implosion
Also Read | Managed democracy, made in Bengal
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Siddaramaiah: End of a stellar innings

Former Karnataka Chief Minister Siddaramaiah bids adieu to electoral politics after an eventful half century in public life, leaving a lasting legacy and an indelible imprint on the State.
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                    Karnataka Chief Minister Siddaramaiah speaks in Mangaluru on December 3, 2025, at an event marking the centenary of the historic meeting between social reformer Narayana Guru and Mahatma Gandhi.
                                          | Photo Credit: H.S. Manjunath
                                      

Politicians usually do not talk about age or retirement, unless they themselves are young or if they are referring to other people. Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s “margdarshak” model of sending active senior politicians into cold storage is an example.
But Karnataka’s tallest leader in recent times, Siddaramaiah, is someone who sees the writing on the wall well before the wall is built. “I am now 79 years old. Our government still has one and a half years left. By then I will be 81–82 years old. My health is not as robust as it used to be. It is no longer possible to work with the same enthusiasm as before,” he told a gathering on July 25 in Mandya, nearly two months after stepping down as Chief Minister of Karnataka.
This was from the man who worked with the party’s State president and current Chief Minister, D.K. Shivakumar, despite serious differences over strategy and despite having to manage the two rival blocs of supporters within the party, to shape the Congress’ comeback story in Karnataka in 2023. The party’s landslide victory remains the reason why the government has withstood attempts to topple it.
“The year 2028 will mark the completion of 50 years of my political life. I began my political journey in 1978 as a taluk board member. I have seen both defeats and victories. But I take satisfaction in the fact that I have not acted against the principles I believed in, nor betrayed my conscience.... Honest politics seems to have no leg to stand on. Against this backdrop, I have arrived at the decision not to contest in future elections,” he said, as he publicly bid goodbye to electoral politics.
The former Chief Minister’s rise to power from a grassroots politician and the indelible impression that he has left on Karnataka politics can be gauged from one critical issue that affects both his State and neighbouring Tamil Nadu: the sharing of the Cauvery waters.
Tackling the Cauvery issue
On September 20, 2016, the Supreme Court ordered that Karnataka release 6,000 cusecs of water a day to Tamil Nadu between September 21 and 27. Siddaramaiah, then the Chief Minister, flatly refused. He later told mediapersons that the State was deferring the release of water until a special session of the State legislature was convened to discuss the issue. (It was his first term as Chief Minister and much better known and well-established politicians than him had perished over similar critical issues affecting Karnataka.)
This was quintessential Siddaramaiah: someone who goes for broke if he knows he stands a good chance of winning the battle. While there are instances of Chief Ministers refusing to release water in the past (S.M. Krishna, for instance, refused in 2002), each of them had a safety valve. In the case of Krishna, he got away with just tendering an unconditional apology to the Supreme Court.
But Siddaramaiah did not first create a safety net for himself before taking the risk. Traditional Congress leaders often criticised his decision-making style for being unilateral, and even dangerous. (Siddaramaiah is not a traditional Congress leader; he was a later-era lateral entry into the party.) But when he took the call, he was not looking for support from inside the party: he had received unqualified support for his decision from the BJP, the main opposition party. He was confident that his party would fall in line once the rabble-rousers outside were defeated at their own game.
In fact, the Congress was forced to do so because Siddaramaiah had raised the stakes and taken a maximalist position, which had not been thought of even by the BJP and others. Soon after that, Karnataka’s patriarch H.D. Deve Gowda endorsed Siddaramaiah’s position. By winning that round, Siddaramaiah achieved two things: one, given the mood in the State, with all the opposition parties supporting the Chief Minister, the Congress was forced to rally behind him. Two, he discovered that there was no big price to pay for defying the constitutional norm.
The veteran politician’s defiance did not happen in a vacuum. It has a back story. On September 5, 2016, the Supreme Court ordered the release of 15,000 cusecs of water to Tamil Nadu. Siddaramaiah, sounding reasonable and practical, submitted his own government’s affidavit to the court, offering to release 10,000 cusecs of water until September 15. This led to a bandh and widespread violence in the State.
Within a fortnight, Siddaramaiah had learnt the game. He now knew he could defy the apex court.
The politics around Cauvery had shifted. It was no longer about water sharing; it was the age-old rivalry in a new avatar: Kannada pride versus Tamil “stubbornness”. The narrative had shifted from Karnataka and Tamil Nadu’s dependence on the Cauvery, Bengaluru’s drinking water needs, and the fact that Tamil Nadu had to rework its cropping patterns to reduce its dependence on the river, to unquantifiable, emotional issues.
In a Frontline interview in 2016, I asked Siddaramaiah if Karnataka’s actions against the Supreme Court struck at the very root of cooperative federalism. Despite his rather belligerent stand on the issue, he sought to create the impression that the Supreme Court was wrong.
He said: “The Supervisory Committee recommended the release of 3,000 cusecs of water every day until September 30. However, the Supreme Court decided to double that figure and to direct Karnataka to release 6,000 cusecs of water every day until September 27.... We have been largely successful in ensuring that law and order is maintained, but several intellectuals and legal luminaries have questioned the wisdom of the court varying the order of the Supervisory Committee, particularly since the Supreme Court has no technical assistance whatsoever.... The Court has heard arguments of the government of Karnataka. Now, the people of the entire State have spoken in unison asking that drinking water, which is the most basic need of human existence, be protected.” The reasoning was difficult to counter.
Later, the Supreme Court did not pull him up for contempt but instead sent out a strong reprimand to the State, directed compliance, and warned of the severe wrath of the law.
Siddaramaiah had won the battle.
Wily politician
The result? When he completed his first term on May 17, 2018, he had the distinction of being one of the rare Chief Ministers to complete a full, five-year term in Karnataka. In January 2026, he became Karnataka’s longest-serving Chief Minister, surpassing D. Devaraj Urs.
The wily former Chief Minister, however, was never a contender for the top job in Karnataka. He considers himself an accidental Chief Minister and was the first from his family to venture into politics.
Siddaramaiah, once a lawyer and later a lecturer, began his public life soon after the Emergency was lifted. He was a member of the Mysore Taluk Development Board in 1978.
He won his first Assembly election in 1983 from Chamundeshwari (Mysuru) on a Lok Dal ticket and was elected to the Assembly multiple times (nine times overall), from Chamundeshwari, Varuna, and briefly Badami.
From the rebelliousness of the Janata Party’s politics—he worked his way from the Lok Dal to the Janata Dal (Secular) via the Janata Party and the Janata Dal—he finally landed in the Congress in 2006.
It was a chance encounter with the Congress leader and backroom boy Ahmed Patel that led him to a meeting with former Congress president Sonia Gandhi. Once he had met her, Siddaramaiah was convinced that the Congress was the place for him. It served him well too: he was Chief Minister of Karnataka twice (2013–18 and 2023–26).
Equation with Shivakumar
Shivakumar and Siddaramaiah never got along. But in public, the animosity rarely showed because both of them were gracious enough to acknowledge and even praise the other. Shivakumar, who was wholesome in his praise of Siddaramaiah on May 29 (a day after he resigned), said that God only “gives an opportunity. What we achieve with that given opportunity is what matters. The best example for this is our Siddaramaiah.”
He added: “Born and raised in a village in Mysuru district, entering politics through struggle, serving as a messenger of social justice and a kinsman of the poor, becoming the Chief Minister of Karnataka—my dear friend Shri Siddaramaiah has resigned from the Chief Minister position. In the political history of Karnataka, he stands as the most successful, influential, and long-serving Chief Minister etched in the people’s hearts, a wise leader of Indian politics.”
[image: Karnataka Chief Minister D.K. Shivakumar with former Chief Minister Siddaramaiah during an all-party meeting on the Cauvery water issue, in Bengaluru on August 2.]

                            Karnataka Chief Minister D.K. Shivakumar with former Chief Minister Siddaramaiah during an all-party meeting on the Cauvery water issue, in Bengaluru on August 2.
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Shivakumar’s words came even as the bitter power struggle between the two was still fresh in the minds of Congress workers in the State.
Shivakumar needs the cooperation of his predecessor to quell the dissent that has risen in the party over the August 3 Cabinet reshuffle. Although Siddaramaiah was not present at Shivakumar’s swearing-in, the Congress continues to walk in his path: more than 60 per cent of the Cabinet hail from Siddaramaiah’s AHINDA constituency (comprising minorities, backward classes, and Dalits). A taste of what might be in store for the future was seen at the all-party meeting on August 2.
It is also important to recall Siddaramaiah’s speech at the recent all-party leaders’ meeting held under Shivakumar’s chairmanship regarding the Cauvery water-sharing issue.
He said: “There is a practice of convening meetings on the Cauvery water issue when the rains have failed. In 76 years, meetings have been called 25 times and discussions held. During my tenure as Chief Minister, meetings were held twice. We can give water to Tamil Nadu only if we have water. Even so, we must give water as per the authority’s orders. Going to the Supreme Court on this matter will not help. Previously, the petition was dismissed.”
What does his retirement from electoral politics mean?
There was a hint in his July 26 address in Mandya when he said: “I will continue to stand as a voice for the people’s hardships and joys.... For five decades, the people of the State have seen me as one among them and affectionately guided me. This debt weighs on me. Therefore, my future life too will be dedicated to public service.”
That is both a promise and a threat. If his people are denied their rightful share in power and positions, Siddaramaiah will not watch quietly from the sidelines. “I am a politician. Constitution is my religion and voters are my abhimani devaru [fan gods],” he said on May 28 after submitting his resignation.
Siddaramaiah, who has so far steadfastly refused a role in the Congress’ national organisational politics, is probably in wait-and-watch mode.
The main challenge to Shivakumar is not from the divided opposition but from this proponent of AHINDA, who carved a distinct space for himself and redefined the manner in which politics is transacted in Karnataka.
Also Read | The shepherd who outlasted them all
Also Read | Siddaramaiah-Shivakumar power tussle in Karnataka portends trouble for Congress
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FIFA’s plan to “capitalise” future revenues may have failed for now, but football federations are only pawns in the larger game of finance subordinating the sport to extract every dollar possible.
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C.P. ChandrasekharAn eminent economist, he taught for more than three decades at JNU’s Centre for Economic Studies and Planning.



                    FIFA president Gianni Infantino during a ceremony to unveil for the logo of the 2027 FIFA Women’s World Cup, in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on January 25, 2026.
                                          | Photo Credit: Pablo Porciuncula/AFP
                                      

A plan hatched by Gianni Infantino, the president of football’s not-for-profit global platform FIFA, to “steal the game” rather than run with the ball has failed. The plan was to divest the management of the revenue-spinning operations of FIFA—ticketing, broadcasting, licencing, and sponsorship—to a corporate entity named FIFA Forward Enterprise (FFE), 20 per cent of the equity in which was to be sold to private investors. That amounts to extracting money upfront today by “capitalising” projected future revenues.
To win the vote of a majority of FIFA’s 211 national member associations, which was needed to see the plan through, a part of the $4.2 billion expected to be raised was to be used to make one-off payments of $20 million to each of these associations. They were also promised an increase in the annual transfer that FIFA currently makes to them, from $2 million to $5 million from 2027 to 2030.
For managers of associations representing smaller countries, who do not have the capital to nurture latent talent in their jurisdictions and for them to lead the lifestyle of global football managers, this was an attractive proposition. In fact, Infantino’s move can be read as a measure to redress the nationally uneven development of talent, which results from the inequality in the levels of development and the differential access to resources for the game it results in. The drawback of the move was that it hinted of bribes paid to mobilise votes.
However, in today’s “Age of Finance”, where governments are cash-strapped but the global private sector is not, there is nothing novel in what Infantino was proposing. Capitalising future revenues to mobilise funds is routine in the world of private finance. Similar measures have been adopted both by the national associations and clubs of developed country football majors, especially in the UK and Europe. And privatising an asset to generate resources is par for the neoliberal course in the world’s poorer countries.
In the world of sport, football, with its working-class-dominated, multi-class spectatorship, epitomises the potential to commercialise the spectacle that matches the endurance and excellence of players with the enthusiasm and awe of a near limitless audience mobilised on-site and via television and the Internet.
What the audience pays, for the entertainment that makes it a part of the competition, is small compared with the money to be spun out of sponsorship and advertising revenues that can be extracted from a deliriously engaged audience, from the products that can be sold by riding on the desire to declare loyalty to teams and players and from the sale of the right to broadcast events to offsite viewers. That guarantees a flow of near-certain and ever-increasing revenues, which, to finance, is a stream waiting to be capitalised.
Big Finance eyes football
Not surprisingly, JPMorgan Chase and its chief executive, Jamie Dimon, who together lead the predatory pack of the world’s financial speculators, have been stalking that stream and were deeply entrenched in the formulation of Infantino’s secret plan.
Some five years ago, JPMorgan was accused of leading an effort of a few rich clubs, including Manchester United, Real Madrid, and Juventus, to break away from European football to create a “Super League”. That would have taken away much of the thunder (and the revenues) from excluded clubs. But fan reaction to shrinking the league was violent. The proposal was dropped and JPMorgan apologised. Yet, this time too, JPMorgan has been the driving force behind Infantino’s plan. And once again, the backlash has been virulent.
The Union of European Football Associations (UEFA), which, with 55 members, “governs” football in Europe, reacted by saying that football and the World Cup were not for sale. The organisation’s governing body voted unanimously, in an emergency meeting, to boycott all FIFA-organised events, including the World Cup (now due in 2030). The 41-member Confederation of North, Central America and Caribbean Association Football has also rejected Infantino’s proposal, although its main grouse seems to be the absence of any consultation. The Asian Football Confederation has adopted a similar stance.
The context, however, is important. Football as a sport has been increasingly commercialised across the world, with a substantial private capital presence in multiple forms, including direct ownership of clubs that play in the leagues that have proliferated. Meanwhile, other more “elite” sports like golf and motor racing are making private ownership the norm. So, this brouhaha is a bit surprising. It clearly reflects a battle over commercial turf rather than the “soul of the game”.
The historically uneven development of the sport across continents has been accompanied by an unequal but still decentralised distribution, across regions, nations, and institutions, of the profits it delivers.
But under its last two presidents—Sepp Blatter and Gianni Infantino—FIFA has been seeking to centralise and appropriate a larger share of the still-expanding profit pie that football yields globally.
It has leveraged resentment on the uneven development of the sport. Also, it has not only increased the number of member nations in the organisation significantly, which shifts voting power away from the European majors, but increased the number of events it organises or sponsors and the teams qualifying for the World Cup. That takes money away from those who have dominated the game’s funding machine so far. If FIFA is taken private, the push from investors would intensify the tendency towards the centralisation of resources, to UEFA’s detriment.
[image: US President Donald Trump holds up a red card during a meeting with FIFA president Gianni Infantino (centre) and United States Soccer Federation president Carlos Cordeiro, in the White House on August 28, 2018.]

                            US President Donald Trump holds up a red card during a meeting with FIFA president Gianni Infantino (centre) and United States Soccer Federation president Carlos Cordeiro, in the White House on August 28, 2018.
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Revolt against centralisation
So, it is that centralisation that is being challenged. Under Blatter the process ran into a wall because, carried away by the hubris of controlling the world’s biggest sporting machine, he and his collaborators in the board turned openly corrupt, blurring the line between FIFA’s money and their own.
Infantino has been sharper, using the veil of democratising the sport and of improving financial governance to do what Blatter attempted on a larger scale. He is not averse to treating FIFA’s money as his own. Besides touching the till for extravagances, like holding three parties to celebrate 10 years in office, he was planning to pay himself a fortune from the FFE deal.
If rumours based on whistle-blower inputs are correct, on retiring from what he hoped would be his third and final term as FIFA president, Infantino, who earns an annual salary of 4.8 million Swiss francs, was hoping to be paid $30 million and bonuses as head of the FFE.
But it was not this and the amounts he promised to pay member associations that crashed his plans. It was a set of moves devised by him and JPMorgan that made the deal nothing but a scam.
In the secretive planning that shaped the project, a company called Thrive Eternal, led by Joshua Kushner, brother of Jared Kushner, son-in-law and favoured adviser of US President Donald Trump, was to be the lead investor.
The plan reeked of a corrupt nexus between Trump and his cronies and a megalomaniacal football mandarin that would centralise and steal a growing share of sporting’s biggest profit pie.
But, in the final analysis, Infantino, the Kushners, and the governing body members of UEFA and FIFA are only pawns in a larger game: that of finance subordinating the sport to extract every dollar that “love for the sport” can unearth.
The audacity and potential power of that plan, rather than a backlash against privatisation, explain UEFA’s violent response and threat to boycott the World Cup, which sealed the project’s fate.
C.P. Chandrasekhar taught for more than three decades at the Centre for Economic Studies and Planning, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi. He is currently a senior research fellow at the Political Economy Research Institute, University of Massachusetts Amherst, US.
Also Read | FIFA’s own goal in America
Also Read | FIFA World Cup: The greatest spectacle on earth
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Substituting institutional rules with moral purges against corruption and transforming political rivals into state enemies poses a direct, existential threat to the survival of liberal democracy.
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                    Tamil Nadu Chief Minister C. Joseph Vijay after the swearing-in ceremony at Jawaharlal Nehru Indoor Stadium in Chennai on May 10. WhatsApp feeds are flooded with stories of how contractors in the State are now executing government tenders without handing over a single rupee in kickbacks.
                                          | Photo Credit: B. Jothi Ramalingam
                                      

If we trace the arc of Indian politics over the last couple of decades, there is a playbook that emerges. What voters want, particularly the urban middle class, it appears, is a kind of cinematic catharsis. A righteous crusader who finally cleans up the system. We saw its modern genesis with the AAP, born from a televised street movement that promised to replace politics as usual with absolute moral purity. We watched it deployed on a national scale by the incumbent BJP, with candidate Narendra Modi even promising to credit the recovered “loot” to individual bank accounts of citizens. And today, this script has reached its most viral apex in Tamil Nadu.
The Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam (TVK), after its unexpected victory in the recent Assembly election, has quickly moved from promising a future to building the perception of now. If one spends any time in the corners of Tamil social media, almost everyone, it would seem, has a personal anecdote on how the entrenched commission culture in the public works, highways, and registration departments of Tamil Nadu has been decimated. WhatsApp feeds are flooded with stories on how contractors are now executing government tenders without handing over a single rupee in kickbacks. The Chief Minister himself has told people to refuse to pay a bribe. And take his name while doing so! The overarching narrative is as ubiquitous as it is intoxicating: the dark era of politicians skimming off the top of public contracts and services has been wiped clean, replaced overnight by an ethically upright administration.
And given the fact that the TVK rode to power on the provocative potential of Instagram reels, this performative virtue display has become mainstream. There is a daily deluge of viral content engineered by enthusiastic cadres and amplified by the public. There are the ubiquitous shaky-camera videos of low-level bureaucrats being publicly berated by self-styled TVK vigilantes for allegedly demanding a 500-rupee bribe for a patta transfer or some other basic function. There are press briefings where newly minted Ministers spend more time boasting about their refusal to use official convoys than they do outlining their policy vision or explaining departmental budgetary choices.
A political discourse hijacked by personal virtue cult
What is clear, regardless of whether what is being said is true, is that the political discourse has been completely hijacked by a kind of personal virtue cult. When a representative’s primary qualification is a loudly broadcast refusal to partake in the traditional spoils of power, governance itself is transformed into a daily reality television show of moral hygiene. The electorate, exhausted by decades of systemic graft, consumes this not as administrative strategy but as a form of spiritual redemption.
[image: AAP leader Arvind Kejriwal in a December 2013 photograph. He had appeared to be a righteous crusader who would clean up the system when he emerged as an anti-corruption leader in the agitation that spelt doom for the Congress regime.]
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Beneath the intoxicating theatre of viral reels as governance lies a dangerous trap. By reducing the sprawling, complex machinery of administering a relatively prosperous State of 80 million people to a simple purity test, we run the risk of becoming prudish without a purpose. This anti-corruption framing assumes that the primary problem of governance is a moral one, that if we simply replace “bad, greedy men” with “good, honest men”, the State will magically transform into a great one.
When “anti-corruption” is elevated from a tool of institutional accountability to a winning campaign promise, it poisons politics. The surest way to keep corruption burning as an unresolved problem is for people to vote on it as the sole issue, operating under the delusion that we are choosing a good person over an evil one. Such clear-cut moral distinctions belong to movie scripts and simply do not exist in reality. It also betrays a foundational assumption of liberal democracy: the radical premise that nobody is fundamentally better or more inherently virtuous than anybody else.
The entire premise of democratic institutions was built specifically to manage human fallibility among equals, not to elevate messiahs. Reasonable adults know that. Or so we would assume. We also know deep in our hearts that you and I are just as susceptible to corruption as every politician who has ever been elected to office. All you need to do is remember how many people you know have paid a bribe to get ahead in some line, and how many times you have. More importantly, an election is a fundamentally inadequate instrument for judging an individual’s moral character, even if that character is somehow superior. A ballot box is designed to aggregate preferences on policy direction, not to canonise saints.
When the “solution” is worse than the problem
When a politician who contests elections on such an anti-corruption platform actually wins, we end up with a problem far worse than the one we were trying to solve. An agenda built entirely on this illusion of moral hygiene cannot survive the rigorous friction of actual policy debates. In such a scenario, the incumbent is forced into a corner: they must continuously manufacture the presence of a corrupt villain to justify their continued existence. Elections, then, cease to be arguments about state capacity and instead degenerate into a performative theatre of criminalising the opponent. When this happens, democratic norms collapse under a two-pronged assault.
First, the rule of law is actively weaponised; the state apparatus is deployed to target, raid, and neuter the opposition using any means necessary, all under the high-minded guise of cleaning the system. Second, once the opposition is successfully jailed or politically liquidated, the democratic guard rails disappear entirely.
The incumbent is left with an unchecked monopoly on state power, eventually turning the weapon of anti-corruption outwards against dissidents, journalists, or any ordinary citizen who dares to dissent. The crusade that promised to liberate citizens from the corrupt politician ends up delivering them into the hands of an unaccountable autocrat.
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History offers a grim, repetitive confirmation of this trajectory. When Maximilien Robespierre instituted the Reign of Terror during the French Revolution, he did not do so in the name of tyranny; he did so to establish a Republic of Virtue. That he ended up weaponising moral purity to send his political rivals to the guillotine is a downstream consequence of that original intent which sought to sidestep what we would now call liberal norms. The most ruthless autocracies are born not from malice but from such a maniacal crusade to cleanse the state of corruption.
Examples plenty in modern India
We do not need to look into history that is 250 years old or to Europe to see this exact script in motion. In contemporary India, the incumbent BJP government at the Centre has mastered this playbook, systematically neutering regional opposition by deploying Central investigative agencies like the Enforcement Directorate under the relentless, high-minded aesthetic of eradicating graft. Political rivals are no longer defeated in a debate over economic policy; they are bogged down in raids, their credibility liquidated by a supposedly righteous state apparatus.
Similarly, in the US, President Donald Trump’s political machinery relies heavily on the rhetoric of retribution and draining the swamp, openly attempting to weaponise the justice system to investigate and jail political opponents pre-emptively branded as corrupt. Whether in 18th century Paris, modern New Delhi, or Washington, DC, the anti-corruption aesthetic serves the same structural purpose: it provides the moral cover to dismantle democratic opposition and consolidate unchecked power.
This trajectory is, above all, profoundly illiberal. By substituting institutional rules with moral purges and transforming political rivals into state enemies, it poses a direct, existential threat to the very survival of liberal democracy.
Beyond the erosion of democratic norms, this moral panic actively hollows out state capacity. The immediate casualty of a government operating in a perpetual state of performative vigilance is administrative courage. When the ultimate metric of success is the absence of a corruption scandal, the safest action for a bureaucrat is inaction. We should measure a state and its governance by benchmarking regional development indicators, for instance. In the Indian context, those are achieved by expanding welfare or executing large-scale industrial capital expenditure. These are aspects that inherently demand friction, iteration, and a margin of error.
If every delayed tender or renegotiated contract or policy error is instantly framed by enthusiastic vigilantes as a conspiracy to loot the exchequer, the bureaucracy simply stops taking risks. We then end up in an absurd situation where the crusade to save the public purse from a 5 per cent leak ends up costing the state 100 per cent of a project’s developmental value.
This hollowing out extends all the way down to the street level as well. The mechanics of how state capacity actually functions at the last mile in a developing society requires one to stop pretending to be the protagonist of one’s own viral reel. To the middle-class crusader, for example, the local Regional Transport Office (RTO) inspector or the traffic constable who takes a bribe is the ultimate symbol of a rotting state. But consider the reality of that transaction in a system where the formal rule of law is tenuous and officials receive no institutional recognition for actually doing their job well.
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When an RTO official meticulously administers a driving test and legitimately fails an incompetent driver, he is exercising the friction of his duty. If a fraction of those failed applicants then attempt to bribe their way out, and the official accepts the money from some to issue licences, he is, in a perverse but very real sense, taking responsibility for his little domain. He has engaged with the process, exerted scrutiny, and extracted a transactional premium for moving his thresholds of testing.
Contrast this with the alternative that a state of moral panic frequently produces: completely indifferent officials, given the reward structure has not changed. Terrified of a viral sting operation, or simply starved of any systemic validation for doing their job well, these officials choose the path of least resistance. They mechanically approve every application, pass every driver, and rubber-stamp every file without a second glance. They take no money from anyone, but they also take no responsibility. They are officially clean, but the system they oversee becomes lethally incompetent.
This micro-dynamic helps explain a structural paradox that often baffles observers: why States like Tamil Nadu and Karnataka, despite their historically entrenched and well-documented commission cultures, have consistently outperformed other regions. In these States, low-level graft often functioned as an informal, transactional validation for an administrative machine that was actually moving forward.
Officials extracted their rent but ensured the work was done. When we eradicate that transactional agency through the brute force of moral terror, without first building a robust, transparent system to replace it, we do not get better governance. We just get a bureaucracy that completely stops caring.
Actual governance and the anti-corruption aesthetic
This brings us to the inevitable collapse of the anti-corruption aesthetic once it collides with actual governance. We see this play out in the structural compromises of the TVK administration as it quietly inducts the very opposition legislators it once branded as fundamentally evil to achieve a legislative majority. But this is the inevitable destiny of every moral crusade, across the entire political spectrum.
The AAP, born out of a massive anti-corruption movement that vilified the established order, quickly pivoted to forming strategic alliances with those exact traditional parties to survive in power. Similarly, the BJP campaigns on a high-minded platform of eradicating systemic corruption, yet it routinely welcomes heavily tainted opposition leaders into its fold the moment it needs to secure an electoral victory in some corner of the country where it is not organically strong.
The supposedly corrupt opponent is suddenly transformed into a necessary partner, proving that the original premise was always a farce designed for the campaign trail rather than the Assembly floor.
The fantasy of “clean” politicians
Ultimately, we must abandon the adolescent fantasy of the clean politician and return to reality. Governance is not a spiritual retreat; it is the heavy, friction-filled machinery of managing a complex and often low-trust society. If we want better outcomes, we cannot rely on the fleeting performative asceticism of a Chief Minister who refuses a convoy or a vigilant public hunting for an official who seeks a 500-rupee bribe. We must build an apparatus that accepts the messy, self-interested nature of human actors and constrains them not with moral terror but with systemic transparency.
The true antidote to this moral and administrative trap is not finding a saviour. The solution is dismantling the need for one. And we can achieve that only through extreme decentralisation. When political and budgeting power is concentrated at the top, it becomes a single point of failure, easily captured by an autocrat masquerading as a reformer. But when power and capital are radically devolved to local municipalities, town panchayats, city councils, and citizen boards, the system fractures in a healthy way. This creates a natural ecosystem of pushes and pulls.
Consider the construction of a new local flyover. In a highly centralised system, it is a top-down edict. Because local stakeholders are never consulted, any disruption, delay, or cost revision is immediately perceived as malicious and branded by the virtue cult as graft. The cry of corruption simply becomes the only available language for a community that has been structurally excluded from the decision-making process. But in a truly decentralised system, those local stakeholders, acting through effective local governments and citizen councils, hold a veto over such projects. The ward councillor representing shopkeepers facing displacement, or residents demanding safe pedestrian access to a municipal school, will have the institutional power to halt construction.
[image: A 2017 photograph of Sudip Bandopadhyay, then a Trinamool Congress MP, being taken to Bhubaneswar by the CBI for inquiries in connection with the Rose Valley chit fund scam. Bandopadhyay switched to the NCPI along with 19 other Trinamool MPs, and now supports the BJP.]

                            A 2017 photograph of Sudip Bandopadhyay, then a Trinamool Congress MP, being taken to Bhubaneswar by the CBI for inquiries in connection with the Rose Valley chit fund scam. Bandopadhyay switched to the NCPI along with 19 other Trinamool MPs, and now supports the BJP.
                                                            | Photo Credit: 
                                PTI
                                                    

When a community is granted a genuine veto, it is forced to learn how to use it thoughtfully. Its members quickly realise that blindly opposing everything means they get no infrastructure at all. Crucially, because these competing interests must be resolved publicly, the decision-making process becomes inherently transparent. When citizens witness at first hand why a design was altered or why costs were revised to accommodate a community demand, this transparency acts as a natural safeguard against random, thoughtless accusations of corruption. The project becomes a site of intense, pragmatic negotiation where competing local forces act against each other, naturally finding an equilibrium based on material needs rather than ideological purity.
Public budgeting
To make this a reality, we must not only demand greater financial autonomy for local governments but also unshackle our legislators. The anti-defection law, which binds individual representatives entirely to the whims of party bosses, is one of the greatest impediments to this. It forces legislators to perform as cheerleaders for a centralised virtue cult, rather than negotiating on their constituents’ behalf. And additionally, we should probably go down the path of public budgeting—or at least one where the public gets to vote on budgets at the local level for projects that impact them. Several local governments around the world—in places as distinct as Brazil and Belgium—have tried this with success. When the decision-making onus is placed on people, they stop using corruption as a catch-all phrase for governance failures.
For this equilibrium to hold, the mechanism of vigilance must also undergo the exact same process of radical decentralisation. Accountability cannot be a weapon wielded selectively by the executive through captive investigative agencies. It must be transformed into a distributed, transparent operation driven by institutionalised public access. What this means in practice is stripping away the administrative secrecy of the state machinery through open, granular data.
Imagine a scenario where a primary health centre is severely underperforming or a regional highway extension is stalled. Instead of relying on the shaky-camera footage of a partisan vigilante berating a junior engineer on Instagram, citizens or local journalists should be able to log into a real-time public ledger. They should be able to track the exact tender amount, view the milestone disbursement schedule, and instantly benchmark that contractor’s track record against similar projects in neighbouring districts. They should be able to correlate this capital expenditure directly with actual outcomes. They should be able to track contractors and the expenditure line items. They should also be able to compare local health metrics or industrial growth figures with their own past and their peers in other regions using hard, downloadable data.
The job of the executive, in such a system, moves from signing opaque tenders to uploading data and maintaining transparency; citizens perform the job of both sanctioning the project and tracking its viability. This systemic and radical transparency completely neutralises the performative theatre of the politician. It strips the incumbent of their ability to selectively target opponents under the guise of moral cleansing because the actual friction of governance—where the money is, who is holding it up, and what it achieved—is visible to everyone. When vigilance is decentralised into an open-data framework rather than a weaponised criminal investigation, we finally stop asking our politicians to be saints. We simply build an apparatus where it is structurally impossible for them to play god.
Self-government, which is what the purpose of a liberal democracy is, is not the theatrical punishment of vice. It is supposed to be a structural harnessing of self-interest. If we accept that we are governed by incentives rather than inherent goodness, we can stop waiting for an uncorrupted saviour to deliver us. Instead, we can do the quiet, unglamorous work of building systems that survive our collective imperfections.
R.S. Nilakantan is a data scientist and the author of South vs North: India’s Great Divide.
Also Read | Political party as content creator
Also Read | Stop treating your MLA like a municipal contractor
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Bracing for China Shock 2.0

As China’s export-led industrial model reshapes global trade, India must balance economic dependence, industrial growth, and national security without relying too much on either China or the US.
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                    At the 8th China International Import Expo in Shanghai, held in November 2025. China had a global trade surplus of $1.197 trillion that year.
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In March, Belgium Prime Minister Bart De Wever wrote to European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen with a stark warning: China was devastating Europe’s economy. The bloc had reached a point of no return, and this required a tougher collective response even at the cost of Chinese retaliation. In response, a Global Times editorial accused De Wever of digging a hole for the EU and scapegoating China for Europe’s own “long-accumulated structural issues”, including weak growth, high energy costs, and sluggish innovation. Both sides had a point: China Shock 2.0 is real and greatly distorts the global economy as the country exports its macroeconomic imbalances, yet the response to it is being shaped as much by geopolitics, and by genuine failures at the receiving end, as by the economics of the shock itself.
The original China Shock was a story of labour-cost arbitrage following China’s 2001 WTO accession: cheap, abundant labour pulling Western assembly work into Chinese factories, hollowing out manufacturing towns but leaving developing countries room to climb the ladder below China. China Shock 2.0 is different in its nature, driven by state-backed dominance in innovation-intensive, capital-deep sectors such as electric vehicles (EVs), batteries, solar photovoltaics, legacy-node semiconductors, robotics, and increasingly frontier artificial intelligence and advanced pharmaceuticals where China is overtaking incumbents. The 2026 ASPI Critical Technology Tracker finds China leading in 69 of 74 tracked technologies against just 5 for the US.
China’s manufacturing footprint accounts for roughly a third of global manufacturing value-added. In 2025, China had a global trade surplus of $1.197 trillion, with the manufactured-goods surplus approaching $2 trillion. This emerged despite US tariffs that briefly touched 125 per cent before the Busan de-escalation; exporters redirected towards the Association of Southeast Asian Nations, the EU, the Gulf, and the Global South.
A $19 trillion economy confronting weak domestic demand, a deflating property sector, and demographic headwinds is exporting its way out of a serious predicament. China’s political economy militates against currency appreciation or a structural shift towards domestic consumption that would narrow the surplus.
[image: Workers making caps for export in a textile workshop in China’s eastern Jiangsu province, a file photograph. The original China Shock was a story of labour-cost arbitrage, fuelled by China’s cheap and abundant labour.]

                            Workers making caps for export in a textile workshop in China’s eastern Jiangsu province, a file photograph. The original China Shock was a story of labour-cost arbitrage, fuelled by China’s cheap and abundant labour.
                                                            | Photo Credit: 
                                AFP
                                                    

The IMF estimates the fiscal cost of China’s industrial policy at approximately 4.4 per cent of the GDP annually through just four channels—cash subsidies, tax benefits, subsidised credit, and subsidised land—with total support potentially reaching 7 to 8 per cent of the GDP. Combined with predatory pricing and loss-making “zombie firms” kept alive by local financing, this discourages manufacturing capability elsewhere, contributing to premature deindustrialisation and retarded industrialisation happening at once, at opposite ends of the global income ladder.
A conversation in Beijing
At a prestigious Beijing forum two years ago, I argued that concerns about Chinese excess capacity extended well beyond developed economies to developing countries like India. I was accused of parroting Western propaganda. Last year, I had the quiet satisfaction of noting that Chinese President Xi Jinping himself had apparently fallen for that same propaganda, given his explicit references to China’s “involution” problem, meaning zero-sum price wars among Chinese firms suffering from excess capacities. Beijing’s official position, epitomised by a Xinhua-backed commentary dismissing the “China Shock 2.0” narrative as a Western “concoction”, coexists uneasily with Xi’s calls for the “orderly exit” of outdated capacity and curbs on “disorderly” price competition.
China is not winning its battle against involution. The clearest case is the failed polysilicon cartel: six leading producers proposed raising 50 billion Chinese yuan to buy out and idle a third of the country’s polysilicon capacity, only for the regulator to block the plan on monopoly grounds. This protected downstream consumers but left chronic losses and overcapacity unresolved, showing how local-government incentives and youth unemployment make capacity reduction politically difficult.
By late 2025, every one of China’s 8 largest solar panel and wafer manufacturers was loss-making. The picture in EVs is scarcely better: of the roughly 60 domestic EV brands competing for market share, only 3—BYD, Xiaomi, and Leapmotor—turned a profit. In other words, China’s commanding presence in global green-technology markets has not translated into commercial viability. The persistence of large-scale losses despite rising exports underscores the extent to which China’s industrial strategy relies on state-directed capital rather than market discipline, raising further questions about the country’s claims of operating as a market economy.
What we are witnessing is the global manifestation of a deeper China Syndrome: an entrenched set of internal compulsions that ensure the shock is not episodic but structural, chronic, and strategically consequential. Zhang Bin of the China Finance 40 Forum, formerly of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, makes the same case from inside China: insufficient domestic demand pushes firms to export and “go global”, swelling the surplus and, in his words, “provoking trading partners’ dissatisfaction”.
Chinese economists argue, not without merit, that much of the surge reflects genuine competitiveness: scale, vertical integration, innovation, and process mastery that Western and Global South supply chains cannot replicate. However, China has a problem with its macroeconomic model: forced savings, a structurally undervalued renminbi, and an addiction to export-led growth.
Deindustrialisation, North and South
The resultant destabilisation cuts across the rich-poor divide. Germany is the starkest developed-economy case, its car exports to China down sharply since 2022 and its once-formidable China trade surplus swinging into deficit. German economic institutes estimate that intensified import competition from China has cost Germany between 2,50,000 and 4,00,000 industrial jobs since 2019, with current losses running at roughly 15,000 industrial jobs per month in 2025–26.
But the pressure is not confined to advanced economies: China has not vacated the labour-intensive sectors of the first shock even as it seizes advanced sectors, closing the route by which industrialisation cascades to developing economies.
The analysis cannot stop at economics; it must be situated in a changed geopolitical context that has made collective resistance more necessary and more difficult. Trade defence and industrial revival measures—including anti-dumping duties, rules of origin, the US CHIPS and Inflation Reduction Acts, and an emerging EU instrument modelled on America’s Section 301—have proved insufficient. The US tariffs of 47.5 per cent on Chinese exports, even after the Busan understanding of October 2025, have not slowed the global export surge; exporters redirect towards markets with softer defences. The US’ posture has been erratic and transactional, drifting from strategic competition towards managed accommodation with China: Busan delivered tactical de-escalation on tariffs and rare earths without touching China’s industrial policy architecture.
Europe, meanwhile, is fractured by a triple whammy: the loss of cheap Russian energy, the dilution of American security guarantees, and China’s export surge hitting automotive, machinery and green-technology industries. De Wever’s letter is a symptom of this fracture, not a solution: individual countries, Hungary among them, keep cutting bilateral deals with Chinese battery and EV manufacturers that Brussels cannot police. China has skilfully exploited this, positioning itself as the predictable, rules-respecting power against an erratic US.
[image: Electric vehicles imported from China being unloaded for a media presentation in Montreal, Canada, on July 8. China’s commanding presence in global green‑technology markets has not, however, prevented large‑scale losses induced by an industrial strategy that relies on state‑directed capital rather than market discipline.]
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The developing world’s failure has different roots but a similar outcome. Mexico, Indonesia, and Brazil have imposed new tariffs on Chinese goods, yet the systemic pressure continues unabated: no single developing economy has the market size to alter Chinese exporters’ calculus, and there is no Global South equivalent to the EU’s collective machinery, so China can play them off against one another. A deeper bind compounds this: developing economies need China’s cheap solar panels, batteries, and grid equipment to keep their energy transitions affordable, even as those imports displace the manufacturing jobs their industrial strategies depend on, and few have the fiscal space to subsidise domestic producers at Chinese scale or cushion displaced workers as advanced welfare states can.
What this means for India
India’s China shock is no less real but far less visible in aggregate numbers: there is no single national estimate of jobs lost to Chinese imports, only scattered district-level studies on micro, small, and medium enterprises and anecdotal evidence from manufacturing clusters pointing to significant impact. China accounts for nearly 17 per cent of India’s total imports, with heavy dependence in pharmaceutical ingredients, electronics, solar components, industrial machinery, and rare-earth magnets. Bilateral trade touched a record $155.6 billion in 2025, with China’s surplus against India reaching $116 billion, roughly a tenth of China’s global surplus, as China overtook the US as India’s largest trading partner. There is a deliberate pincer: export curbs deny India the battery and EV technology needed to reduce dependence, while WTO challenges to India’s solar and EV subsidies attack the local-content rules meant to build that independence—leverage applied at both ends of the same chain.
The security dimension compounds the economic one. India’s exclusion of Chinese vendors from its 5G rollout in 2021 was an early, sound decision against what Anatoly Motkin has called China’s “Silicon Curtain”, the embedding of Chinese digital infrastructure abroad through below-market pricing and hardware lock-ins. The problem is compounded by the live and militarised border, China’s deepening nexus with Pakistan, and the risk of a “G2 overlay”, tacit US-China coordination that could leave India reacting to bargains it had no part in shaping. Yet India, while vocal about unfair trade practices, oscillates between liberalisation impulses and defensive measures, reverting to the slogan of India and China being “partners and development opportunities for each other” without getting satisfaction on its trade concerns. There is growing pressure on the government from corporate houses to return to business as usual with China.
India’s engagement with China has produced a limited, carefully qualified thaw since the Kazan and Tianjin summits. Press Note 2 of 2026 clarified the land-border investment restrictions of 2020’s Press Note 3, permitting expedited approval of Chinese minority investment in sectors covering some 58 per cent by value of India’s imports from China. However, China’s cumulative investment in India between 2000 and 2025 stood at just $2.5 billion, against roughly $175 billion in Chinese outward investment in 2025 alone, and China has shown itself more inclined to slow India’s manufacturing ambitions, through mineral export curbs and informal delays on equipment exports, than to accelerate them.
India’s own response is a mixed story. The mobile-phone production-linked incentive (PLI) policy, rewarding manufactured output and escalating domestic content over time, is a template that can be replicated in solar modules, battery chemistry, and active pharmaceutical ingredients. But India’s solar sector shows the trap as much as the promise: a new ingot-wafer facility launched this April in Visakhapatnam is a genuine move up the value chain, yet it still depends on Chinese-dominated polysilicon, cell-manufacturing equipment, and rare-earth magnets. Dependency is being relocated rather than removed.
The difficult, necessary response
India’s strategy must be a “dual but differentiated derisking”, reducing dependence on Chinese supply chains while hedging against an American partner whose reliability, as trade disputes and the Iran war demonstrated, is uncertain, without treating the two risks as equivalent. China is a strategic competitor, and the boundary dispute with it imperils India’s security; the US remains India’s most consequential partner for defence and critical technology but is increasingly transactional. Derisking from the US means managing dependencies prudently and investing in sovereign capability; derisking from China means reducing structural vulnerability and resisting the lazy option of letting Chinese dependencies expand because the alternative is painful.
In practice, this means recalibrated PLI schemes that reward output over installed capacity; patient, milestone-linked capital that India’s risk-averse banks and short-horizon private equity cannot supply; a substantial rise in R&D investment from the current 0.6 to 0.7 per cent of the GDP; prioritisation of a limited set of midstream niches, such as ingot-wafer processing, battery precursor chemistry, and power-electronics assembly rather than spreading thin; diversification of critical-mineral processing capacity since China’s true chokepoint is refining rather than extraction; and international co-investment through frameworks like the India-EU Trade and Technology Council and India-US technology partnership, which need far more substance. The Basic Customs Duty on solar modules has a legitimate role as a time-bound safeguard, but without credible timelines for domestic competitiveness, it risks becoming a hidden tax on India’s own energy transition.
China Shock 2.0 will be the defining test of Indian industrial strategy for a decade or more, arguably a more consequential challenge, in economic terms, than the unresolved boundary question itself. The paradox is that the sourcing of products and components making India competitive and facilitating its energy transition today also deepens strategic dependence tomorrow. The response will be difficult, protracted, and at times painful; given the scale and trajectory of China’s industrial ascent, it is also entirely unavoidable.
Ashok K. Kantha, a former Ambassador of India to China, is the Subhas Chandra Bose Chair Professor of International Relations, Chanakya University, Bengaluru, and Distinguished Fellow at the Vivekananda International Foundation, New Delhi.
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Galathea Bay is packed with millennia-old coral colonies. But they are not to be found in official maps, which have airbrushed them out of existence to ensure approval for the contentious megaproject on the island.
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Pankaj SekhsariaPankaj Sekhsaria is editor/curator most recently of The Great Nicobar Betrayal published by Frontline in 2024.



                    Coral reefs near Great Nicobar Islands in 2008.
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Two scientific bodies under the Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change (MoEFCC)—the Kolkata-based Zoological Survey of India (ZSI) and the Chennai-based National Centre for Sustainable Coastal Management (NCSCM)—have given diametrically opposite reports on the status of coral reefs in Galathea Bay, Great Nicobar Island (GNI).
This is significant in light of the minutes of the latest meeting of the committee overseeing the implementation of biodiversity-related matters in the Great Nicobar megaproject. It was noted in the fourth meeting of the committee held in November 2025 (the minutes were released in June 2026) that the ZSI has identified four locations on the west coast of the GNI for the translocation of giant clams and coral colonies from Galathea Bay. This is in compliance with the clearance conditions of the coastal regulation zone (CRZ) for the construction of the transshipment port in Galathea Bay, on the island’s eastern side.
C. Raghunathan, Additional Director, ZSI, was quoted in The Indian Express as saying that they had begun data collection to measure sediment deposition at coral translocation recipient sites and around existing coral colonies to assess current sediment loads. The ZSI is also expected to seek approval soon from the wildlife division of the MoEFCC for the project, which as per the translocation plan, entails “the extraction of the corals from their present site by coral-cutting saw, hammer, chisel, and a hydraulic underwater hammer drill. They will then be translocated entirely as a whole object, lifted from the sea bottom, and loaded onto carrying trays fixed at the ship’s bottom with lift bags.”
There are two issues with the coral translocation plan. First, multiple independent experts have questioned the scientific validity and viability of the very idea of coral translocation. The scientists T.R. Shankar Raman and Rohan Arthur argued in the Frontline article “An obit for Patai Takaru” (February 12, 2025), that “[a] barge-full of transplanted coral does not constitute a reef,just as a vacant lot packed with prefabricated houses is not, by any stretch of the imagination, a bustling metropolis.” Asking what we can possibly gain from the translocation, they noted: “At best, we would have committed a grand violence on a living ecosystem to create a caricature version of one, which we would then dress up as an ecological rescue operation, held together with epoxy.”
More recently, the marine biologist Vardhan Patankar, who spent seven years studying corals in the Nicobars for his PhD, pointed out that the east coast of the GNI, from the where the corals are to be uprooted, is ecologically “worlds apart” from the west coast, where these will be translocated. He wrote in an article from June 2026: “Uprooting or disturbing these coral colonies and giant clams of this age [well over 2,000 years] is an irreversible loss, as they are ancient historical foundational structures that have anchored the marine ecosystem for millennia” (“The Illusion of Mitigation: Translocating Corals Around Great Nicobar Island Will Kill Them”, The Wire).
Fundamental contradiction
Important and relevant as these ecological realities are, there is a fundamental contradiction to the translocation project that is baffling, to say the least. It might also be at the heart of a significant scientific fraud that warrants an urgent enquiry. This involves official “coastal land use” maps produced by the NCSCM and published in 2023 in its Report on Island Coastal Regulation Zone Plan of Great Nicobar Island, Andaman & Nicobar Islands, as per ICRZ Notification, 2019. These maps—officially approved by the MoEFCC in 2021—show Galathea Bay to be completely devoid of corals. If they are to be believed, then there are no corals in Galathea Bay for translocation. Not even a trace.
[image: Giant clam in GNI.]

                            Giant clam in GNI.
                                                            | Photo Credit: 
                                Vardhan Patankar
                                                    

This goes against all available evidence—including, among others, the environmental impact assessment report of the project showing over 20,000 coral colonies at the project site; the ZSI’s extensive work indicating a coral reef area of 116 hectares with over 100 different species of Scleractinian corals in Galathea Bay; research by independent experts like Patankar; and the Allen Coral Atlas, an internationally accepted database managed by Arizona State University—that clearly shows the presence of coral reefs here. Significantly, the draft coastal zone maps prepared in 2019 by the NCSCM itself show fringing coral reefs along the entire coast of Galathea Bay and, indeed, along the entire GNI. Where did the corals go in the intervening months? What happened in less than two years that coral reefs, which take hundreds of years to grow, vanished completely?
‘Unacceptable misrepresentation’
Emails seeking clarifications sent to the ZSI Director, Dhriti Banerjee, to C. Raghunathan, who is heading the ZSI’s translocation programme at Galathea, and to C. Sivaperuman of the ZSI’s Andaman Nicobar Regional Centre, received no response. Similar queries sent to V.P. Mishra, Director, NCSCM; R. Ramachandran, co-ordinator of the NCSCM’s 2023 coastal zone report on the Andaman and Islands; and K.O. Badress, the principal investigator, also received no response.
Patankar, who was a key contributor of data from the GNI to the Allen Coral Atlas, said: “These NCSCM maps are an unacceptable misrepresentation of the region’s marine ecology. These have been prepared ignoring all empirical field realities and scientific facts.”
“Now we learn that official maps of the island have been airbrushed to remove corals from the map,” said Congress leader and former Environment Minister Jairam Ramesh in a post on X when the NCSCM maps first came to public attention via The Scroll in October 2025. “The 2021 [NCSCM] map magically no longer shows Galathea Bay as falling under CRZ-IA. This is not an ecological update but a bureaucratic rewrite to bypass environmental safeguards,” he wrote.
“The only way to explain these NCSCM maps is that [they are meant] to make Galathea Bay legally available for the port. Sites with turtle nesting beaches, mangroves, coral reefs, etc. are automatically listed under the law as CRZ-IA. A port cannot be permitted there,” said a senior researcher on condition of anonymity.
‘Deeply unethical’
The NSCSM’s submissions stating that Galathea Bay is not a CRZ-1A site were indeed central to the National Green Tribunal’s (NGT) dismissal of all concerns over the port in February 2026. In an affidavit filed before the NGT in 2024, the project proponent, Andaman and Nicobar Islands Integrated Development Corporation Ltd, had quoted an NCSCM study to say: “The NCSCM observed that the construction of the Port is not a permissible activity under CRZ 1A area but under CRZ 1B area. The NCSCM, hence, concluded that no part of the project area is falling under CRZ 1A area.”
[image: The NCSCM’s draft coastal land use map, prepared as per Island Coastal Regulation Zone notification 2019, clearly shows coral reefs not just along Galathea Bay but along most of the GNI coast.]

                            The NCSCM’s draft coastal land use map, prepared as per Island Coastal Regulation Zone notification 2019, clearly shows coral reefs not just along Galathea Bay but along most of the GNI coast.
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This despite the well-established fact that the bay and its coast are home to coral colonies, mangroves, a significant number of nesting mounds of the endemic Nicobar megapode, and a nesting beach for four species of seas turtles: giant leatherback, green sea, olive ridley, and hawsksbill.
“Publishing maps that actively erase critical, legally protected habitats contradicts foundational scientific integrity. This is deeply unethical and establishes a dangerous precedent that threatens both biodiversity conservation and the long-term socio-ecological resilience of Great Nicobar’s reefs,” said Patankar. Jairam Ramesh said: “These new findings demonstrate the complete destruction of the intellectual integrity of the MoEFCC’s institutions since 2014.”
Pankaj Sekhsaria is the author/editor of seven books on the Andaman and Nicobar Islands, two of the latest being The Great Nicobar Betrayal and Island on Edge: The Great Nicobar Crisis.
Also Read | The case against Great Nicobar’s big bang plan
Also Read | Great Nicobar’s consent con
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The parodic public

Politics of parody replaced the politics of paranoia in the recent Gen Z protests. A regime obsessed with its powerful image was made to look petulant, its image made to look puerile.
 Published : Aug 06, 2026 18:19 IST  - 7  MINS  READ 
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                    A scene from Jantar Mantar, New Delhi, on July 23. The Gen Z protests might be an instance of what Anton Jager calls “hyperpolitics”, a high politicisation without any institutionalisation.
                                          | Photo Credit: Verda Sabzwari/AP
                                      

Entering the neighbourhood of Shivaji Park in Mumbai, where the Gen Z protest was shaping up, I was almost whacked across my face. It was entirely by mistake. A young boy filming his friend dancing had rotated his body too quickly; he was trying to shoot a transition for the reel. I apologised for coming in the way.
What was once a nuisance, canning reels in public, had suddenly, overnight, become an act of chipping away at our chains. Social media addiction—which has shaped our collective hyperpolitised passivity—was shoring up a movement. The algorithm—which has shaped our speech, if not our freedom to speak—was now a battleground. The barrier that cleaved the online from the offline was revealing itself to be more porous than imagined. A friend got so tired of scrolling X on the phone with his thumb, he connected his laptop to the television to scroll with his index and middle finger instead. He came to Shivaji Park knowing every twist in the tale of the last 48 hours. He was one among many. Collective screen times went through the roof. As did the winking energy on the ground.
It was not just the politics of the moment but also the method of this politics—what Arundhati Roy called “delightfully profane”—that held people’s attention and affection. Protesters came cosplaying as cockroaches and dinosaurs, Gandhi and Ambedkar, Spiderman and Superman. In Delhi, some played badminton across a police barricade. In Bihar, the barricade itself was wheeled away. Protesters recorded themselves running away from the police to the soundtrack of Subway Surfers. Others, to “Bhaag DK Bose”.
The protest posters took irreverence as the starting point and reached absurd heights. I saw an image—probably AI-generated—of Narendra Modi as a lipsticked, buxom woman. Most posters had language that mainstream media cannot publish. “Chai bana, ch*** nahin”, for instance. One slogan that caught fire, “Chappan inch ka chhota b*****, bhaag Narender, bhaag Narender!”, was pulled in profane directions, lassoing “baal Narender” while at it. All of them revelled in stripping the Modi government down, at least symbolically.
GRWM (Get Ready With Me) reels did the rounds: one had a boy with a cow-print scarf, apparently to disguise himself as a cow when caught by the police; another had a man flexing his biceps before padding his pants with foam blocks against caning. Many in the crowd handed out Melody toffees, a reference to Modi gifting Italian Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni a packet of Melody, a portmanteau of their names. Others, like Rakhi Sawant, asked Meloni to rein in her boyfriend.
I do not want to give the impression that the movement was made merely from the loam of words. A man casually walked up to a police van and opened the latch, letting out the students locked in; a woman stood in front of a police van refusing to let it move until it released those inside. These, too, became symbolic of the movement. These people put themselves on the line. Not to mention those many others whose faces were pockmarked by pellet guns and bodies injured by lathi strikes.
For a while now, researchers have been trying to put Gen Z on the analyst’s couch. But they keep slipping off, causing conceptual havoc. They are having less sex, what The New York Times ominously framed a “sex recession”. They drink less alcohol. Fewer of them get driving licences. More choose to live with their parents. All that the millennials considered acts of freedom, or even rebellion, are being discarded by this generation that has taken it upon itself to overhaul governments by turning their social media feed into a charged town square—in Bangladesh, Nepal, Indonesia, now India. What are we missing in making sense of this moment?
The sincere and attentive pieces that came out from the protest turned the Gen Z smile into a rictus, with rousing back slaps issued like a love letter from one generation to another. In these righteous characterisations, I did not recognise any of the ragged rousting on the street.
The unserious generation
They call themselves an unserious generation. Unserious, not as in not serious, but not only serious. We assumed rage was absolute in a protest, slogans inspiring bromide, collectivising our humiliations, shoring it up as ephemeral empowerment. The Shaheen Bagh protests against the CAA-NRC led to a country-wide agitation and revelled in poetry: Faiz Ahmad Faiz’s “Hum Dekhenge”, Hussain Haidry’s “Hindustani Musalman”, Aamir Aziz’s “Sab Yaad Rakha Jayega”, Varun Grover’s “Hum Kagaz Nahin Dikhayenge”. It produced what the anthropologist Andrew Kerr has described as a “poetic public”.
This, on the other hand, was a parodic public. It was foul-mouthed, using invective charged with irreverence. Politics of parody replaced politics of paranoia, the latter what we are used to, looking over our shoulders, scared of being recorded. (Although we are beginning to see an imminent pushback, as cases are being filed against protesters.) The flip side of a generation that is constantly mobilising against a fascist state by being online is a generation that is constantly producing evidence for its own conviction.
The resounding victory of this movement—apart from the resignation of Dharmendra Pradhan—was, then, its capacity to make the government look silly. Modi was hauled over the coals, as was Amit Shah, in distinctly unparliamentary language. One image had both their faces overlaid on the poster of the romantic-comedy Tu Jhoothi Main Makkaar (2023). Modi was arm-twisted into making a selfie video addressing the protesters, in a bid to seem impersonal and “with it”. Kids schooled him: Never shoot from a low angle; it accentuates the double chin and the receding hairline. His forehead became a playground for knots and crosses.
A regime obsessed with its powerful image was made to look petulant, its image made to look puerile. And when it tried to play catch-up, it looked not just unguarded but silly. The question that slipped out: Why was the BJP unable to rise to the occasion? Can’t fascists be funny?
Humour is, after all, the collapse of order. The anthropologist Mary Douglas writes: “A joke is a play upon form” that “affords opportunity for realising that an accepted pattern has no necessity”. Fascism is born out of a desire for cruel order. So, when a protest draws so heavily on humour, it revels not in the building but in the collapse of what has turned rotten. It takes a cudgel to the cruelty.
This protest might be an instance of what Anton Jäger calls “hyperpolitics”, a high politicisation without any institutionalisation. Not because the Gen Z movement is not interested in the building of an institution but because it has neither patience for nor hope in institutions inaugurating systemic forms of justice. A deep disillusionment with the state is at the heart of the protest. Symbolic victories, like Pradhan’s resignation, are important but the dismantling of Modi’s and his party’s image is far more valuable. Gen Z recognised, correctly, the world of images we inhabit and fought, image for image. 
Prathyush Parasuraman is a writer and critic who writes across publications, both print and online.
Also Read | The kids won’t get fooled again
Also Read | The selective morality of online outrage
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All tyrants want to create some imaginary enemy: Bora Chung

The International Booker-shortlisted South Korean author says that Asian readers tend to feel more comfortable with her stories than her Western audience.
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                    Bora Chung: “The initial idea for Red Sword came when I was teaching a Russian culture course.”
                                          | Photo Credit: sangsangsquare
                                      

Bora Chung, the South Korean writer and translator, has published a new novel, Red Sword. She shot to worldwide fame with her short story collection, Cursed Bunny, which was shortlisted for the International Booker Prize in 2022. Since then, she has published The Midnight Timetable Your Utopia, as well as Red Sword, all of which combine elements of speculative fiction, horror, and satire. Her work has been translated into multiple languages, with Anton Hur handling the English translations.
Red Sword draws on the 17th-century history of Korean soldiers conscripted to fight Russia on behalf of the Qing dynasty. It transposes this past to a far-future science fiction setting by following a slave-turned-reluctant female hero navigating alien terrain while uncovering the truth of her identity. In an email interview, Chung discusses Red Sword in detail, focussing on its themes and its place within her body of work. Edited excerpts:

									What kind of stories are you drawn to, and what questions keep bringing you back to writing?

									At the time when I was planning and writing Red Sword, I was also teaching science fiction. In class we talked a lot about what it means to be human—if a machine can “think” and “react” like humans then do we acknowledge it as human; how do we define human, or is it even possible, etc. These questions deeply influenced Red Sword and I hope my readers can see them.
				

Red Sword opens as a space adventure but quickly turns to questions of colonisation, resistance, etc. You did Russian and East European studies before becoming a writer. Do these interests find their way into your fiction?

									The initial idea for Red Sword came when I was teaching a Russian culture course. We typically started the course with the first contact between Russia and Korea, which was unfortunately the military conflicts of 1654 and 1658. Korea back then was devastated by the Japanese (Imjin War, 1592-1598) and the Qing dynasty [established in 1636], and had become a satellite state of the Qing empire as a result. The Qing empire mobilised Korean sharpshooters to fight Russians because both the Russian empire and the Qing dynasty wanted to expand their territory. But the Russian military leader at the time was a hired mercenary. So the Koreans and the Russian commander were all fighting somebody else’s war.
				

										The Koreans won both battles for the Qing empire. The hired Russian commander lost his life in the second conflict. It was a great historical drama in itself, and a tragedy for the weak and the powerless. I wanted to write that story.
				

[image: Red Sword combines history with science fiction.]Red Sword combines history with science fiction.
                                                            | Photo Credit: 
                                By special arrangement
                                                    


									In a world of spaceships and advanced weaponry, the object at the heart of the novel is a sword. What drew you to that?

									The novel is inspired by a historical event, so I wanted to present as many different weaponry as possible. I was learning kendo at the time, so I wanted to put lots and lots of swordfight scenes in the story. I think swordfights can be more thrilling and complicated than a gunfight, with the right setup. I’m trying not to spoil the ending, so I won’t discuss too many details.
				

										I will just say this: the “essence” of a human being, or what makes humans human, is a familiar topic in science fiction, starting with Frankenstein (1818). So, I am following a firmly established tradition.
				


									Much of contemporary science fiction imagines futures dominated by empires, corporations, or technologies. What possibilities does the genre offer for imagining resistance and alternative futures?

									In real life, 21st century activists communicate through secure messenger apps on their smartphones (manufactured by big tech corporations but used against them). They can print out banners and flags and have them delivered to the protest site in 24 hours. We see real-time reports of war, genocide, human rights violations on our phones and can call for action, petition, and/or choose to donate on the spot. “Empires” persist but resistance will evolve, thanks to technology. It depends on what we choose to do with what we have. Extrapolate the technological part a bit and you have resistance science fiction.
				


									Do you think Korean science fiction differs from, say, Western science fiction, in its themes and concerns? Some say that the Korean genre focusses more on questions of ethics, coexistence, and so on. Has writing within that tradition shaped your own thinking and work?

									Prominent Korean writers such as Bae Myung-hoon and Kim Bo-young have said that this is because of the recent history of Korea. Koreans have not invaded or colonised others in at least a thousand years or so. But we have experienced countless invasions and we are still recovering from the Japanese annexation in the early 20th century. Also, during the Cold War, when the US and the Soviet Union were developing and promoting science fiction as propaganda tool, Korea was largely excluded due to being devastated by the Korean War and just generally being dirt poor. Korean science fiction started to really bloom only in the 1990s when the world started to reflect on the aftermath of the Cold War, postmodern imperialism, and neocolonialism. I remember learning these critical theories in my literature class.
				

										This self-reflection and ethical demand (so to speak) was once considered a weakness on the part of Korean science fiction. I remember my students complaining that Korean science fiction is “small in scale” and “less exciting” than its Western counterpart. However, it’s been over 30 years since Korean science fiction established itself. Readers are now used to the qualities of Korean science fiction. I hope I can stay a part of that tradition.
				

Red Sword unsettles assumptions about who the real “monsters” are. The Imperials arrive with ready-made narratives about the enemy, but the novel gradually dismantles them. Were you interested in exploring how empires manufacture fear and justify violence?

									I think all tyrants want to create some imaginary enemy. Look at North Korea. And South Korea under military dictatorship in the 1980s was not that different from North Korea either. And now the far-right fascists in South Korea argue that whoever doesn’t agree with the man in power are all “communists” and “colluding with North Korea”.
				

										There are people who just refuse to use their brain. And they want others to stop thinking on their own too (probably because of… jealousy?) So these non-thinking people follow somebody in power unconditionally and claim that everybody who doesn’t worship their dictator is the enemy. Cults and dictatorships have that in common.
				

[image: A painting from the Korean peninsula shows the Japanese landing at Busan. On May 23, 1592, 7,000 Japanese soldiers arrived at the Korean port city of Busan.]

                            A painting from the Korean peninsula shows the Japanese landing at Busan. On May 23, 1592, 7,000 Japanese soldiers arrived at the Korean port city of Busan.
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									Many military science fiction stories still have male heroes, but Red Sword places women—and their networks of care and resistance—at the heart of the narrative. What does sisterhood mean in the world of this novel?

									The historical records of the 1654 and 1658 Korean-Russian military conflict mention women just once, in terms of slaves. Indigenous women who were captured by the Russian military were part of the merchandise the Russians wanted to sell in western Europe. Red Sword is fiction, so I decided to flip reality and make women the soldiers, fighters, and heroes.
				

										When depicting specific scenes, I drew from my own experience of solidarity with various women activists. Women, non-cis male people, especially young people, are changing Korean society. Their solidarity is far and wide and their activism is very strong. I admire them.
				


									What was the most challenging part of writing Red Sword? And do you feel your relationship with storytelling changing as you take on longer forms?

									I had written two novels, The Fox (2008) and Dead Men’s Dreams (2012) before Red Sword. Compared to the previous novels, Red Sword has a looser structure, I think. Russian formalist scholars contended that the short story and the novel are two different genres, and I agree. I’m more of a short story writer than a novelist. I still have no clue how to deal with the long form. I didn’t grow at all. I apologise.
				


									Ghosts return again and again in your work. Why?

									Ghosts are convenient because they can bring back memories and/or explain stories outside the main character’s viewpoint in a wide variety of forms. Ghosts can appear in different body parts, from random places at any time of day (or night). I love ghost stories.
				

										Also, as an Asian, over time I came to realise that ghost stories are closely connected to historical trauma and collective memory. What we could not say out loud because of political pressure or social taboo are often changed or woven into ghost stories. I want to utilise that aspect.
				


									Which writers or artists left a lasting impression on you?

									Park Wan-Seo (sometimes spelt Wan-So, 1931-2011) was a deeply feminist writer who described what it meant to live through historical upheaval as an ordinary woman. She was one of the first women writers who showed Korean readers that “the average person” in a narrative could be a woman. She talks a lot about her mother, who lived under Japanese annexation and later experienced the Korean War, and how the memories and traumas haunted her later in life. The memories come back to her (the mother) in the forms of hallucinations and dreams. These are “ghosts” from the past, but the narrator (the daughter) understands all too well that these are real events from her mother’s real life. Park belonged to the school of realism, but she understood how the past could haunt a person all their lives.
				

										More recently, Han Kang used the trope of the ghost in Human Acts (2014) to depict historical trauma and state violence. So maybe there is something about ghost stories and folklore. I’d like to pursue that.
				

[image: Bora Chung and her English translator, Anton Hur.]

                            Bora Chung and her English translator, Anton Hur.
                                                            | Photo Credit: 
                                Getty Images
                                                    


									Do readers in South Korea and readers elsewhere tend to interpret your work differently?

									My Asian readers (not only Korean readers) remind me that Asia is closer than I realise and we have a lot of things in common. The Asian zodiac, for example, and certain kinds of superstition, such as not cutting one’s fingernails at night. I believe there is a similar taboo in India as well. In general, my Asian readers tend to feel more comfortable with my stories, I think.
				

										My Western readers, on the other hand, sometimes worry that they might be misinterpreting “traditional Korean” elements. I explain that I made everything up and there’s no “traditional Korean symbol” of the giant black bird-monster or something.
				

										I write ghost stories and science fiction. As you know, horror and science fiction are genre literature, which belong to popular literature. Popular literature is entertainment. We read and write genre literature for fun. I hope you have fun.
				


									Your partnership with writer Anton Hur has been remarkable—he has translated virtually all your work into English, and you translated his debut novel Toward Eternity into Korean.

									Anton is a native speaker of Korean, he finished university and military service in Korea, so I don’t have to explain anything to him. The only time Anton sent me questions was when he found out that the citations in “Maria, Gratia Plena” in Your Utopia were wrong. Otherwise, he just works his magic and I don’t bother him. It’s important to trust my translator and not bother him.
				

										He applied the same principle when I was translating his novel. And later he said he was very happy with the Korean translation. I guess the “no touch” rule is working well for both of us.
				


									Without giving too much away, what are you working on now?

									I just finished a novel about vampires fighting AI. The finished product looks very scattered, unstructured, and too emotional but it’s finished. So I’m relieved. It’s in Korean so I’m not sure when, or whether, it will be translated into English or any other language.
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Passage to Ceylon

Gathering travel accounts, from Mark Twain to Arthur Conan Doyle to Mahatma Gandhi, Ajay Kamalakaran assembles a charming collage of colonial Sri Lanka and global history. 
 Published : Aug 11, 2026 19:52 IST  - 6  MINS  READ 
Srikar  Raghavan



                    Dalada Maligawa, or the Temple of the Tooth, in Kandy, Sri Lanka.
                                          | Photo Credit: The Hindu Archives
                                      

Ajay Kamalakaran’s Colombo: Port of Call is a charming collage of historical figures plomping themselves in the Lankan beach capital. Structured as a straightforward collection of the experiences in Colombo of famous personalities—such as Arthur Conan Doyle, Don Bradman, a Siamese prince, and Mahatma Gandhi—they paint an impressionist portrait of the late 19th and early 20th century, giving us a whistle-stop tour of colonial Ceylon, while also showcasing assorted glimpses of world history. We enter a world of steamships, nascent railway lines, stately hotels, and British supremacy, narrated with ease and simplicity. There are several Russians in the cast as well.
Scanning the contents, I instinctively go to the Mark Twain chapter first, which does not disappoint. In fact, I read it twice, just for the laughs. Twain seems to have witnessed a sari for the first time in Ceylon: “Sometimes a woman’s whole dress was but a scarf wound about her person and her head.” His heart breaks when he sees Western attire on local kids, upon which his tone becomes penitential and terribly hilarious. On the subject of Western clothing, Twain declares: “They are a sign; a sign of insincerity; a sign of suppressed vanity; a pretence that we despise gorgeous colours and the graces of harmony and form.… But we do not deceive our neighbour; and when we step into Ceylon, we realize that we have not even deceived ourselves.” Not quite so for the American writer Mary Thorn Carpenter, who finds Colombo bewildering, its racial hierarchies perfectly normal, and clothes worn by its residents “most grotesque”.
[image: In the way hip-hop artistes sample catchy lines from old songs, Kamalakaran has sampled a colourful archive of travelogues and turned them into a motley offering.]

                            In the way hip-hop artistes sample catchy lines from old songs, Kamalakaran has sampled a colourful archive of travelogues and turned them into a motley offering.
                                                    

Colombo: Port of Call
By Ajay Kamalakaran
Penguin
Pages: 312
Price: Rs. 599

Some are names you might have never expected to see landing up in Colombo. You might (like me) jump at the fact that the Russian writer Anton Chekhov once spent two days here in 1890, (allegedly) enjoying an amorous session with a “black-eyed Indian, in a coconut forest, on a moonlit night”. On the other side of that spectrum, Gandhi’s three-week visit to Colombo in 1927 is chastely eventful, bearing the (predictable) motives of preaching austerity, collecting funds, propagating khadi, and decrying the evils of alcohol. Perhaps the most colourful encounter is his meeting with a dozen fashionable Sinhalese ladies in a posh drawing room. Clad in his trademark loincloth, Gandhi “went for them with all the fervour and fire he could command”, urging them to part with their jewellery and to “refuse to be the slaves of your own whims and fancies”.
Lanka a “glorified edition of India”?
A (Christian) woman who requests Gandhi for an autograph encounters an imposed condition: that she must wear khadi at all times. The woman is so perturbed that she would not be able to live by it that she abandons the autograph rather than make an untruthful promise. Kamalakaran also documents Gandhi’s patronising tone in his speeches, which would seem problematic today: for instance, when he says that “what Hinduism did not assimilate of what passes as Buddhism today was not an essential part of the Buddha’s life and his teachings” or that Lanka is a “glorified edition of India”, nothing but “a fragrant, beautiful pearl dropped from the nasal ring of India”.
Gentle trivia is scattered across the book, which will arrest those of the quizzing persuasion. Did you know that Arthur Conan Doyle believed ardently that humans could communicate with the dead? It turns out that he began writing his book The Wanderings of a Spiritualist whilst vacationing in Ceylon, where he meets that classic oriental trope, a snake charmer who also performs a magic trick whereby a naked mango seed is instantly converted into a full-grown plant. Doyle is fairly impressed, though the Sherlock in him posits a solid theory as to how it must have been done.
Indeed, the whole of Doyle’s trip seems to have been an extended exercise in navigating belief systems. He refuses to believe that the famous Temple of the Tooth in Kandy houses the Buddha’s actual tooth. However, regarding a Bodhi tree in Anuradhapura that was allegedly grown from a branch of the original under which the Buddha attained enlightenment, he writes: “[I]ts history is certain and unbroken.”
Doyle was not the only one convinced by the provenance of Anuradhapura, a city abandoned in the 11th century after facing constant invasions from southern India. The Belgian travel writer Jules Leclercq, who visited Ceylon in 1900, also believed that its Buddhist history was preserved immaculately: “The Sinhalese, in contrast to the Hindus and Javanese, possess perfectly authentic annals known as the Mahavamsa….” The Mahavamsa, which claims that the Buddha visited Lanka thrice, was translated into English in the 19th century; one mistranslation went to the extent of asserting that the Buddha was born in Lanka. As a hard fact, though, it is unlikely that the Buddha ever saw an ocean in his lifetime.
The choppy waters of imperial history are always at the backdrop of the narrative. The American industrialist Andrew Carnegie (expectedly) pronounces Ceylon to be “the best example of English government in the world, England herself not excepted”. Something unfolding halfway across the empire can exercise unpredictable ripples on our little island. When the Egyptian revolutionary Urabi Pasha is captured by the British in 1881, he is exiled to Colombo for almost two decades, where his presence paves the way for the establishment of the first modern Muslim educational institutions in Sri Lanka.
The book is best enjoyed as a dippable beverage you can keep dunking into, for not all the chapters are equally interesting. The one on Hirohito, “A Japanese Crown Prince on a Tightly Guarded Visit”, is as terse as its headline. Also unfortunately minimal is the chapter on the American dancer Jane Sherman, which becomes (mostly) about her troubles with tropical heat, the resultant acne on her face, weight gain, and suchlike. There is a small chapter on the Russian philosopher and artist Nicholas Roerich, who finds some spiritual and artistic inspiration in Ceylon, but we learn that the island features little in his work since Roerich’s deepest (Buddhist) curiosity seems to have been discovering the lost Himalayan kingdom of Shambala.
In the way hip-hop artistes sample catchy lines from old songs, Kamalakaran has sampled a colourful archive of travelogues and turned them into a motley offering. His affection and love for the city are amply evident. Colombo becomes a fine excuse to explore a tapestry of complicated pasts; a heavy cup of dark cinnamon coffee to complement it would be an equally fine choice. 
Srikar Raghavan is the author of Rama Bhima Soma: Cultural Investigations into Modern Karnataka.
Also Read | Book of fools
Also Read | To Sri Lanka, with love
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This timely compilation of essays reveals how historical debates on India’s industrial policy continue to resonate with contemporary questions of structural transformation, state capacity, gender justice, and employment.
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                    At a knitwear unit in Tiruppur district, a file photograph.
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Today, industrial policy is widely regarded as an indispensable tool as governments navigate protectionist and strategic trade policies, rapid technological shifts, and geopolitical instabilities. For much of the late 20th and early 21st centuries, though, it was viewed with considerable scepticism.
The economist Padmini Swaminathan’s book, India’s Industrial Policy: A Reassessment, makes a timely and valuable contribution to the debate on industrialisation in India. The book compiles Swaminathan’s published writings into four sections: industrial policy in colonial Tamil Nadu; post-Independence attempts at industrialisation; the link between industrial growth, employment, and education; and the centrality of gender in economic development.
[image: This book offers a fine-grained analysis of colonial policies, followed by a specific study of the growth and development of industry in post-Independence Tamil Nadu. ]
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India’s Industrial Policy—A Reassessment: Growth, Employment, and Gender Justice in Tamil Nadu
By Padmini Swaminathan
Primus Books
Pages: 540
Price: Rs.1,250

Drawing extensively on archival sources, the book offers a fine-grained analysis of colonial policies, followed by a specific study of the growth and development of industry in post-Independence Tamil Nadu. The chapter “State Intervention in Industrialization: A Case Study of the Madras Presidency” traces the tensions between imperial interests and the provincial government over the creation of an industrial base in the Madras Presidency in the 1900s. The provincial government was in favour of establishing a Department of Industries, an initiative championed by a British engineer, Sir Alfred Chatterton. Chatterton introduced several important initiatives, including the establishment of the Aluminium Department at the Madras School of Arts. He is also credited for his extensive experiments in handloom weaving and the introduction of chrome tanning in India.
The imperial government deferred the recommendations owing to vehement opposition from the European mercantile community, even though Chatterton asserted that “[t]he welfare of Great Britain is intimately bound up with the prosperity of its great Indian empire… it is of vital importance to the expansion of our trade with India that industries should be developed out there…”. The mercantile community was keen on confining the government’s involvement to the provision of technical education rather than the development of local industrial capabilities. The chapter informs the reader about the competing priorities that shaped industrial policy in colonial India and the lack of coherence in constituting it.
Swaminathan’s account of manufacturing in colonial prisons is another illuminating example of historical antipathy towards state intervention in production. The chapter explores a topic that has received little attention in the literature on industrial policy, and informs the reader about the tensions between private capital and state-run prison industries and the state’s role as both producer and regulator.
The second theme examines post-Independence attempts at industrialisation, through a detailed analysis of sectors and firms such as the knitwear cluster in Tamil Nadu and the TVS Group. It critically discusses how many of the liberalisation policies were adopted on the assumption that self-regulating markets would lead India towards successful industrialisation, an expectation that did not materialise. The theme foregrounds one of the book’s central questions: how can state capacity be strengthened through active collaboration with the private sector to promote industrial development?
The chapter on the TVS Group offers insights into the nature of R&D expenditure in Indian manufacturing companies. Swaminathan argues that R&D in India, much of it undertaken through foreign collaborations, has largely been adapted to suit domestic needs and is not genuinely innovative. The book highlights the importance of state-capital linkages in fostering successful industrialisation, including financing R&D. Through her analysis of the Tiruppur knitwear industry, Swaminathan draws attention to the importance of studying industrial clusters regionally, focussing on local production networks. This perspective, in my view, remains underappreciated in contemporary industrial policymaking.
One of the book’s most significant contributions to the discussion on industrial policies is the suggestion that a business house/group is considered a unit of analysis. Swaminathan opines that industrialists seek to make the maximum profits in the shortest possible time. This pattern of thinking appears to shape investment decisions of entrepreneurs even today. The argument is particularly compelling considering that our successful startups depend on organising abundant low-cost labour and not globally developing technologies. This also makes the reader curious about the relative paucity of enterprise studies in India, which would significantly deepen our understanding of firm strategy and managerial capitalism.
One cannot agree more with Swaminathan when she quotes the Turkish economist Dani Rodrik: “It is not the lack of trained scientists and engineers, absence of R&D labs or inadequate protection of intellectual property that restricts the innovation that is needed to restructure the low-income economies. Innovation is undercut instead by lack of demand from its potential users in the real economy—the entrepreneurs.”
The subsequent themes take us through the link between industrial growth, employment, and education, while situating it in a gendered context of development. The chapters on technical education and industrial development in the Madras Presidency is a valuable historical document of how technical education was conceptualised in colonial India. The book describes how the provincial government viewed instruction in industrial schools as inadequate unless it was supplemented by practical training in workshops. In doing so, it highlights the persistent mismatch between industry requirements and technical education. The historical debates in the book thus resonate strongly with contemporary discussions on skill and industrial policy.
While examining the circumstances that shaped the expansion of women’s higher education, Swaminathan observes that there has been exclusion of women from areas and careers traditionally defined as male domains, and underscores the persistence of gendered occupational segregation. The book asserts that both the formal and informal linkages between higher and technical education and industry are essential to develop a robust industrial research ecosystem. While vocational training institutions can help address skill mismatches, the larger challenge is that of generating formal employment at scale.
The book further explores the role of unpaid labour in India’s development process. If a significant percentage of women continue to work as unpaid family helpers and if this is an “inevitable consequence of economic growth”, Swaminathan’s concerns remain deeply pertinent. Indeed, women’s unpaid labour subsidises the cost of development in this country.
Swaminathan also challenges the inadequacy of our development paradigm, which assumes that providing access to education can, by itself, empower women and their agency. Furthermore, the state relies on women workers to achieve its various objectives in healthcare and education even as it denies them the status of worker. The continuing struggles of front-line workers such as Accredited Social Health Activists is a case in point. The book also critically looks at the state’s attempt to ensure gender justice and observes that making development work for women and children remains a rather unfinished and ongoing agenda.
At over 500 pages, India’s Industrial Policy is a substantial read and an important and timely compilation of Swaminathan’s scholarship. Given the book’s detailed engagement with industrial policy, a discussion on labour regulations and workplace safety, and the evolution of the state’s regulatory response to it, would have added value. In a world increasingly shaped by AI and digital technologies, the book underscores the necessity of an industrial policy that strengthens the state capacity to coordinate investment.
Swaminathan contemplates early on in the book whether she has been able to contextualise the papers to highlight their continuing relevance. She succeeds admirably in this feat. India’s Industrial Policy demonstrates that historical debates on industrial policy continue to resonate with contemporary questions of structural transformation, especially the urgent challenge of generating decent employment, particularly for the growing population of educated youth. It will prove to be a valuable resource for students, researchers, and above all, policymakers interested in understanding India’s industrial development and its future trajectory. 
Chinju Johny teaches at Azim Premji University, Bengaluru.
Also Read | Invisible labour
Also Read | Skill India grounded: Problems plague technical training ecosystem
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Uncounted lives

Written as a conversational, experiential narrative, Dr Ramani Atkuri’s book turns her work in the tribal heartland into stories that expose the hidden costs of India’s healthcare system.
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Vandana PrasadVandana Prasad is a public health professional engaged in community policy-level interventions for three decades.



                    After a government mass sterilisation camp in Bilaspur, Chhattisgarh. 
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The inadequacies of India’s healthcare system are an oft-repeated refrain in civil society and policy advocacy circles and are quite familiar to those engaged with providing healthcare services directly. Yet, the book Staying Alive: Dispatches from the Margins offers an unusual voice and depth that demands that it be read and reread to keep our humanity refreshed.
The author, Dr Ramani Atkuri, a public health physician with decades of experience working in the underserved tribal areas of central India, writes the book as a conversational, experiential narrative, bringing burning contemporary issues that plague the public health system into lay public view through human stories in which both the suffering and resilience of ordinary people shine bright.
The stories, documented meticulously with rich thick description, give voice to the vicissitudes—and sometimes victories, against all odds—that are experienced by Dr Atkuri’s patients. She plays the part of the physician but is also witness, fellow traveller, and ally. These stories are then analysed with a more scholarly lens, using macro and micro data, which illustrates how these are not merely anecdotal experiences but generalisable and critical in terms of health outcomes as well as human rights. By applying a mature and balanced structural and systemic lens to these episodes, Dr Atkuri ensures that poor outcomes are ascribed to their full range of determinants rather than relegated to individual choices and behaviours as has been the more convenient approach in some public health analyses.
Conventionally, analyses of the status of health and healthcare systems in India interrogate the lack of sufficient financial allocations, infrastructure, human resources, drugs, and diagnostics. However, the 12 chapters of this book carefully also select “orphaned” issues that often escape attention although they are highly relevant and deserving of it.
The book opens with an accomplished overview and introduction that explains the basics of the healthcare system and its context to lay readers. The first chapter, relating to the high burden of disease in the tribal areas of central India, takes us through the stories of Hiramani, a “barely conscious” 12-year-old with untreated epilepsy who fell into a fire during a seizure and suffered severe burns; a 7-year-old with advanced TB, now too malnourished to even walk; and a 25-year-old and her baby, both with untreated TB, which the baby does not survive. The subsequent sections of the chapter trace, through data, the complex epidemiological transitions whereby poor people, especially those belonging to SC and ST groups, struggle with both communicable and non-communicable diseases and face very high inequity in morbidity.
[image: This book stands on a cusp between an academic work and narrative semi-biographical non-fiction; this is also its unique quality and advantage.]
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Staying Alive: Dispatches from the Margins
By Ramani Atkuri
Pan Macmillan
Pages: 296
Price: Rs. 499

This chapter particularly challenges prevalent notions of “health-seeking behaviour” that attribute delays largely to ignorance or lack of concern. Instead, it details systemic factors such as the unavailability of transport, poor quality of care (including alienation and disrespect experienced in medical facilities), and out-of-pocket expenditure in both public and private facilities. It recounts, for instance, how a study in Chhattisgarh in 2024 showed that the out-of-pocket expenses in private hospitals were “nearly 10 times higher than in public hospitals” and catastrophic health expenditures at a dramatic 75 per cent compared with the 12 per cent in public hospitals.
The second chapter raises the important issues of migration and its impact on health and access to care. We read about Bhima Sahu, a migrant from Odisha who could not get his TB medication despite having a TB ID card because he did not have an Aadhaar card with a local address. He eventually dies and is cremated at his worksite in Surat by his co-workers since his family can neither afford to transport his body back home nor come to Surat themselves. We read the shocking account of 18-year-old Prem Kumar, whose right hand was mangled in a machine, as he tries to obtain a disability certificate twice unsuccessfully from the Civil Hospital. The third time, Dr Atkuri herself accompanies him, but even she, a doctor, cannot get the medical officer concerned to issue a disability certificate because Prem’s name did not correspond with the caste mentioned in his local Aadhaar card! The chapter effectively details occupational health issues such as hearing loss and grievous injuries that the health system has constantly been ignoring, and how little it would take to prevent a large proportion of this morbidity.
Multiple barriers to access
Chapter 3 speaks of common communicable diseases, again with TB featuring as a leading cause alongside malaria. One story follows Lakshmi as she climbs a mountain out of the valley, then walks to the NGO clinic, is referred to the district hospital for a chest X-ray, walks 5 km to the nearest bus stop, misses the only bus for the day, walks an additional 2 km to another route, catches a bus that takes 2.5 hours to the district headquarters and is sent back from the district hospital with a prescription for some antibiotics that she cannot afford. In another, Sukhram walks 50 km to access care for TB. There is also the heart-rending account of 7-year-old Arsinga whose spine had collapsed from untreated TB, leaving him paralysed until he was rehabilitated at Dr Atkuri’s clinic. On TB, Dr Atkuri notes that diagnosis, on average, required 8–11 visits and came 7–9 weeks after the onset of symptoms, with catastrophic costs in about 30–60 per cent of the cases. Chapters 4 and 7 raise the neglected issues of snakebites, animal attacks, accidents, and displacement from forest lands as major causes of ill health.
Since Reproductive and Child Health (RCH) and nutrition have been major focus areas for national health programmes, these issues—dealt with in Chapters 5 and 6—are better known, though no less tragic. There is a welcome focus on abortions as a major cause of maternal morbidity and mortality, and on the contradictions between the Protection of Children from Sexual Offences Act and providing healthcare to pregnant teenagers. The real-life descriptions throughout the book—of people with BMIs as low as 11 (considered “incompatible with life”), of body weights of 20–30 kg, and 25 per cent of an entire State having BMIs below 18.5—are a stark reminder of the scourge of hunger in our country. Six-year-old Bishnu Baiga feeding his two-year-old brother crushed garlic in water all day to assuage his hunger, while their parents work in the fields, is an image that should jolt us into action.
Chapter 8 is entirely dedicated to roads, bridges, and transportation—another theme running through the entire book. The images are familiar to those who work in such areas: patients being carried on cots across raging waist-high rivers, a seven-month pregnant woman walking 4 km down a mountain to reach a road, motorcycles functioning as ambulances wherever they can reach. Yet, Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, and Jharkhand, we are told, have no State transport in the areas being described. Here again, it is striking that an intervention as simple as building a bridge can go unimplemented for decades.
Chapter 10, on digitisation as a barrier to access, is perhaps the most critical and current simply because it pertains to a problem that is entirely created by the system and is therefore entirely fixable by the system, should it choose to act. Story after story unfolds to show how the poorest and most vulnerable, living in areas of the poorest connectivity, with hardly any access to Android phones, are unable to access their entitlements due to lack of documentation, Aadhaar, e-KYC, failures of facial recognition, proof of being “alive”, and numerous other hurdles.
Meanwhile, front-line workers struggle to perform their functions, spending hours trying to negotiate the online systems that are now ubiquitous and completely inflexible. In several chapters, the author celebrates, without romanticising, the resilience, capacities, and under-utilised potential of healthcare workers, ranging from the good Dr Gupta plodding on as the sole doctor of a community health centre with nine posts lying vacant, to Auxiliary Nurse Midwives, anganwadi workers, and Accredited Social Health Activists, to dais (midwives) and “informal” or indigenous healthcare providers who are often the only ones at hand, and who suffer the ire of the public as the face of all that ails the healthcare system.
Dr Atkuri adds the important insight that violence rarely occurs where there has been respectful and honest communication with patients and families who can well perceive whether effort has been made, even if it fails. She makes a good case for a focus on mid-level healthcare providers to fill the current staffing gaps, citing the examples of successful State-led experiments like the Rural Medical Corps of Chhattisgarh. Finally, the book acknowledges the contributions of civil society groups with which the author has been associated, in bringing all these issues to the fore and creating effective solutions that now demand attention for mainstreaming and scale-up.
If one were to venture any suggestions at all for subsequent editions, they would perhaps all pertain to tighter editing: to remove a few referencing errors and repetitions and update outdated data (for example, NFHS-4 data is used for institutional deliveries on page 170). However, these are minor details, and do not by any means detract from the richness of a book that encapsulates the ethos and ethic of how medicine should be practised.
In sum, the book stands on a cusp between an academic work and narrative semi-biographical non-fiction; this is also its unique quality and advantage. I would not hesitate to prescribe it as necessary reading for medical and public health students, but more importantly, it needs to be read by the lay urban, educated elite too, to create a long-awaited solidarity with those less fortunate than themselves. 
Dr Vandana Prasad is a community pediatrician and public health professional working for over three decades with vulnerable communities, especially in tribal areas.
Also Read | Health matters
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Shuma Raha’s latest novel explores the emotional afterlife of #MeToo, while asking whose stories of sexual violence are heard, and pursued.
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The Sea Has the Answers is set against the backdrop of the #MeToo movement in India.
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At first glance, The Sea Has the Answers seems to be a novel set against the backdrop of the #MeToo movement in India. But in Shuma Raha’s remarkable telling, the accusations themselves are only the beginning. The novel focusses instead on the wreckage they leave behind: of fractured marriages, identities, and certainties.
Including in its ambit themes such as the rise of majoritarian politics, religious fanaticism, moral policing, and the persistence of patriarchy in India, The Sea Has the Answers is a searingly political novel that is as much about consent and betrayal as it is about the slow, difficult task of (un)becoming oneself.
The Sea Has the Answers
By Shuma Raha
Niyogi Books
Pages: 380
Price: Rs.595

The protagonist Urmimala Das’ elegant, upper-class life is shattered when several former colleagues accuse her husband, the celebrated CEO of a leading advertising agency, of sexual harassment. Unable to reconcile the man she knew with the allegations against him, she retreats to a quiet seaside town, away from the noise. What unfolds there is a painstaking journey towards self-realisation, the rediscovery of desire, and an unsettling reckoning with the assumptions that had long sustained her marriage and sense of self. In shifting the narrative away from the spectacle of accusation to the intimate aftermath of patriarchal violence, Raha is able to offer a nuanced meditation on complicity, intimacy, and the emotional afterlife of #MeToo.
The novel analyses marriage as a site of knowledge, about the self and others. The public allegations against Urmimala’s husband unsettle everything she believed she knew about the man around whom she had built her life. Raha explores the uneasy relationship between intimacy and ignorance, asking what remains of love when it comes up against unacknowledged or half-acknowledged truths.
The novel lingers on the uncomfortable possibility that love, particularly within a conventional marriage, might be sustained, among other things, by selective vision, cultivated silences, and everyday compromises. In doing so, it underlines how marriage, as an institution shaped by patriarchal expectations, obscures the workings of patriarchy. However, Raha does not present a unipolar version of events. She switches between multiple perspectives, allowing readers to inhabit the minds of those implicated in the crisis in different ways. Particularly compelling are the sections from the accused husband’s point of view. Instead of reducing him to a villain, Raha offers a disturbing portrait of a man who misunderstands consent while diligently curating an image of himself as a devoted husband, responsible father, and respectable public figure.
Through the dissonance between his self-perception and predatory behaviour, the novel presents its sharpest insight into how patriarchal entitlement operates, not as something spectacularly evil but as social licence given as a matter of course and accepted as such by the recipient.
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Equally illuminating is the perspective of the teenage daughter, whose eagerness to let things return to normal in her family reveals the intimate costs of public reckonings. She expects her mother to forgive and reconcile with her father eventually; she too is committed to preserving the familial institution even when its foundations have been irrevocably shaken. By juxtaposing such perspectives, Raha resists moral simplification and judgment.
Sobering reminder
With the emotional aftermath of the #MeToo allegations still lingering, Raha introduces one more tragedy: the rape of a minor girl by a powerful local godman. This parallel narrative widens the novel’s political canvas, revealing the uneven geography of justice in contemporary India, where visibility, credibility, and the possibility of legal redress are deeply shaped by class.
While the online testimonies of educated, middle-class corporate women can bring down a celebrated CEO, even if temporarily, the impoverished family of the minor survivor has to spend months just to lodge an FIR. In placing these stories side by side, Raha reminds us that sexual violence is never experienced, recognised, or adjudicated equally.
This sobering reminder is the novel’s crux. The Sea Has the Answers refuses to celebrate #MeToo as a universal feminist triumph, exposing instead its uneven reach in a deeply stratified society. It asks painful but necessary questions: Whose testimony gets heard? Who has the language, platforms, and institutional support to seek justice, and who must struggle to get heard? The result is a powerful critique of the classed and urban-centric contours of the contemporary feminist narrative.
By the end, what the sea of the title offers is only the quiet insistence that some truths, once confronted, make returning to the old certainties impossible. The Sea Has the Answers goes far beyond its immediate context in the #MeToo protest. It reminds us that stopping sexual violence is never merely about exposing individuals; rather, it is about dismantling the social worlds that made their existence possible.
Anjali Chauhan is a feminist researcher and writer based in New Delhi.
Also Read | Desire, loneliness, and danger in Delhi
Also Read | Breaking free from the superwoman myth
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In her debut collection, Sucheta Dasgupta firmly foregrounds women, recording their voices, fighting erasure, and celebrating autonomy.
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                    Dasgupta imagines life narratives as the means through which women reclaim their place in the world.
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On a hot July afternoon, four women walk into a bar. What sounds like the set-up for a joke is the organising principle of Sucheta Dasgupta’s debut fiction collection, Ladies’ Night. The rule is simple: whoever has a story earns a free drink, whoever cannot come up with one must buy the table a round. What follows is an afternoon of competing narratives, whose larger enquiry is into who manages to get their voices heard, remembered, and passed on.
The women are not given names but represented by a defining characteristic. So, we have Bubbly, Gaunt, Obnoxious, and the White-Haired Woman. The fifth main character is Bengal, whose landscapes, rhythms, architecture, food, and cultural memory shape every other story.
Ladies’ Night
By Sucheta Dasgupta
Running Head Books LLP
Pages: 244
Price: Rs.499

Dasgupta is not a writer in a hurry. A journalist, editor, columnist, and translator of the Bengali author Trailokyanath Mukhopadhyay, she spent more than two decades working with language before arriving at fiction. The patience shows. For all its formal restlessness—the stories combine realism, satire, myth retelling, fantasy, dreams, meta-fiction—Ladies’ Night rarely feels scattered. These are stories that have had time to find their shape. At their centre are women who have long been spoken about rather than listened to; Dasgupta’s project is to restore their voice. As Gaunt says, she is “invested in women being true and free”. This could be the book’s thesis.
Grand aspirations and mundane reality
The range of Ladies’ Night becomes clear early on. In one of the collection’s most formally inventive stories, a blind courtesan famed for her beauty vows to marry whoever brings her the perfect bed. No suitor’s offering satisfies her. Until a carpenter named Moon sends his son to the city, changing the terms of the quest entirely. What follows moves through magic portals, impossible vistas, and riddles about love and vulnerability before resolving into a mythic story about the origins of the day, the night, and the phases of the moon. Dasgupta closes it with a Venn diagram of suitor archetypes. The comic and the cosmic sit together without strain. Female longing here is cosmological in scale.
Elsewhere, Dasgupta shifts to boisterous fantasy. In “Bigfoot”, a socially awkward woman serves as assistant to Chitragupta, the divine record-keeper wrestling with impostor syndrome and bureaucratic drudgery. Dasgupta’s women are always caught between grand aspiration and mundane reality.
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The collection’s ghost stories strike a more melancholic note. In “Chet’s Boudoir”, a hidden diary preserves the voice of a daughter who felt unseen in life and asks to be remembered after death. The story distills one of the book’s central concerns: the fear of being forgotten. That theme has its most ambitious expression in the “No Shit, Sherlock” sequence, where a journalist investigates the death of a colleague whose feminist writing was ignored, distorted, and nearly erased. The ghost and the journalist perform the same task: recovering voices that would usually go unheard.
Towards self-revelation
The final story belongs to Chet, a journalist who has fought her way to independence, and to a stray dog named Babakukur, who wanders into her life at just the right moment. What passes between them, and what Chet understands from it about her own choices, is the quietest, most perfect ending Dasgupta could have chosen. After giving us 18 stories of women who are silenced, forgotten, or constrained, she closes not with defiance but with something harder to pin down.
The stories in Ladies’ Night are not interchangeable anecdotes passed around a table; they function as extensions of the women who tell them, revealing things about their personalities. Gaunt’s stories repeatedly gravitate towards grief, self-doubt, memory, and women struggling to reconcile freedom with obligation. Her tales are populated by daughters, dreamers, and outsiders who are haunted as much by unrealised possibilities as by actual losses. Obnoxious, by contrast, favours stories rooted in argument, public life, and social observation. Her narratives frequently return to journalistic themes such as migration, intellectual rivalry, and the tensions between personal conviction and institutional power.
Bubbly’s stories are the most playful and speculative, wandering into science fiction, dreams, ghosts, and absurdity, suggesting a personality less interested in certainty than in imaginative possibilities. The White-Haired woman tells just one story, but it is precisely placed: womanhood, it suggests, is the unacknowledged force on which everything else rests. Collectively, the stories serve as steps in the gradual process of self-revelation.
If they have a weakness, it is the excessive attention given to the creation of settings. Dasgupta’s imagination is undeniably rich, but the collection occasionally mistakes accumulation for depth. Many stories waste time on anecdotes and expositions before reaching the emotional or intellectual question at the centre. While this expansiveness can evoke the rhythms of oral storytelling, it also risks diffusing the force of otherwise compelling insights. The tendency towards over-furnished prose is one of the self-imposed limitations of the collection.
Ladies’ Night is less a conventional short story collection than an extended argument about storytelling itself. Dasgupta imagines life narratives as the means through which women reclaim their place in the world. The formal experimentation might occasionally divert attention away from the emotional core, but the author never fails to assert her belief in the power of stories to give voice to the overlooked.
Aditi Mishra is a Youth for Tech Futures Fellow at the Youth for Digital Cultures Lab.
Also Read | The quiet cage
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The Red Badge
Rajesh R. Varma, translated by J. Devika
Harper Perennial India
Rs.599
Set in Kerala, the story explores the demons of the caste system through the lens of a privileged schoolboy’s expectations. “[A] chilling record of a memory that might actually belong to the future,” says the blurb.

.
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Redtooth
Satyajit Sarna
Simon and Schuster India
Rs.399
This folk horror story follows a group of inexperienced trekkers making its way to Goecha La in Sikkim in winter. Even as tensions simmer among them, they are trapped by the inclement weather in a mountain hut.

.
.
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City of Widows
Nadia Hashimi
William Morrow
Rs.599
It features Afghan women who refuse to sell their souls to the Taliban. Described as The Kite Runner for a new generation, City of Widows marks the internationally bestselling author’s return to Afghanistan in her work.

.
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Survivors of the Darkness
Wesam Afifa, translated by Husam
Almadhoun
LeftWord Books
Rs.350
Osama, a Gaza-born journalist held in Israel from March 2024 to October 2025, catalogues 20 months of systematic  cruelty. Fellow journalist Wesam Afifa lets Osama’s story unfold almost entirely from within its pain, with minimal authorial comment.

.
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Policing the Republic
Yashovardhan Azad
Bloomsbury
Rs.699
Drawing on four decades in intelligence and law enforcement, Yashovardhan Azad interrogates the Indian state from within, exposing the nexus of politics, crime, and institutional erosion, and offering hard-nosed structural reform solutions.

.
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Homo Philosophicus
Sundar Sarukkai
Context
Rs.699
Spanning Nyaya logic, Buddhist thought, and Western metaphysics, this book frames philosophy as an essential human instinct and demonstrates how ancient abstract ideas still govern our contemporary social realities, language, and everyday actions.

Fiction
Cool Machine
Colson Whitehead
Fleet
.
It Will Come Back to You
Sigrid Nunez
Virago
.
The Fallen Trees Are Also the Forest
Alejandra Kamiya, translated by Daniel Hahn
Pushkin Press
.
Twilight in Musashino
Seicho Matsumoto, translated by Jesse Kirkwood
Penguin Modern Classics
.
Non-fiction
The Story of Your Life: How Social Media Shapes the Way We Experience Everything
Kathryn Jezer-Morton
Viking
.
You Won’t Get Free of It: Stories of Mothers and Daughters
Rachel Aviv
Knopf
.
A Sudden Flicker of Light: A Revisionist History of Movies
David Thompson
Simon & Schuster
.
Demagogues and Despots: Democracies on the Brink
John Keane
Hurst Books
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The shadow realm exerted a great influence on our ancestors, and affects us too. But we would rather not talk about it.
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                    A foggy winter morning in Kolkata’s Maidan seems to open up a portal to a shadowy world.
                                          | Photo Credit: Getty Images/iStock
                                      

As a journalist, I’ve travelled around the world, written about places and people. But there are always some experiences that stay in the margins, never making it to the final copy.
Some years ago, I was on a writing residency in the town of Petrozavodsk, in the Russian far north. The town cradles a narrow bay, a tongue of water that detaches from the main body of Lake Onega. As a guest from overseas, I was put up in a centuries-old mansion, where the poet Gavriil Derzhavin had once lived.
Nothing of the original interiors of the mansion remained. As Derzhavin had written: “The river of time in its striving / Carries away all the affairs of people / And drowns in the abyss of oblivion.” When the house had passed to the cultural organisation that invited me, it had done the house up in a manner straight out of an IKEA catalogue, with particle board shelves and beige sofas. It had two storeys and a basement, with only the last retaining some features of the original.
I was the sole resident in my bedroom in the upper floor. That first night I felt the dislocation that all long-distance travellers experience. Twenty-four hours ago I was in my home in Hyderabad, and now I was up here, not far from the Arctic Circle, looking out onto the city square with its giant statue of Lenin, droplets rolling off his bald pate. It was a rainy evening, suffused with the deep blue of the summer twilight.
Before leaving, the programme coordinator told me that the tap for drinking water was in the basement. In the course of the night, I realised that I had to take the winding staircase to the basement to find water.
At the final turn of the staircase, I felt that someone was right behind me. As I turned, I had the feeling of stepping into a pocket of ice-cold air. And immediately, that primeval part of the brain blared out its warning, There is something else here. The feeling lasted only for a few seconds, but I remember it with utter clarity, engraved as it is in my memory.
[image: Lenin Square in Petrozavodsk, Russia.]

                            Lenin Square in Petrozavodsk, Russia.
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The next morning, the programme coordinator came by. After some pleasantries, she asked me how I’d slept. She must have seen something on my face, for she asked: “You went into the basement, didn’t you?” I mumbled something in reply. “And it was there?” “Yes,” I said.
“We have another apartment. It’s a bit further out, and smaller, but would you take it?” she asked. I moved out that day itself.
***
In his essay “The Weird and the Eerie”, Mark Fisher says that the “the weird is constituted by a presence—the presence of that which does not belong” while “The eerie, by contrast, is constituted by a failure of absence or by a failure of presence”. Something present where there should have been nothing, but what is it?
Once, while working on a graphic novel, I travelled to Kolkata for research. I was staying in a red-brick bari (house) whose top floor had been turned into an Airbnb. It was owned by a genteel family with whom I subsequently became well-acquainted as I stayed in the property multiple times. The very first time, I had arrived in the late evening and carried my bag up the steps to the garret room.
As I opened the door and beheld the room with its four-poster bed and venerable teak bureau, I had a sudden presentiment that if I opened the bureau door, a child concealed within would jump out with a yell. A practical joke. So strong was the effect of this mental image that had come unbidden that I immediately went across the room and threw open the door. No child lying in ambush. Yet, there was that initial, overwhelming, undeniable impression that something was “off”.
Later I spoke to the butler, ye olde family retainer, who looked after the guests. After some hesitation he admitted that a ghost child haunted the house, that he had seen it himself as a shadow on the wall. Sometimes he had felt it on the steps leading up, and sometimes he had heard its cry in the night. A “failure of absence”, as Fisher would say.
What can we make of all this? We think of stories and urban legends which a friend of a cousin has heard from his uncle, and so on. In Indian Ghost Stories, first published in 1917, the author S. Mukherji declaims: “Nothing is more common in India than seeing a ghost. Every one of us has seen a ghost at some period of his existence; and if we have not actually seen one, some other person has, and has given us such a vivid description that we cannot but believe to be true what we hear.” Perhaps this was true of the time when the book was published, when the electric light was just about banishing the shadows. But now, with the glow of the smartphone eating up the darkness everywhere, very few directly experience this twitching of the veil.
[image: Are ghostly presences a “failure of absence”?]
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I have read hundreds of ghost stories, both for pleasure and for professional reasons, as a writer of speculative fiction. All these stories come with a structure: a set-up, an escalation, a denouement, and usually an explanation. This structure is altogether missing from my own personal encounters, which are sensory experiences as deeply felt in the nerves as by the rational mind.
***
In The First Ghosts, Professor Irving Finkel traces the appearance of spectral figures to at least around 50,000 BCE, when the first deliberate burials took place. He writes: “It is only the early human mind that grew to strive against the prospect of the final annihilation of self, a hallmark rebellion that became hardwired into, and always an essential element of, human nature.” The ancients were sure that something survived the end of the physical body. The corollary was that the something could always return to the land of the living.
Finkel’s work is about the time the first recorded ghosts enter history, through the Mesopotamians, whose clay form tablets offer wonderful examples. This, he says, happened around 4,000 years ago, when Goddess Nintu slaughtered the God of Intelligence. And then,
Nintu mixed clay
With his flesh and blood.
They heard the drumbeat forever after
A ghost came into existence from the
god’s flesh,
and She proclaimed it as his living sign.
Finkel writes: “When he dies and his flesh and blood return to clay, the etemmu endures as what we would call his ghost.”
The shadow realm exerted great influence on our ancestors, and affects us too. Yet it does not sit well with our modern sensibilities, which stress on science and progress. The Jungian scholar James Hollis, in Hauntings: Dispelling the Ghosts Who Run Our Lives, finds it in the presence of the past in our lives. In Hollis’ take, one may be haunted, not by the remnant of a dead god but by a messed-up relationship with one’s parents or by a failure to live up to the authentic life one dreamt of when young. “These ghosts that haunt us are the conflicted parts of our own inner being and they are able to destroy relationships and happiness and make life feel that it is not worth living.” In this reading, your mind itself is a haunted house, with doors leading to places that should have remained unvisited.
***
There are those who seek explanations, even within a paranormal framework. In that Russian town, I visited the local library a few days after I’d moved out of the mansion. Leafing through a volume of city history, I spotted a black-and-white photograph and realised I’d seen the same scene from my window. I could see the statue and the mansion in the background. The soldiers who clustered and smiled at the camera in the picture wore the Nazi insignia. During the Second World War, Petrozavodsk was occupied by a combined German and Finnish force. The cellars of the mansion were used as torture chambers.
But all this is perhaps unnecessary. As Fisher says: “The eerie concerns the unknown; when knowledge is achieved, the eerie disappears.”
Jaideep Unudurti is a freelance journalist and graphic novelist.
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