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LAST YEAR, The New Yorker ran an article titled ‘The Family Fallout of DNA Surprises’. The strapline spelled out the story: “Through genetic testing, millions of Americans are estimated to have discovered that their parents aren’t who they thought. The news has upended relationships and created a community looking for answers.”

With websites like Ancestry.com and FamilySearch.org becoming popular, more and more families in the west are digging into their roots and discovering surprises.


The big upset came a decade ago when the then Archbishop of Canterbury Justin Welby found out that his father was not Gavin Welby, a whisky salesman, but Sir Anthony Montague Browne, prime minister Sir Winston Churchill’s last private secretary. Welby took the DNA test willingly after The Telegraph approached him with research it had carried out into his family background.

If Indian families go mainstream on DNA sites, we might end up with enough storylines for a few movies, series and books, I guess. What with Indian migration going on for centuries now, imagine the layers that could be added to these plots.


For example, wouldn’t this make for a fantastic storyline: a Georgian Orthodox Christian queen was widowed, and then taken captive by a shah when he invaded her kingdom in 1614. In 1624, he executed her after she refused to convert. He then married two of her daughters.



An Augustinian monk secretly exhumed the queen’s remains and carried them to a country across the seas. There, he buried her in a black stone casket in one of the great cathedrals of the Augustinian order. In the 1800s, the cathedral was abandoned and fell into ruin. In the 21st century, archaeologists found three skeletal remains in a ruined cathedral and handed them over to DNA scientists. One of them was the queen.


Senior Assistant Editor Pratul Sharma’s gripping cover article begins with the facts of this fairytale. The queen was Ketevan of Khaketi in modern Georgia. The shah was Shah Abbas I of Persia. The princesses married in captivity were Marta and Helen. The Augustinian monk reburied the queen in the Church of St Augustine, Old Goa, in 1627.

The Archaeological Survey of India found the remains in 2005, and the scientists at the Centre for Cellular and Molecular Biology, Hyderabad, identified the queen. In 2017, the queen’s remains were sent to Georgia for veneration and returned in 2018.


In July 2021, Minister of External Affairs S. Jaishankar accompanied the queen on her final visit back to her homeland after 400 years. The minister was received by then Foreign Minister David Zalkaliani. The relics were carried off an Indian Air Force flight by a ceremonial detachment of the Georgian army, and accorded a guard of honour. After all, she was a queen returning home. In the years that she had been away, the Georgian Orthodox church had declared her a saint.

Later in the visit, Jaishankar handed over part of the relics to Georgia in perpetuity as a gift from the people of India. The importance of the moment was underscored by those who received it on behalf of Georgia—His Beatitude Ilia II, Catholicos-Patriarch of All Georgia, and then Prime Minister Irakli Garibashvili.


The queen today sleeps in two homes across the seas—in her own homeland and in a country that guarded her rest for four centuries.

The entire point of Pratul’s article and this cover is that Indian archaeologists and scientists are using ancient DNA to uncover forgotten migrations, debunk myths, and enrich India’s history and diplomacy. Queen Ketevan is just one chapter of the story. I am certain that you will enjoy the other chapters as much as I did, dear reader.













































































































































































This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theweek.in/columns/philip-mathew/2026/08/22/from-a-goan-church-to-a-georgian-saint.html



 | Section menu | Main menu | 

| Next section | Main menu | Previous section |




Cover Story


	
From Goa to Himalayas: How ancient DNA is rewriting Indian history Indian scientists are using ancient DNA to uncover forgotten migrations, debunk myths and quietly rewrite India’s history 



	
‘Genetics can detect long-term endogamy’: Kumaraswamy Thangaraj Kumaraswamy Thangaraj is CSIR Bhatnagar Fellow, Centre for Cellular & Molecular Biology, Hyderabad 



	
‘No genetic basis for Brahmin, dalit or OBC identities’: Niraj Rai Niraj Rai is group head, Ancient DNA Laboratory, Birbal Sahni Institute of Palaeosciences, Lucknow 



	
‘No Genghis KhanY chromosome found in India’: Gyaneshwer Chaubey Gyaneshwer Chaubey is professor, GyanLab, Cytogenetics Unit, department of zoology, Banaras Hindu University 



	
‘Indian populations mixed relatively recently’: Priya Moorjani Priya Moorjani of University of California, Berkeley, says Indian population genetics studies reveal that widespread mixture occurred relatively recently, followed by a significant shift towards endogamy 



	
Why are Indians prone to heart disease? The answer is in our DNA Population genetics can help decode why Indians are susceptible to certain disorders and help develop India-specific diagnostics and drugs 







| Next section | Main menu | Previous section |





| Next | Section menu | Main menu | 










From Goa to Himalayas: How ancient DNA is rewriting Indian history


Indian scientists are using ancient DNA to uncover forgotten migrations, debunk myths and quietly rewrite India’s history









Pratul Sharma






Published: August 23, 2026 08:42 AM IST


Issue Date - August 30, 2026 01:13 PM IST



13 minute Read


































[image: Silent witness: Harappan burial from Rakhigarhi displayed at the National Museum, New Delhi | Sanjay Ahlawat]






Silent witness: Harappan burial from Rakhigarhi displayed at the National Museum, New Delhi | Sanjay Ahlawat



































The Church of St Augustine in Goa held a mystery for nearly four centuries. It was one of the largest Augustinian churches in the world, but was abandoned in 1835 after the Portuguese expelled Augustinians from Goa and other parts of the empire. The mystery revolved around Portuguese and Georgian records which suggested that the remains of a queen who became a saint lay beneath the ruins of the church.

Her name was Ketevan, queen consort of David I of Kakheti in eastern Georgia. In 1614, more than a decade after the death of David, the Persian ruler Shah Abbas I invaded Kakheti and took the queen captive. She was executed in 1624 as she refused to convert to Islam. An Augustinian friar from Goa, it was believed, secretly recovered her remains and placed them in a black stone casket at the church in Goa.
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Lost and found: Ruins of the Church of St Augustine in Goa, where the remains of Queen Ketevan of Georgia were found | Shailesh Singh















As Georgians held onto the belief, officials from the Soviet state of Georgia approached India in 1980 to help locate the relics. In 2005, archaeologists accidentally uncovered three skeletal fragments near the chapel and labelled them QKT-1, QKT-2 and QKT-3. Could one of these bones belong to Queen Ketevan?

To find the answer, the Archaeological Survey of India turned to the fairly new Ancient DNA Laboratory at the Centre for Cellular and Molecular Biology in Hyderabad. Kumaraswamy Thangaraj, a CCMB geneticist, took up the case, later joined by research scholar Niraj Rai and geneticist Gyaneshwer Chaubey. “The Indian climate is not friendly to old bones,” said Thangaraj. “Heat, moisture, bacteria…, everything works against preservation.”

Mitochondrial DNA analysis showed that QKT-1 belonged to a woman, the other two to men from Goa. After analysing 30 samples brought from Georgia, the team concluded that QKT-1 was very likely Ketevan’s right-arm bone, lending strong support to the historical account of her remains.



The finding drew much excitement in Georgia. The relic was sent there for a six-month exhibition in 2017, and four years later, External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar travelled to Tbilisi to formally hand it over. “The prime minister mentioned it in his Mann Ki Baat,” said Thangaraj, who received the Padma Shri in 2026. “That gives the satisfaction that what we do in the lab is helping society and governments.”
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An icon of Queen Ketevan | Public Domain















Analysis of ancient DNA has also helped explain a bit of a mystery regarding hundreds of skeletons found at Roopkund, a glacial lake at an altitude of 5,000m in Uttarakhand. It had puzzled researchers for decades. For long, it was assumed that the skeletons belonged to victims of a single catastrophic event. The DNA told a different story. “The skeletons belonged to two different periods, roughly a thousand years apart,” said Thangaraj.

The largest group of skeletons was of south Asian origin, which date to around 800 CE. Another group was of eastern Mediterranean origin, while one individual showed ancestry linked to southeast Asia. These two sets date to around 1800 CE.

“Our interpretation is that the south Asian group was on a pilgrimage to the Nanda Devi temple,” said Rai. “At some point they lost their way and reached the lake. Then a severe hailstorm [perhaps struck].” His team continues to study the skeletons through isotope analysis of teeth, which reveals where people lived and moved before death.

These old mysteries are being unravelled by a new generation of Indian geneticists using DNA to trace migrations, diets and population histories. The field has expanded rapidly over three decades with advances in sequencing technology. India, one of the world’s most genetically diverse regions, is an extraordinary laboratory for such work.
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History’s mystery: Human skeletons found at Roopkund Lake | Shutterstock















For much of the 20th century, archaeology belonged to the excavators, the people who dug through soil, cleaned pottery shards and decoded ancient scripts, a world glamorised on screen by the Indiana Jones franchise. That has changed. Some of the biggest breakthroughs now emerge from laboratories, where scientists in sterile suits read genetic signatures preserved in bone and teeth. The shovel now works with the sequencer.

Archaeologists identify where people lived and the material culture they left behind. Geneticists reveal where those people came from, how they moved, what they ate and how populations mixed over time. “It is like time travel,” said Rai. “Once we obtain ancient DNA data, we can effectively travel into the past. We conduct spatio-temporal analysis in the laboratory, and when we visualise the data, we can understand what was happening in a particular period.”
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Past forward: A scientist working in the ancient DNA lab at the Birbal Sahni Institute of Palaeosciences, Lucknow | Sanjay Ahlawat














Thangaraj’s office on the leafy CCMB campus in Hyderabad is crowded with trophies, journals and a framed photograph with former president A.P.J. Abdul Kalam. He grew up in a farming family, where he learned the importance of preserving quality seed for better yield. After joining CCMB, he traced migrations within India, theorised on the origins of the caste system, studied the Onge of the Andaman Islands, who migrated from Africa around 65,000 years ago, and worked on genetic diseases that disproportionately affect Indians. Then came the discovery of the Rakhigarhi skeletons in 2015. The DNA analysis fuelled some of the most polarised debates in India and abroad.

For Rai, who had been preparing to study plant genomics, the Queen Ketevan case was a turning point, and he decided to study ancient DNA instead. Most geneticists have been working with existing genome data. In 2018 Rai moved to the Birbal Sahni Institute of Palaeosciences, Lucknow, and spent his first year building India’s first dedicated ancient DNA facility. The small lab, tucked into a corner of the Nehruvian-era building, is a clean room where controlled air pressure and UV lights prevent stray DNA from contaminating samples. Researchers work in gloves, masks and full-body suits, since a single touch of an ungloved hand deposits roughly a million skin cells, each carrying a complete human genome. “They stay in that suit for long periods,” said Rai.
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Lessons from the yore: A photographer taking pictures of the 4,500-year-old Harappan human skeletons at Rakhigarhi village | AFP















The bone is cleaned mechanically, then chemically, then under UV light. A portion is powdered and dissolved in a solution that releases whatever genetic material remains, which is then filtered, concentrated and processed into a sequencing library. In colder climates, ancient DNA can survive in remarkable condition. In India, humidity accelerates decay. “We may have to repeat the extraction ten times for a single sample,” said Rai.

Two most useful parts of a skeleton are the teeth and the petrous bone, a dense wedge at the base of the skull near the inner ear. Its density keeps bacteria out long after death, so the cells inside decay more slowly. Whatever a child drank while her teeth were forming stays locked in the enamel for thousands of years, and since different regions carry different ratios of oxygen isotopes, each tooth holds a geographic signature that can provide clues about where a person grew up and, when combined with other evidence, how they moved during their lifetime.
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G. Kumaresan | Special Arrangement














Chaubey came to CCMB searching for answers about his own ancestry. He later completed his PhD at Tartu University in Estonia and now runs the Gyan Lab at the Banaras Hindu University, where one project examines whether genetic factors are associated with traits linked to ascetic behaviour.

His lab has also examined caste endogamy in the Gangetic plains, home to thousands of caste groups that marry strictly within their own community. “People may share food and festivals,” he said, “but they generally do not marry outside their community.”


That isolation leaves genetic signatures that can be read like historical documents. When Covid-19 struck, his team identified a gene variant that appeared to reduce viral entry into human cells, present in nearly 60 per cent of south Asians. That finding helped researchers zero in on small, isolated and endogamous tribal groups like the Onge who lacked the variant, making them the most vulnerable.







G. Kumaresan (in pic), who heads the department of genetics at Madurai Kamaraj University, has identified genetic continuity between populations who lived in the region (present-day Tamil Nadu) for the past 3,000 years.





















Equally interesting studies about Indian ancestry are being done at the University of California, Berkeley, by Priya Moorjani, associate professor at the university’s department of molecular and cell biology. Working with the largest modern whole-genome dataset ever assembled from south Asia, her team found evidence for the three-part ancestry model for Indian populations: ancient south Asian hunter-gatherers, Iranian-related farmers and steppe pastoralists.

One of Moorjani’s most striking findings concerns Neanderthals. No Neanderthal fossil has ever been found in India. Yet, analysis of 2,700 modern Indian genomes showed that about 90 per cent of all known Neanderthal genes were present in them, roughly 50 per cent more than what was found in a similar study of Neanderthal DNA in Icelanders that analysed 27,000 samples. Whether Neanderthals once lived in India and their fossils simply await discovery, or India’s patterns of endogamy have preserved different segments of Neanderthal DNA than elsewhere, remains an open question.

No study has tested India’s mixed ancestry more sharply than the one built around a 4,500-year-old skeleton found at Rakhigarhi in Haryana, 150km from Delhi. The individual carried no steppe ancestry, the genetic signature associated with pastoralists who swept into south Asia from central Asia in a migration now dated to roughly 2000-1500 BCE. “Our modelling suggested that around 10,000 years ago, a population split occurred,” said Rai. “One branch later contributed to early Iranian agriculturalists and another to the Harappan population. The steppe-related admixture entered south Asia later, after the mature Indus Valley period.”
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M.S. Mustak and Jaison Sequeira | Special Arrangement














One of the most contested ideas in Indian history is that a large migration of Indo-European-speaking peoples from the steppe fundamentally transformed the subcontinent’s population and culture. The Rakhigarhi data suggested something more nuanced. The Indus Valley people were largely indigenous at that time, tracing ancestry to ancient south Asian and Iranian hunter-gatherer lineages. The steppe pastoralists arrived later and mixed gradually with local populations. “There is no evidence of a violent invasion model,” said Rai. “Ancient DNA suggests that genetic mixing was gradual and happened much later, roughly around 600 BCE to 700 BCE in some regions.”







At Mangalore University, M.S. Mustak (in pic, left) and Jaison Sequeira (right) have studied the Koraga, a small, isolated community on Karnataka’s west coast. Their work challenges long-standing claims linking the Koraga to Africans, tracing them instead to ancient populations of the Iranian plateau.





















Archaeologists urge caution before drawing final conclusions. But Thangaraj and Rai return to the same point: almost every group in India carries both ancestral north Indian (ANI) and ancestral south Indian (ASI) heritage, in different proportions. North Indian populations carry some additional ancestry related to western Eurasian populations, while south Indian populations preserve a more distinct ancient south Asian component. Most of this mixing occurred between 4,000 and 2,000 years ago, blending and re-blending to create the genetic structure seen in Indians today. Linguistically and culturally, groups may differ. Genetically, they are connected.

That debate is one reason why Tamil Nadu pushed to build its own ancient DNA lab, to assess the lineage of the Tamils independently. G. Kumaresan, who heads the department of genetics at the Madurai Kamaraj University, has identified genetic continuity between populations who lived in the region for the past 3,000 years. His team, working with Liverpool John Moores University, has also reconstructed the face of an ancient south Indian person, an exercise Kumaresan calls “70 per cent science and 30 per cent art.”

At Mangalore University, M.S. Mustak and Jaison Sequeira have studied the Koraga, a small, isolated community on Karnataka’s west coast whose population has been declining steadily. Their work challenges long-standing claims linking the Koraga to the Africans, tracing them instead to ancient populations of the Iranian plateau, one branch of which remained hunter-gatherers while another turned to agriculture. “This is a highly inbred population, so we are also looking for exogamous clans within the community,” said Sequeira, who hopes the work could eventually inform genetic counselling and public health strategies for a community facing both demographic decline and social exclusion.
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Chandana Basu | Special Arrangement














Chandana Basu, who runs the Genophen Lab at the Centre for Genetic Disorders, Banaras Hindu University, says ancient DNA explains why populations look and adapt differently, and why some are more susceptible to particular diseases. One of her key studies identified a gene, SLC24A5, linked through shared ancestry to west Eurasian populations, that plays a major role in determining skin colour variation among indigenous south Asians. Her more recent work on populations in Assam has challenged the old assumption that the northeast was genetically isolated, showing instead that the region acted as a major corridor connecting south Asia with east and southeast Asia.

The caste question sits at the intersection of all this. Can genetics identify when or how caste emerged? “From a genetic perspective, caste is not an ancient biological system,” said Rai. “It appears to have developed historically when populations began forming smaller endogamous groups. Even in the Rig Veda there is no genetic concept of caste.”







Chandana Basu, who runs the Genophen Lab at the Centre for Genetic Disorders, BHU, says ancient DNA explains why populations look and adapt differently, and why some are more susceptible to particular diseases.





















His lab has found similar patterns at nearly every site it has studied. Work on the Kodava community of Karnataka, whose oral traditions link them to Iran, found no genetic support for the claim. The Sinhalese of Sri Lanka turned out to be genetically close to populations in Tamil Nadu, with only a small contribution from north India. The oral histories may be vivid and specific. The genomes are indifferent to them.

For communities whose identities and social hierarchies are built on claims of purity or distinct origins, this is hardly a comfortable message. Chaubey has adopted an unusual approach to navigating these sensitivities: his lab shares draft papers with communities before publication and has abandoned at least ten studies after communities objected to the findings. “When we work with a community we explain exactly what we are studying. If they reject the findings entirely, we abandon the paper,” he said. To some scientists, this may seem like capitulation to social pressure; to others, it is a model for conducting ethical research in a deeply unequal society.

The bones hold the key to the whole puzzle. They tell us that we are all migrants, all mixed, all connected. And they tell us that the only honest answer to where we come from is a very long story, full of detours and surprises, with no clear beginning and no end in sight.

VALLEY VARIANTS

The Kashmir Valley has yielded complexities. The earliest inhabitants carried largely local maternal lineages, with faint traces of contact with the Iron Age Swat Valley. By the medieval period, though, the gene pool had shifted—showing clear links to both Swat Valley populations and Bronze Age Central Asia.

ROMA RIDDLE

The Roma, once called Gypsies, left the subcontinent a thousand years ago, drifting west through Persia into Europe. Their language keeps Indic roots; their music echoes north Indian folk forms. Ancient DNA points to a single origin—likely Punjab and Rajasthan—with markers traceable in Roma across Europe. It was no single event, but a slow drift.

PART AND PARSI

The Parsis of Mumbai and Gujarat, Zoroastrian refugees from Persia, arrived in India between the eighth and tenth centuries. Their genes carry a clear west Asian signature, layered with centuries of mixing with local populations. It confirms an old community saying: they blended in like sugar in milk.

MISSING MARKER

In 2003, Oxford geneticists Chris Tyler-Smith and Tatiana Zerjal found a Y-chromosome ‘star cluster’ in 16 Asian populations, from Mongolia to Iran to Pakistan’s Hazara, carried by 8 per cent of men—about 0.5 per cent of the world’s male population. It traced to about a thousand years ago, matching Genghis Khan’s empire. Yet, a screening of 12,000 mainland Indian samples found none. The mark of Genghis fades at the Indus.

Genome India Project

* Nearly 10,000 genomes sequenced

* 83 population groups studied

* Millions of previously undocumented genetic variants identified

* Aims to improve understanding of Indian genetic diversity and disease risk

* Enables population-specific medicine and better disease prediction for south Asian populations

Key ancient DNA insights

* Humans share most of their DNA

* Indian populations were shaped by repeated migration and admixture over tens of thousands of years

* Genetics does not map neatly on to caste, language or regional identity

* Ancient DNA evidence in India is still limited and evolving

* No mainland Indian population is genetically “pure”
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Interview/ Kumaraswamy Thangaraj CSIR Bhatnagar Fellow, Centre for Cellular & Molecular Biology, Hyderabad

Q/ How do you see yourself—historian, physician or scientific detective?


This field demands input from historians, archaeologists, anthropologists and medical geneticists. I see myself as a combination of all.

Q/ Has any discovery genuinely surprised you?


It happens constantly. Take the Andamanese—phenotypically they resemble Africans, so we expected their genomes to match. But their long isolation produced a unique set of mutations found nowhere else in the world, not even in Africa. Medical genetics throws such surprises.



Q/ There are studies about migration to India. Did migration also flow outward?


Yes. The first out-of-Africa coastal migration is clear—some groups stayed in southern India, some reached the Andamans, others continued to Australia. Australian Aborigines are part of that same movement. We have also shown that European Roma migrated from India roughly 1,400 years ago, consistent with historical evidence of Indian migration to Indonesia and elsewhere.

Q/ Is there a genetic explanation for the high rates of diabetes and cardiovascular disease in India?


The “thrifty gene hypothesis” offers one explanation. Our genomes evolved to metabolise small quantities of food because our ancestors lived under scarcity. Today, diets are rich in sugar, fat and carbohydrates, but our metabolism has not caught up. Add to that a dramatic drop in physical activity, and the result is metabolic overload. Evolutionary adaptation to richer diets could theoretically occur over a very long period, but we can’t predict when.

Q/ Should healthy people get genetic tests?


If a disease runs in the family, yes. For otherwise healthy individuals, more caution is needed. Carrying a mutation does not guarantee that the disease will develop; other genes may suppress it. Telling a healthy person they carry a cancer or cardiac mutation can cause significant psychological harm. These findings must be handled responsibly.
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Dr Niraj Rai, group head, Ancient DNA Laboratory, Birbal Sahni Institute of Palaeosciences, Lucknow

Is a genetic map of India possible in one frame?


Very difficult. After Africa, India is probably the world’s most genetically diverse region—with distinct language groups, ethnicities and population structures. Present-day genomic data alone cannot fully reconstruct India’s demographic history; you would need sequencing data from millions of modern Indians just to understand the last 500-600 years. Ancient DNA changes that. It acts like a time machine, letting us reconstruct ancient migration patterns, mobility and adaptation going much further back.

Do genetic findings clash with oral histories?

Often. In India, we have repeatedly failed to validate them. The Kodavas of Karnataka claim Iranian ancestry—genetically, we couldn’t support that. Sinhalese communities assert distinct origins but are largely similar to neighbouring Tamil populations, with only minor north Indian gene flow detectable. In Ladakh’s so-called ‘Aryan villages’, we found no evidence of Alexander the Great’s lineage or any ancient Greek connection. Even caste-based origin narratives don’t hold up. Being a Brahmin myself, I can say I am not genetically distinct from neighbouring communities. Present-day Indians are highly mixed, and there is no strict genetic basis for caste divisions.



What did the Rakhigarhi DNA study actually reveal?


It is unfortunate that despite its importance, the findings are still widely misunderstood. The study had real limitations—a single female individual, and only partial genome data. But even that proved valuable. When we compared the Rakhigarhi genome against global ancient DNA databases, we found strong matches with ancient populations from Iran and Turkmenistan—populations that were themselves genetically unique, closely resembling neither modern nor most other ancient populations. We believe Harappan individuals had migrated to those regions, and used those datasets as proxy populations for modelling Harappan ancestry.

The analysis pointed to two major ancestral sources: ancient Iranian-related agriculturalist or hunter-gatherer lineages, and Andamanese-related (Onge) ancestry—the best available proxy for ancient south Asians who have been present in the region for roughly 60,000–70,000 years. Modelling suggested that these two lineages diverged around 10,000 years ago—one branch contributing to early Iranian agricultural populations, the other to Harappan ancestry—and did not significantly mix again for thousands of years. This implies agriculture in south Asia likely developed indigenously, rather than being introduced through large-scale migration from Iran or Anatolia.

The third key finding: present-day Indians carry steppe-related ancestry in varying proportions, but the Rakhigarhi individual had none. This confirms that Central Asian gene flow had not reached the Indus Valley Civilisation (IVC) by 2000 BC—steppe mixing came later.

In summary: indigenous agricultural development, no steppe ancestry in the Harappan period, and steppe integration occurring only after the IVC's decline.


The Harappans were among the ancient world’s most sophisticated people—Rakhigarhi, Mohenjo-daro, Lothal and Dholavira all demonstrate remarkable urban planning and maritime trade. And their genetic legacy endures across all of south Asia. Dravidian populations, north Indians, Kashmiris, Ladakhis, Sri Lankans—all carry Harappan-related ancestry to some degree. Whatever our linguistic or cultural differences, that shared Harappan ancestry remains a deep genetic bond connecting all south Asians.

What does this say about the Aryan theory?

Our findings strongly challenge the older Aryan invasion model. We have ancient DNA from roughly 1500–1200 BCE across different parts of India, and we simply don’t see strong steppe or Central Asian ancestry during that period. I will admit I once believed the traditional invasion narrative—I was taught that Brahmins were a superior group who migrated from Central Asia. The genetic evidence forced me to reconsider, and eventually I convinced my own family likewise.

What the data actually suggests is no sudden violent invasion. steppe-related admixture appears gradual, likely arriving much later—around 600–700 BCE in some regions. And having more or less steppe ancestry makes no population ‘superior’ or ‘pure’. There are no genetically pure populations anywhere on Earth. Every population is mixed.


A large-scale violent invasion would leave clear archaeological signatures—cultural replacement, new pottery, weapons, metallurgy, material culture tied to Central Asia. That evidence is not there. The IVC had already declined before significant steppe mixing occurred. Climatic stress and the collapse of trade networks pushed Harappan populations towards rural agricultural life, but it was not a sudden extinction. Population sizes actually continued growing, because agriculture and pastoralism were already well established. The Harappans did not disappear—their descendants spread across the subcontinent while later mixing occurred gradually.

Genetics cannot establish human superiority. Scientifically, ‘superior’ could only refer to better health outcomes, not race, caste or purity.

Why is the Sinauli excavation site important?

Sinauli yielded the first well-decorated war chariot from ancient India— almost certainly horse-drawn, even though horse remains have not been found yet. If horses existed in the upper Gangetic plains well before steppe integration or Central Asian arrival, it pushes back the timeline of indigenous horse use and potentially the chronology of the Rig Veda, which is full of horse references.


The site also connects with the Ochre Coloured Pottery (OCP) culture. As the Harappan civilisation declined and became localised, Harappan-descended groups moved into the Gangetic plains, mixed with OCP-associated populations and adopted local pottery traditions. It is a story of cultural amalgamation, not conflict, unlike parts of Europe and Africa where archaeology shows widespread skeletal trauma from organised warfare. Indian sites, by contrast, show relatively little such evidence.

What about genetically-based diseases in Indian populations?

Around 55 per cent of present-day Indians carry very high genetic disease risk. Previously, Ashkenazi Jews and Finns were considered the most extreme cases of genetic bottlenecking. But Indian populations now appear even more severely affected, largely because of long-term caste-based endogamy. Small ancestral groups expanded into large modern populations while remaining highly inbred, accumulating recessive mutations that cause serious disease.

We are already seeing the effects: roughly 5 per cent of some populations carry mutations linked to myosin-binding protein deletions, associated with sudden cardiac arrest and cardiomyopathy in young people. Other regions—Africa, east and southeast Asia, the west—do not show this burden at the same scale. India is uniquely affected.

What is the solution?

Long-term, the most effective solution is IVF with embryo screening— selecting the healthiest embryo before implantation. More immediately, genetic screening before marriage is critical. A test costing roughly ₹10,000–₹20,000 can identify whether both partners carry the same harmful recessive mutations. If they do, IVF becomes strongly advisable. Even without detected risk, IVF improves the chances of healthy offspring.

Marrying outside one’s caste or community helps, but is not sufficient on its own—both individuals may still carry harmful recessive genes. Genetic screening provides the clearest picture.

What does ancient DNA tell us about the origins of caste?

The rigid caste system is not deeply ancient. Genetically, we see no evidence of strict caste separation going back 4,000 years. My view is that rigidity set in around the 9th or 10th century, during periods of external invasion and instability, when smaller groups began restricting marriage within narrow social boundaries.

Is there a historical basis for India’s disease burden?

Even medieval samples from around 800 AD do not show this level of recessive gene load. The founder effect appears to have intensified over the last 1,200 years. It is particularly acute in some Muslim communities, where repeated marriage within the same extended family compounds the problem—there is no gotra-equivalent system to limit close inbreeding. Parsis show a similar pattern, with long-term endogamy contributing to population decline.

So match DNA instead of kundli?

I would say both. I am a believer in astrology—I think it offers a second layer of protection. Genetic screening and astrological calculation should both be followed seriously.

Is there an evidence-based case for ending the caste system?

Yes. There is no genetic basis for Brahmin, dalit or OBC identities—we are broadly the same. There is also no Vedic basis for the rigid caste hierarchy as it exists today. That said, if people continue to marry within their communities, genetic screening becomes even more important.

Can practices like yoga, pranayam or meditation influence our DNA?

The genetic blueprint itself doesn’t change. But gene expression can be regulated through epigenetic modification. Meditation appears to influence stress responses, hormonal systems and how certain genes behave, potentially reducing the expression of harmful genes. You are not changing your DNA, but you may be controlling how it expresses itself. That, to me, is the real power of meditation.
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‘No Genghis KhanY chromosome found in India’: Gyaneshwer Chaubey
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Gyaneshwer Chaubey, professor, Gyan Lab, Cytogenetics Unit, department of zoology, Banaras Hindu University

How did the lab’s research develop after it was established?


We started the lab in 2017. I joined in October and by December we began recruiting students. Our students were interested in the population history of the Gangetic plains. That region has thousands of caste groups, and many people claim higher status within the social hierarchy. There is strict endogamy. Communities share food and cultural practices, but marriages usually take place within the same group. We began collecting samples in this region.

At the same time, we also travelled to Bangladesh and collected samples from Bangladeshi and Rohingya populations in December 2019. Soon after that the Covid-19 pandemic began.

What kind of research did you conduct during the pandemic?



During Covid-19, we could not collect new samples, so we analysed existing datasets. At that time, scientists had identified the ACE2 gene as the receptor that allows the virus to enter the human body.


Our question was whether all Indian populations had the same entry point for the virus or whether there were differences. We analysed the ACE2 gene, which is located on the X chromosome. We discovered a particular DNA segment that reduces the ability of the virus to enter the body. Nearly 60 per cent of Indians carry this segment. This led us to the concept of susceptibility. Some individuals are more susceptible to infection and others are less susceptible. Genes play an important role in this difference.

When we compared genetic patterns with Covid-19 data, we found correlations between the structure of the gene and case fatality rates in regions such as the northeast, the northwest, Maharashtra and Kerala. When we studied the Andaman population, we found very high susceptibility. We informed the government and strict measures were taken to protect those communities.

You have proposed the ‘father tongue hypothesis’. What does that mean?

Usually, we talk about the mother tongue because children spend more time with their mother and learn her language first. For example, if a European male marries an Indian female, the children generally learn the Indian language first. But while studying the origins of Austroasiatic language speakers in India, we found something different. Genetic evidence showed that this language came from southeast Asia, particularly Laos. A group of people migrated from Laos to India and married local women. In this case, the next generation learned the father’s language instead of the mother’s language. We called this the father tongue hypothesis. Once the language entered the population through the father’s line, it continued across generations.


Your research has also looked at the Mushahar community. What did you find there?

The word Mushahar literally means ‘rat eaters’. Traditionally, this community depended on rats as a food source.

When I was growing up in my village, Mushahar people lived nearby. While playing cricket, I noticed that they spoke a coded language that I could not understand. Later, a linguist told me it belonged to the Austroasiatic language family.

We collected DNA samples from the community and found that 60 to 70 per cent of their genes are associated with Austroasiatic ancestry. Over time, they moved from forests into villages, where different languages were spoken. Within a few generations, they adopted the local language, but their genetic ancestry remained the same.


Are there other communities that show similar patterns?

Yes. Central India is a melting pot of languages. Dravidian, Indo-Aryan and Austroasiatic languages are all present there.

For example, the Halba community speaks a language called Halbi, but scholars disagree on whether it belongs to the Indo-Aryan or Dravidian family. Similarly, the Kol community near the Mirzapur region and along the Uttar Pradesh–Madhya Pradesh border was once believed to speak an Austroasiatic language, but today most of them speak Indo-Aryan languages.

You have also studied the Rohingya population. What have you found?


The Rohingya study is one of our major projects because the issue is complex. Anthropological and linguistic studies present many conflicting explanations. With the help of the Bangladeshi government and collaborators, we collected samples from Cox’s Bazar. DNA analysis showed that the Rohingya have a large proportion of ancestry linked to south Asia, but they have lived in Myanmar for at least a thousand years. They also have around 20 per cent ancestry associated with populations in Myanmar.

Your team recently collected samples during the Kumbh gathering in Prayagraj. What was the aim of that study?

We received support from the local administration, residents and students. Collecting a saliva sample takes only about 10 seconds. Initially, we planned to collect detailed health information as well, but the scale of the gathering made that impossible. Instead, we collected random samples from people without asking where they came from.

In population genetics, random sampling from a mixed population can reveal the overall genetic structure. We have already analysed about 40,000 samples from India and developed a scale of Indian ancestry from 0 to 100 per cent. The idea was to see how much of India’s genetic diversity is represented in such a gathering.

Your team also collected samples from Naga sadhus. What are you trying to study there?

With the help of a doctor collaborator, we collected around 156 samples from Naga sadhus. Our question is unusual. We want to see whether there is any gene associated with becoming a Naga sadhu. Some people, when frustrated with life, may take their own lives. But these individuals choose to renounce the world. We are trying to see whether there could be any genetic factor behind that decision. It is possible we may not find anything, but it is an interesting question.

Your research has examined the ‘Genghis Khan effect’. Has anything similar been found in India?

So far, we have analysed around 12,000 samples from mainland India, although Kashmir and Ladakh still need to be studied in detail. We have not found the Genghis Khan Y chromosome in India. Globally, around 16 million people share that lineage. It is common in Central Asia, southern China and among the Hazara community in Pakistan, where about 45 per cent carry it.

This case is important because it shows how power and wealth can dramatically change population genetics. Instead of natural selection, one individual’s lineage expanded because of political dominance.

Can genetic research help address health challenges in India?

Yes. For example, one mutation in the MYBPC3 gene increases the risk of heart attack sevenfold. When we studied populations in high-altitude regions such as Ladakh and the Himalayan fringes, we found that this mutation was almost absent. This kind of information can guide medical policy. If a medicine is developed to address that mutation, it should not be used in populations where the mutation does not exist. Similarly, during Covid-19, we found that people who had already been infected produced antibody levels 20 to 30 times higher after the first vaccine dose. Based on that analysis, we suggested that those individuals might not need an immediate second dose.
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‘Indian populations mixed relatively recently’: Priya Moorjani


Priya Moorjani of University of California, Berkeley, says Indian population genetics studies reveal that widespread mixture occurred relatively recently, followed by a significant shift towards endogamy
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Interview/ Priya Moorjani, University of California, Berkeley

Q/ Your studies have estimated when different Indian populations got mixed. How did you arrive at that timeline, and how was it received?


We used correlations between genetic variants across the genome to infer the timing. These patterns decay over generations as recombination occurs, which allows us to estimate when mixing occurred. The findings were surprising because they showed that widespread mixture occurred relatively recently, followed by a shift toward endogamy. The work generated significant interest, both within genetics and more broadly.

Q/ How do you interpret the Rakhigarhi findings?


The Rakhigarhi genome provides an important snapshot of the Harappan civilization and shows no detectable steppe-related ancestry at that time. This suggests that steppe ancestry entered south Asia later, consistent with other lines of genetic evidence. However, the sample has very limited coverage, and we need higher quality and more ancient genomes from India and other regions, like central Asia and Iran across time periods, to fully understand the population history of the subcontinent.



Q/ One of your recent studies based on around 2,700 whole genome sequences explored both population history and diseases. What are the key findings?


These data provide a fine-scale view of population structure across the past 50,000 years of evolutionary history of India and highlight the impact of population mixture and founder events on genetic diversity of present-day individuals. Specifically, they allowed us to reconstruct multiple layers of ancestry and to study how founder events have shaped patterns of variation. Overall, these results highlight how deeply population history is intertwined with present-day genetic diversity and health in India.
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Why are Indians prone to heart disease? The answer is in our DNA


Population genetics can help decode why Indians are susceptible to certain disorders and help develop India-specific diagnostics and drugs
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The answers to medical mysteries at times come from people who have little to do with medicine.







More than 85 per cent of the Ror population carries lactase persistance mutations, unlike elsewhere in India, that help them digest milk easily.





















For long, medical researchers were baffled at why young healthy men in India, with no history of smoking or high blood pressure, were falling prey to sudden cardiac events. The cause, it turned out, was a specific mutation—a 25-base-pair deletion—in a gene called MYBPC3.


This discovery came from population geneticists studying Indian ancestry. K. Thangaraj and his colleagues at the Centre for Cellular and Molecular Biology screened thousands of individuals across caste groups, tribes and regions and found that nearly 4 per cent of south Asians carry the mutation. The mutation raises the risk of cardiomyopathy (thickening of the heart muscles that can lead to heart failure) several fold and is found almost exclusively in the Indian subcontinent.

“The mutation is largely absent outside south Asia,” says Thangaraj. “That means it emerged in an ancestral population here and spread through generations.”

The mutation’s geography tells a story of ancient migration. Himalayan populations in Ladakh and other high-altitude regions show an almost complete absence of the MYBPC3 deletion. “Their ancestry and migration history are different,” explains Thangaraj. “The mutation never entered those lineages.”



It is here that ancient DNA and medicine intersect most sharply. India is unusually important for such research because of its genetic complexity. Over tens of thousands of years, waves of migration brought hunter-gatherers in contact with incoming agriculturalists and pastoralists, and communities grew increasingly endogamous, marrying within caste, clan or tribe for generations. India today has more than 4,600 such groups.


“When populations remain isolated for long periods, recessive mutations accumulate,” says geneticist Gyaneshwer Chaubey of Banaras Hindu University (BHU). “You begin seeing community-specific genetic diseases.”

A recessive disorder appears only when a child inherits the same harmful mutation from both parents—rare in large mixed populations, but common in endogamous populations, where many people share distant common ancestors.

“Our studies suggest many Indian populations carry their own recessive disease burdens,” says Thangaraj. “Some of these conditions are very rare globally but relatively common within particular communities.” This is accentuated by marriages within the same caste. Traits such as low lean muscle mass, high carbohydrate accumulation, baldness, poor eyesight, heart disease and even certain cholesterol patterns may have some recessive genetic contribution.
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Aiming high: Olympic gold medallist Neeraj Chopra hails from Ror community | REUTERS














Niraj Rai, who heads Ancient DNA Laboratory at the Birbal Sahni Institute of Palaeosciences in Lucknow, raises a concern about how medicine is practised in India. “The problem is that the textbooks medical students study are largely written using European genetic datasets,” he says. “We still do not have enough large-scale Indian genetic data or a complete framework for understanding diseases in Indian populations. For example, vitamin D3 deficiency may sometimes have a genetic component linked to recessive genes. Similarly, vitamin B12 deficiency may also involve genetic factors. Sometimes people take B12 supplements and still do not respond effectively.”


This is where genomics begins moving from academic research into public health policy. “What we are learning can help in genetic counselling and early screening,” says Chaubey. “If you know which mutations are common in which populations, you can identify diseases much earlier.”

The implications stretch far beyond rare disorders. Ancient DNA research is also changing how scientists think about Indian diets, specifically what ancient Indians actually ate. Stable isotope analysis of ancient skeletons from the Indus Valley and later sites shows that many early Indians consumed substantial animal protein. Chemical analysis of bones and dental calculus, says Rai, can reveal not just whether ancient people ate meat, but the kind of fats and proteins in their diets. “Human biology evolved on protein-rich diets,” he says. “About 60 to 70 per cent protein should ideally be there. We changed it.” He is sharply critical of the transition to heavily carbohydrate-based agricultural diets after the Neolithic revolution.

Modern dietary science remains contested and is far more complex than a simple meat-versus-agriculture debate. But ancient DNA and isotope studies are unquestionably forcing historians to rethink assumptions about Indian food history, especially the idea that vegetarianism was always dominant.

Rai is equally blunt about milk. “In India, 70 to 80 per cent of people do not have the lactose digestion gene, but they consume milk,” he says. “Most tribes do not have this mutation, but now their children consume milk. Milk is second-grade protein compared to meat.”


India is the world’s largest milk producer. Genetically, most Indians are lactose intolerant: the enzyme lactase, which breaks down milk sugar, is naturally produced by infants but falls off sharply after childhood. Certain populations developed mutations allowing lactase production to continue into adulthood, which is known as lactase persistence. It is common in northern Europe but unevenly distributed in India.

Chaubey’s research team, which included Chandana Basu of the BHU, found high lactase persistence among communities such as the Rors of Haryana, the Jats and the Toda tribe of the Nilgiris, all historically associated with pastoralism. But it is far less common elsewhere in India.

While working in Cambridge, Chaubey met Anurag Kadian, an IITian and a researcher from the Ror community who invited him to Haryana to study the population. “People insisted we drink milk before giving samples,” he recalls. “I drank three large glasses and became ill. They could drink litres without any problem.” More than 85 per cent of the Ror population, it turned out, carried lactase persistence mutations, far above the Indian average. “Most Indians do not carry strong lactase persistence mutations,” says Chaubey.

The relationship between genetics, diet and modern disease is becoming increasingly important as India faces an epidemic of diabetes and cardiovascular illnesses. Ancient DNA may also help explain why certain populations respond differently to medicines. Genetic variants affecting drug metabolism vary significantly across Indian communities. A drug dosage calibrated for European populations may not behave the same way in Indian patients. That gap is what the Genome India Project hopes to address. India is home to one in six people on earth and holds more genetic diversity than most continents combined. Yet, until recently, it remained largely absent from global genomics databases, which were dominated by European populations. So risk models for diabetes, heart disease and cancer were calibrated on European genomes, and Indian variants were often misclassified for lack of a reference database.


“If an Indian patient undergoes genomic testing, many normal Indian variants appear suspicious simply because they are absent from western databases,” says Thangaraj.

Launched in 2020, the project has sequenced nearly 10,000 whole genomes from 83 Indian populations—the largest genomic mapping effort in the country. Samples were collected from tribal groups, castes, linguistic communities and isolated regions to generate millions of previously undocumented variants. “This data will help in diagnostics, drug development, rare disease screening and population-specific medicine,” says Thangaraj.

The project may eventually help doctors build India-specific risk scores for diabetes and cardiovascular illnesses, since European-derived scores often perform poorly in South Asians. It could also reveal which populations are vulnerable to specific disorders and which medicines work best across genetic backgrounds, helping clinicians tell harmless variants apart from disease-causing ones.

Ancient DNA and health

Impact of endogamy

* Long-term endogamy increased some rare genetic disorders in isolated communities

* Certain inherited diseases became more common within specific populations

* Recessive mutations accumulate within isolated, endogamous populations

* Endogamy effectively froze genetic diversity in place roughly 1,900-2,000 years ago

* This also created unique genetic profile for multiple ethnicities

Health patterns

* Higher incidence of type 2 diabetes and cardiovascular disease in some south Asian populations Example: MYBPC3 mutation

* Linked to cardiomyopathy (heart muscle disease); found in around 4% Indians

* Largely absent outside south Asia

Underlying factors

* Population history and genetic structure (including effects from endogamy)

* Modern high-calorie diets and metabolic overload from drop in physical activity
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Keeping up with Joneses in Keralam


Going by the logic of English spelling, foreigners will call the state Kere-laam. Pucca sahibs would say, if the word has to be pronounced the way it is in Malayalam, it should be spelt Keralom
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Kerala became Keralam in a matter of minutes. The bill was brought to the Lok Sabha and, before anyone could say Jack Robinson or Thiruvananthapuram, the ayes had it, the ayes had it.... Ab aayega mazaa. Trivandrum became Thiruvananthapuram aeons ago, but Hindi speakers still call it Tri-ve-dhrum. Likewise, they will continue to call the state Keral (Ke-rel), raising the hackles of Malayali purists.

Foreigners would add to the cacophony. Going by the logic of English spelling, they will call the state Kere-laam. Pucca sahibs would say, if the word has to be pronounced the way it is in Malayalam, it should be spelt Keralom.


Not convinced? Spell and pronounce Absalom. Or cymbalom, epicoelom, and exocoelom. Don’t ask me what these words mean. Ask the Tri-ve-dhrum MP.

A word ending in ‘am’ is more likely to be pronounced ‘aam’ by Anglophones. Malayalis know it. Royal houses in Kerala call their homes kovilakom, and not kovilakam.

Malayalis don’t mind having it either way—they have Kovalam and Kumarakom; both end in short ‘um’ and compete for tourist dollars. And there’s Malayalam, not Malayalom. Aam, um, or om, Malayalis want a nasal twang somewhere. They call Telugu Telungu.



Spelling disputes can get nastily nasal. Krishna’s baby-killer uncle is Kans in the north, but Kams(a) in the south. Dev of the rest of India is Deo in Maharashtra. North Indians spell Rashtrapati; southerners write Rashtrapathi. The same with Bharat and Vande Mataram. Southerners prefer Bharath and Vande Matharam—redacted as the AICC wished on last week’s I-Day, or in full text as the singers willed.


We can standardise spellings, not pronunciations. When it comes to the latter, we are as much sinners as the Anglo-Saxons who Cawnpored our Kanpur. We call Pari Paris, Roma Rome, Rus Russia, Moskva Moscow. Anglo-Saxon contagion, we may say. Apologies, Matthew Arnold!

State names change, but High Courts retain old names. Just like we still have High Courts of Bombay, Calcutta and Madras, the High Court of the newly nasalised state will continue to be Kerala. Only Uttarakhand High Court transitioned from Uttaranchal. Universities usually retain old names, but Bombay’s turned Mumbai whereas Calcutta and Madras retain legacy names.

I had a prof—he taught us phonetics—who claimed that some (not all) of the colonial spellings were closer to nativespeak than the newer ‘nationalised’ names. No Malayali called the city Thi-ru-va-nan-tha-pu-ram, he used to say. Even when in no hurry to catch a flight to the Gelf, the Mallu called it Thiruvanthrom.

Speech was less sanskritised in the olden days than was the written word. Colonial officers went by the received pronunciation, and not any received spelling. Linguists standardised them through phonetic approximation.


Two Joneses have a lot to do with how we ought to spell Indian words and pronounce English words. It was the Asiatic Society founded by William Jones in 1784 that pioneered Roman spelling systems for Sanskrit words. That enabled scholars to accurately transcribe Indic scripts into the Roman alphabet without losing phonetic precision, using diacritical marks. The International Alphabet of Sanskrit Transliteration descended from his efforts.

Daniel Jones, no relation of William, was a 20th century linguist who gave us the English Pronouncing Dictionary, still considered the bible of phoneticians. He re-imagined the word ‘phoneme’ to mean what it means today, and gave us the concept of cardinal vowels.

Let’s try and keep up with the newer Joneses.

prasannan@theweek.in
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The brain's 'go' button: Understanding the supplementary motor area


The supplementary motor area is a little-known brain region responsible for translating our intentions into physical actions
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She could move her arm. She simply... wouldn’t on command. That was the puzzle. The surgery had gone beautifully. A low-grade tumour lying just in front of the supplementary motor area of the brain had been removed completely. She woke up exactly as planned. She understood every question I asked. She could see. She could feel. There was no paralysis. And, yet, when I asked her to lift her right arm, she looked at it almost apologetically. “I know what you want me to do,” she said. “I just can’t seem to start.” It was one of the strangest conversations a neurosurgeon can have. Every wire was intact. Every muscle was capable. And on occasion, without instruction, it would move impulsively. But somewhere between intention and action, something had gone temporarily silent.

The supplementary motor area, or SMA, is one of the least celebrated regions of the brain, tucked away on the inner surface of the frontal lobe. Most people have never heard of it, yet it performs one of the most remarkable tasks in human biology. It is where intention becomes action. It is the quiet conductor standing before the orchestra just before the first note is played. As Johann Wolfgang von Goethe wrote, “Knowing is not enough; we must apply. Willing is not enough; we must do.” The SMA is where the brain turns ‘willing’ into ‘doing’.


Her husband stood anxiously at the bedside. “Has she had a stroke?” he asked. It was an understandable fear. After all, she wasn’t moving. But this was something altogether different. The supplementary motor area does not generate strength—that is the job of the primary motor cortex. Instead, it plans, sequences and initiates voluntary movement. It decides when to begin. It coordinates both sides of the body for complex tasks like walking, clapping, typing or playing the piano. When temporarily stunned after surgery, patients can develop what we call SMA syndrome. They are fully awake. They understand everything. They desperately want to move. Yet, they simply cannot initiate movement. It is as though the brain has misplaced the word ‘go’.

The first time I encountered SMA syndrome as a trainee, it felt almost magical. The patient appeared trapped between thought and action, like a car with a perfectly functioning engine waiting for someone to release the handbrake. It is a humbling reminder that movement is not simply muscle contracting. It is an idea, patiently assembled before it ever reaches the limbs.


The reassuring part—and one of the reasons this syndrome fascinates neurosurgeons—is that it almost always gets better. Unlike a stroke, where tissue is permanently damaged, the SMA has an extraordinary capacity to recover as neighbouring networks reorganise themselves. Day by day, movement returns. First a finger twitches. Then the wrist. Then an arm lifts almost by surprise. The brain begins quietly rewriting its own instruction manual. As Samuel Beckett wrote, “Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail better.” Recovery from SMA syndrome feels remarkably like that. Every day the brain attempts something it could not do the day before. Every day the invisible circuitry becomes a little more fluent. Neurosurgery often reminds us that the brain is not a machine built from rigid components; it is a living conversation, constantly adapting, rerouting and teaching itself new ways to solve old problems.



Six weeks later she returned to my clinic carrying a shopping bag in her right hand. Before I could ask how she was doing, she reached out and shook my hand firmly. “I don’t even think about it anymore,” she said. That sentence, more than any MRI scan, told me everything I needed to know.


We spend much of our lives celebrating movement—the marathon runner crossing the finish line, the concert pianist performing a concerto, the child taking their first steps. We rarely pause to marvel at something infinitely smaller: the moment just before movement begins. The silent decision. The invisible spark. The quiet whisper inside the brain that says, ‘now’. As Lao Tzu observed, “The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.” Neuroscience would add one small amendment: before the first step comes a single impulse, born in a tiny patch of cortex.

As she walked towards the door, she turned back with a grin. “Doctor,” she said, “I’ve discovered the hardest movement of all.” “Oh?” “Getting off the sofa when my favourite television series is on.” I laughed. Some forms of inertia, it seems, are wonderfully resistant to even the finest neurosurgery.


The author is consultant neurosurgeon at Wockhardt Hospital, Mumbai.

mazdaturel@gmail.com @mazdaturel
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The TV astrologer who couldn't predict his own accident


A husband's firm belief in a TV astrologer's predictions leads to a search for a brown cow, much to his wife's amusement. But when the astrologer's own fate proves unpredictable, the tables turn
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Your Bassaram is a rather useless fellow,” I declared irritably.

“Why? What’s he done now?” my wife asked, without even looking up from scrolling the messages on her phone. “And he isn’t my Bassaram. You hired him, remember? You’re the one who keeps praising his driving skills and initiative.”


“He’s useless in critical matters. An hour ago, I sent him to find a brown cow, and he still hasn’t returned.”

My wife looked up, one eyebrow arched like a question mark. “A cow? At this hour?”

“Not just any cow—a brown cow,” I repeated, emphasising the distinction.



She set her phone aside. “Why on earth do you need a cow?”


I drew a patient breath; the kind one takes before explaining quantum mechanics to an imbecile. “Swami Bhavishyanand said on his astro channel this morning that Rahu is declining and Vrishchik is ascendant. Vishakha, Anuradha, and Jyeshtha are poorly aligned in my seventh house. He warned those of my sign against travelling west today. If unavoidable, one must feed a paan leaf to a brown cow to avert misfortune. You know I intend to go to the club, which is to the west of our home. Now do you understand why I sent Bassaram to find a brown cow?”

“Do you really believe this nonsense? You rise early every day to watch this organic manure?”

“I’m no blind believer,” I replied, “but one can’t argue with results.”

“What results?” she asked, her tone suggesting that I had joined some cult that worshipped plastic chairs.


“Last week he predicted I would find treasure. Sure enough, I discovered a five-rupee coin near the washing machine.”

“Treasure?” She looked scornfully.

“Then he predicted that I would be indisposed and might see a doctor on Saturday. Remember, I sneezed that morning, and while taking out the trash, I met Dr Hari.”

My wife spoke slowly, as if to a child. “Dr Hari is our neighbour, a PhD in Sanskrit poetry, not a physician.”


“Agreed, but he is a doctor, no? The stars sometimes don’t read the fine print.”

Our argument escalated in that special way that only married couples can manage—part philosophy, part petty point-scoring and part non sequiturs.

“How can one prediction apply to one-twelfth of humanity?” she demanded. “Millions sneezing and finding coins simultaneously? The mathematics alone should embarrass you.”

“It works for me. That’s what matters.”


I pressed on with what I considered ironclad logic. “Ten channels air these programmes with soaring TRPs. Millions tune in. They can’t all be delusional. It can’t be all mumbo jumbo.”

Maybe I misheard, but my wife muttered something like: “Mumbo jumbo is exactly what it is.”

As I left for the club, I instructed her to lay out my yellow socks. “Deep yellow is my lucky colour today,” I announced proudly.

She merely grunted. Her grumpiness lingered through the evening. At dinner with the Tomars, she committed what I considered domestic treason: pointing out my yellow socks to Mrs Tomar. The two women kept whispering and sniggering the whole evening.

Provoked, I resolved to convert her. The next morning, I sacrificed my tea ritual and made her watch the astro channel with me. But Bhavishyanand was absent!

A saffron-robed sadhvi named Kaal Kumari appeared in his place, solemnly intoning predictions as if each syllable were a heavy responsibility. The ticker announced: “Bhavishyanand will be off air for a few weeks following an accident.”

I stared, stunned. “He… met with an accident?”

My wife burst into laughter. “So much for your oracle. A seer who couldn’t foresee his own mishap. Probably his scooty broke down and a Nano ran right over him! He should have worn red boxers and fed biscuits to a black dog to avert the misfortune!” she mocked.

The image of the great astrologer in crimson underwear, chasing a stray to feed it biscuits, hovered between us. Even I had to smile.

“Perhaps Bhavishyanand isn’t such a hotshot crystal-gazer as I imagined,” I conceded.

My wife looked triumphant.

Then the channel updated: Bhavishyanand’s Mercedes had crashed after overrunning a pedestrian.

“A Mercedes?” Pity for the scooty victim evaporated. Learning that he was riding a Mercedes incensed me beyond reason. “The guy must be a crook, a fraud and a charlatan!” I declared.

I vowed to abandon stupid astrological stuff and sleep late every morning. A week later, early morning murmurs from the television stirred me. My wife was missing. I found her in the living room, raptly watching the astro channel as Kaal Kumari discoursed on Saturn, Vakrav and Shadvarg.

“To avoid bad luck on Monday, eat two oranges in the morning and carry the peels in your purse till evening.”

“What crap is this? You wake up early every day to watch this organic manure?”

“To avoid health issues on Tuesday, keep a clove of garlic behind your ear while brushing your teeth. On Wednesday….”

“Shush!” hissed the missus. “I need to note it down carefully. I’ve been watching her every morning and the predictions have proved absolutely accurate for me—love, career, moods, profit, loss. I must follow her advice.”

“Don’t tell me you believe in this bunkum?”

“I’m no blind believer,” she replied serenely, “But the stars speak, loudly, and with uncanny precision. One can’t argue with results, can one?”

K.C. Verma is former chief of R&AW. kcverma345@gmail.com












































































































































































This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theweek.in/columns/k-c-verma/2026/08/22/the-tv-astrologer-who-couldnt-predict-his-own-accident.html



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










PCSK9 gene therapy: Could a single treatment replace lifelong medication?


Gene editing and cholesterol management are entering a new phase, with a potential single-treatment therapy showing promise in permanently lowering "bad" LDL cholesterol by altering the PCSK9 gene
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For decades, the fight against high cholesterol has followed a familiar formula: eat better, exercise and take medication—often every day, sometimes for life. These approaches have saved millions of lives. But they depend on something medicine cannot always guarantee: long-term adherence and an adequate response to treatment. People forget doses, stop treatment because of side effects, or simply fail to reach recommended cholesterol levels despite taking multiple therapies.

What if lowering cholesterol could require just one treatment? That possibility is beginning to move from science fiction towards reality—and could become one of the most intriguing advances in cardiovascular medicine. One of the most promising targets is a gene called PCSK9, which plays a key role in regulating how the liver clears LDL cholesterol—the so-called “bad” cholesterol—from the bloodstream. Drugs that inhibit PCSK9 can produce substantial reductions in LDL cholesterol, but most require repeated dosing.


Gene editing takes a fundamentally different approach. Instead of repeatedly blocking PCSK9, it aims to permanently reduce its activity by editing the gene itself. The results emerging from early human trials are striking. In May 2026, The New England Journal of Medicine published results from an experimental gene editing therapy designed to inactivate PCSK9 in liver cells. In 35 participants, a single infusion reduced PCSK9 levels by as much as 88 per cent and LDL cholesterol by as much as 62 per cent. At the highest dose, the LDL reduction was still evident during follow-up extending to at least one year. That is an extraordinary result—but it is also only an early step.

The central promise of gene editing is not simply a lower cholesterol number. It is the possibility of changing the biology of a disease with a single treatment. For cardiovascular medicine, that would represent a profound shift: from managing a risk factor year after year to potentially altering one of its underlying biological pathways.


Elevated LDL cholesterol remains one of the most important and treatable risk factors for atherosclerotic cardiovascular disease. If a one-time treatment could safely produce sustained LDL reduction, the implications could be enormous.



But what The New England Journal of Medicine published was an early-stage trial, with a small number of participants and a primary focus on safety and biological effects rather than whether treatment ultimately prevents heart attacks or strokes. We also do not yet know how durable the effect will be over decades, or whether unforeseen problems could emerge from permanently altering a person’s DNA. Cost and access present another major hurdle. Gene-editing therapies are currently among the most expensive treatments in medicine. At the same time, the history of biomedical technology shows that costs can fall dramatically as technologies mature and become more widely adopted.


For India, the implications could be profound. Cardiovascular disease remains one of the country’s greatest health challenges, with nearly 29 lakh cardiovascular deaths estimated in 2021. India also faces a distinctive burden, with cardiovascular disease often developing at younger ages, while diabetes, hypertension, obesity, tobacco use and other risk factors continue to contribute to the rising risk. Whether gene editing therapies can eventually become safe, durable, affordable and scalable will determine much of their global impact. If they can meet those challenges, the implications could be enormous. By reducing lifelong exposure to elevated LDL cholesterol, such therapies could potentially help prevent heart attacks and strokes before they occur.

But the future of cardiovascular prevention will not be built by gene editing alone. Healthy diet, physical activity, blood-pressure control, smoking cessation and proven cholesterol-lowering medicines will remain essential for the foreseeable future. The age of genomic medicine may indeed be arriving. The challenge now is to ensure that its benefits reach far beyond the laboratory. For a country carrying one of the world’s largest burdens of heart disease, gene editing could be more than a scientific breakthrough. It could potentially shift the paradigm from lifelong treatment to lifelong protection.


Shyla Jovitha Abraham is a health and wellness writer, based in Cleveland, and Dr Jame Abraham is chairman, department of hematology/medical oncology and professor of medicine at Cleveland Clinic. The views expressed are his own and do not represent the views of Cleveland Clinic.
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A few days ago, the Punjab Congress convened a well-attended meeting in Bathinda as part of its nine-day Har Booth Mazboot (make every booth strong) campaign. But when the party’s state president Amarinder Singh Raja Warring rose to address the gathering, nearly a third of the attendees walked out, with some raising slogans against him.







The Congress continues to maintain a traditional vote base in the state, a deep grassroots network across the rural belt, and a pool of experienced leaders with an ideological connection to the electorate.





















Similar episodes of discontent were visible at many other meetings meant to strengthen the party machinery at the grassroots. A section of partymen wants former Chief Minister Charanjit Singh Channi to replace Warring, despite the party high command endorsing the current chief. Former Chhattisgarh chief minister Bhupesh Baghel, the party’s state in-charge, has been insisting that a leadership change is out of the question.


Punjab is probably the Congress’s best bet among the seven states going to the polls in 2027. The Aam Aadmi Party (AAP), which rules the state, no longer enjoys the popularity that brought it to power in 2022. The Shiromani Akali Dal has lost much of its political heft. The BJP, despite expanding its footprint in the state, is still searching for a broader local connection and a leader with pan-Punjab appeal.

Punjab’s electoral map is broadly divided into three regions—Malwa (69 seats), Majha (25), and Doaba (23). In 2022, the AAP swept Malwa by winning 66 seats, and managed 26 seats from the other two.

Ashutosh Kumar, professor of political science at Panjab University, said the AAP government could not address some of the state’s persistent problems, which has opened up space for its rivals. “The result could be a four-cornered contest—and potentially even a five-way battle if Waris Punjab De builds on the space created by the Akali Dal’s decline. In such a fragmented contest, a party securing around 25 to 30 per cent of the votes could win,” he said.



That gives the Congress an edge. The party continues to maintain a traditional vote base in the state, a deep grassroots network across the rural belt, and a pool of experienced leaders with an ideological connection to the electorate. After its rout in the 2022 Assembly elections, the party improved its vote share from 23 per cent to 26.39 per cent in the 2024 Lok Sabha elections, winning seven of the state’s 13 seats. The AAP, meanwhile, saw its vote share fall sharply from around 42 per cent to 26.16 per cent.


Turf wars are nothing new in Punjab Congress. “From the 1980s, when Giani Zail Singh and Darbara Singh represented rival camps, such rivalries have been a constant within the party,” said Jaspal Singh, a political analyst. “Once ticket distribution begins, the party leaders could come to common terms and work together. That seems to be the only applicable assessment keeping the past in view.”

In 1992, the Congress returned to power despite the fierce rivalry between Darbara Singh, who served as chief minister from 1980 to 1983, and Beant Singh. A decade later, in 2002, the Congress again overcame internal divisions—this time between Captain Amarinder Singh and Rajinder Kaur Bhattal—to win 62 seats and form the government. After defeats in 2007 and 2012, the party returned to power with 77 seats in 2017 against the backdrop of intense tensions between Partap Singh Bajwa and Amarinder Singh.

“What we should understand is that the Congress is a resilient force in Punjab and it has always come back to power, even in times of factionalism,” said Jasbir Gill, a former Lok Sabha member.

The party has been sending subtle messages to disgruntled leaders, pointing to the fate of those who left the Congress for the BJP. Sunil Jakhar, Amarinder Singh, and Ravneet Singh Bittu have substantially diminished political standing in the saffron camp. Bittu lost the 2024 Lok Sabha election from Ludhiana after joining the BJP, while Amarinder Singh and Jakhar have remained largely outside the electoral spotlight since their switch.


The BJP, meanwhile, is trying to fix the gaps in its strategy. “We are preparing on two fronts—organisationally and politically,” said Vineet Joshi, state media head of the party. “Organisationally, our Shakti Kendra network, with each centre overseeing four booths, is almost complete. We are now working on booth committees. On the political front, we are identifying and taking up issues that have a sustained impact on the ground.”

The Congress, on the other hand, is trying to balance its caste arithmetic. Channi gives the party a strong dalit face, representing a community that constitutes 32 per cent of the state’s population, while Warring, a Jat leader, helps maintain its connection with a politically influential constituency. The party is keen not to repeat its mistake in Haryana, where over-reliance on Jat leader Bhupendra Hooda, sidelining Dalit leader Selja Kumari, sent a negative signal to backward castes, contributing to its defeat in the assembly elections.

For the AAP, this is a do-or-die election. If it loses Punjab, its ambition for expansion could quickly turn into a defensive struggle to protect its political turf.

While the Congress may have the organisational might, a favourable caste mix and the political space to return to power, internal bickering could be its undoing. In a four-cornered contest where a few percentage points can decide the winner, divisions could prove more consequential than in the past.
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Interview/ Bhupesh Baghel, Congress’s state in-charge for Punjab

AS THE CONGRESS’S Punjab unit is grappling with chronic factionalism, the state in-charge Bhupesh Baghel has been tasked with managing the competing camps. In an interview, he talks about the party’s organisational strategy, the BJP’s growing presence and the chances of coming back to power. Excerpts:







The Congress wants to use both faces. The one who is strong in the organisation is in the organisation (Warring), and the one who has a connect with the people is the chairman of the campaign committee (Channi).






















Q/ Despite your earnest efforts, factionalism is thriving in the party.

Which party does not have factionalism, and which party does not have competition among leaders? Since we are in the opposition, we are in the spotlight. There is no discussion about what is happening in the other parties. The Aam Aadmi Party had seven members who broke away. Since the AAP is in the government, there was no discussion about it.

There is factionalism within the BJP, too, but that is not visible. They were not able to handle the Gen Z agitation. Everyone kept pushing the responsibility to the other and the matter went out of hand.



Q/ The Congress is a force in Punjab, but this time it faces competition from both the AAP and the BJP.


They fought in the Lok Sabha elections as well. Amit Shah said they would fight alone. People here are educated and are active on social media. They know everything. Be it the Gen Z movement or the Ram Mandir issue, they know everything. Their reality has come out now. So, our fight will be with the Aam Aadmi Party.

Q/ The BJP’s vote share increased from 6.6 per cent in the assembly elections to 18 per cent in the 2024 Lok Sabha elections.

Ram Mandir was built at that time…. Because of this, their vote share increased from 6 per cent to 18 per cent. But the recent incidents—the robbery in the Ram Mandir and the Gen Z protests at Jantar Mantar—have changed the situation.

Q/ Is the leadership issue in Punjab Congress about personalities, or does it reflect a deeper ideological and organisational weakness?


The party wants to use both faces. The one who is strong in the organisation is in the organisation (Warring), and the one who has a connect with the people is the chairman of the campaign committee (Channi). This is the party’s decision.

Q/ There are allegations from within the party that Warring has good ties with Chief Minister Bhagwant Mann, which affects his performance as opposition leader.

We had 18 seats in the assembly. Two years later, when the Lok Sabha elections were held, we won seven of 13 seats, while the Aam Aadmi Party got only three. If there was such an understanding between them, why would there be such a result? Such rumours are being spread to defame the opposition.

Q/ If the BJP goes with the communal narrative it often uses during elections, it could take away Hindu votes from the Congress. Do you think the Congress’s organisational might will be able to counter that?


Their narrative has gone beyond that. People are saying they are not working for the people, but are just doing Hindu-Muslim politics. People are now asking when will the employment issue be addressed? Modi has been disrespected 75 times by the US President Donald Trump and there was no response from the PM. The country has never seen such a helpless PM.

Q/ What is the Congress’s roadmap on the issues of unemployment, drugs and agrarian distress?

The Congress believes that two people are being entrusted with all the properties, land, ports and other things—Adani and Ambani. How will the other businessmen get opportunities? From Kerala to Ladakh, everything is being given to them. We need decentralisation. As Rahul Gandhi says, small businesses provide employment, but Modi has destroyed them.

Q/ Punjab is a state where the Congress still has an organisational base. How critical is the state to the party’s broader strategy of a national revival?


Punjab is a secular state and the BJP’s communal gimmicks do not work here. On another side, Bhagwant Mann has pushed the state back 25 years and businesses are not coming to Punjab.
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WHEN VIKRAM MISRI touched down in Colombo on August 5 for his first standalone visit to Sri Lanka as foreign secretary, provincial council elections dominated his public remarks. What he told Tamil leaders privately, however, suggested something more cautious. New Delhi was careful not to be seen favouring one ethnic community, wary of unsettling an already fragile balance.

President Anura Kumara Dissanayake’s National People’s Power government is negotiating a difficult position of its own. It is trying to preserve its Marxist-Leninist roots while running a state still under the strict fiscal consolidation programme agreed with the IMF. For India, keeping Colombo close matters more after the setback it suffered in Bangladesh.


Misri’s agenda, meanwhile, extended beyond provincial elections. He discussed Indian assistance for recovery from Cyclone Ditwah, energy cooperation and an upgrade to the existing bilateral trade agreement, along with progress on India-backed projects including the Unique Digital Identity scheme, plans to develop Trincomalee as an energy hub and the rehabilitation of the Kankesanthurai harbour near Jaffna.

But the substance of the visit lay elsewhere, in Misri’s meetings with Dissanayake, Prime Minister Harini Amarasuriya and parliamentarians from the Tamil-speaking provinces. “India’s demand for provincial council elections remains unwavering. New Delhi views the 13th amendment [which established the provincial council system] not as an optional framework but as a non-negotiable component of regional stability,” said Selvam Adaikalanathan, the Tamil member of parliament representing Vanni in the Northern Province. He added that India could only push so far, and that real pressure should come from within Sri Lanka.


Dissanayake has adopted a new formulation, “national consensus”, telling minority leaders that his government prefers a broad agreement over a hurried new constitution or the abrupt scrapping of the executive presidency. By avoiding the unilateral, party-driven constitution-making of the past, he presents himself as a unifier rather than a partisan. The opposition and minority parties, however, see it as strategic ambiguity in the guise of principle. They argue that the NPP is using the language of consensus to avoid provincial council elections, given that the JVP, the dominant force within the NPP coalition, has never shown much appetite for devolving power. “With a battered economy and a nation still reeling from bankruptcy, a prolonged national dialogue aimed at reaching a consensus for a new constitution is only a convenient strategic stall, allowing the government to delay devolution reforms that might alienate its nationalist southern base,” said Adaikalanathan.



Even so, a day before Misri arrived, Dissanayake met Tamil and Muslim MPs and spoke of the need for what his office termed “a broad and inclusive national dialogue” on constitutional reform.


Sources in Jaffna said India understood that federalism had little traction in Sri Lanka at present, even as it maintained pressure for devolution and provincial council elections. The most telling part of Misri’s visit may have been what he reportedly told Tamil leaders in private: that there was a red line around minority aspirations. For years, New Delhi cast itself as the guarantor of devolution, specifically for Tamils. Political observers now detect a shift towards accepting Sri Lanka’s existing unitary constitutional structure, one designed to protect Indian security interests from the kind of ethnic anxieties that have historically destabilised the south.

The structure of the visit itself hinted at this recalibration. Misri met Tamil parties in separate sittings, keeping northern and eastern representatives apart from hill country leaders, sources said, a fragmentation that lets New Delhi manage a divided Tamil political field while keeping the central government steady.


In his meetings, Misri reportedly stressed equality for all Sri Lankan citizens. It amounted to a quiet retreat from federalism, the idea that has anchored Tamil political demands for decades and which the JVP itself rejected during the insurrection of the 1980s.

Adaikalanathan, who attended the meeting with Misri, disputes that reading. He rejected any suggestion that India had counselled Tamil leaders against federalism. “India’s focus remains the functional devolution of power within the existing constitutional framework,” he said. On one point, at least, he insisted there was no ambiguity: India wants the provincial council election held as early as possible, and it is firm on that.
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Interview | 'First, restore flow of trade from Bangladesh': M. Riaz Hamidullah, Bangladesh's High Commissioner to India


In an exclusive interview, Bangladesh's top diplomat in India outlines Dhaka's perspective, stressing the need for mutual trust and engagement beyond state-level talks to repair the crucial partnership
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Dhaka’s ties with Delhi once had a warmth and bonhomie that helped both sides navigate even the most complicated political and security challenges. But now, the relationship is going through one of its most difficult phases. Bangladeshi diplomats are insisting that Prime Minister Tarique Rahman should not visit India until his predecessor Sheikh Hasina is extradited. Deepening the political distance between the two neighbours is the absence of agreements on security, trade and water.

On August 10, the first signs of a possible political thaw came when Rahman met India's envoy to Bangladesh Dinesh Trivedi. Bangladesh’s High Commissioner to India, M. Riaz Hamidullah, says there is now an opportunity to take the conversation beyond closed-door diplomacy, into spaces where it can breathe and acquire new dimensions.


Excerpts from an interview: 

You have closely observed Bangladesh transition through three political phases - from Hasina to Muhammad Yunus to Rahman. Has its foreign policy towards India changed?

Foreign policy is, in good measure, an expression of the manifestation of people’s values and interests. During my 10 months under the interim government and the subsequent six months under the present BNP government, I have tried to convey the aspirations of the people of Bangladesh, which remain unchanged irrespective of the political dispensation, to our friends and interlocutors in India.



For any relationship to prosper, it needs to be understood through shared interests, mutuality and interdependence. Dhaka understands this fully. What we need is for our friends to understand it in equal measure. We simply need to blend short-term gains with long-term interests. The long-term interest is a peaceful, harmonious and stable geography in eastern South Asia. If that requires flexibility that may not pass through arithmetic calculations, then we need to exercise it.


Rahman’s first meeting with Trivedi raised hopes of a visit to India by the prime minister. With the demand for Sheikh Hasina’s extradition, are we staring at another cold winter?

Both the high commissioner and the prime minister were candid. The meeting lasted close to an hour; they discussed dominant issues, including sensitive ones. Given our relationship, when there are sensitive issues, it is useful for both sides to hear, understand, appreciate and try to address these. 

You have described India-Bangladesh ties as “organic” and “absolutely natural”. But the relationship went through one of its most difficult phases recently. What did the policymakers on both sides missed?

We have a younger democracy that presents not only a challenge but also an opportunity. We need to understand Bangladesh-of-today at the intersection of demography, democracy and development; and proceed in ways that allow Bangladeshi society to generate outcomes premised on dignity, mutual trust and respect and shared benefits with every partner, including India.


India is a seminal relationship for Bangladesh. It has gone through certain phases. Today, generations are changing much faster. What used to constitute a generation over 10 or 15 years, may now be three to five years. We need to continuously and sensitively understand and value people’s aspirations.

Nearly 88 per cent of our population is below their mid-50s. They are young, globally exposed and connected. Understanding their aspirations, and finding ways to fulfil them, is a challenge for Bangladeshi state and society. And, those aspirations also need to be appreciated by others, including India.

If you put the issues between Bangladesh and India on a balance sheet, there are not many intractable ones. As I said, over the preceding months, we have addressed India’s security concerns in good measure. On an equal measure, it is now necessary that India also appreciates Bangladesh. What I recognise is that state-to-state interaction is happening, but it is not sufficiently buttressed by wider societal engagement. Without that, the relationship may not be on a strong wicket.

Trade is one area where people can directly benefit. What are the immediate economic measures that India and Bangladesh should take?


First, we should restore trade to the 2024 level. In May 2025, India arbitrarily closed its [market] land border to [certain] Bangladeshi exports, worth $700-900 million. Bangladesh did not impose the slightest reciprocal measure. So, the first thing is to restore that flow of trade from Bangladesh.

Second, most people wonder why a Bangladeshi entrepreneur interested to invest in India is clubbed with Pakistan and put in the restricted category. Symbolically, it hurts. Why are we being bracketed with Pakistan? Why are we allowing India’s investments while our investors are treated this way?

Third, over the past 10-12 months, some Bangladeshi exports worth only a few million dollars have been subjected to countervailing duties and punitive measures.

Bangladesh’s trade with China is expanding. Does Dhaka still regard India as a preferred economic partner?


Whatever we import from China is mostly machinery and other inputs that are not necessarily coming from India. The question is cost-competitiveness. India has a profound advantage because things can reach in 24 or 48 hours. No one can outbid India on that geographical advantage.

If you look at the import profile, you would be surprised. Many things coming from China simply cannot originate from India at present—chemicals, machinery and so on. From India, Bangladesh imports raw cotton, cotton yarn, maize, wheat and very basic things. There is enormous potential for India if competitiveness is right.

The Teesta issue has yet to result in a legally binding water-sharing agreement. Is Dhaka willing to resolve it bilaterally?

Let us look at the larger, fundamental issue. India needs to understand that water is foremost a cultural and ecological issue for a shared delta and shared agro-ecology. The principles of fairness, equity and responsibility towards nature need to be employed. The Teesta basin constitutes nearly 14 per cent of Bangladesh’s cropping landmass, and 21 million people are dependent on Teesta waters. So, let alone being an emotional issue, it has become a test of our relationship and of its future.

In the past, we were told that as and when there would be a BJP government both at the Centre and in the state, it would be resolved. We are now really looking forward to conversations beginning and to a constructive resolution. Draft proposals were made years ago, so the basis is already laid out. It is now for Delhi to move forward.

Bangladesh is also looking at a China-backed river restoration plan. What is Dhaka’s position, particularly if India has security concerns?

Let me tell upfront that we approach Teesta river water comprehensive management and restoration project out of our people's existential necessity, deep inside Bangladesh territory. The process has continued essentially driven by pressing social-economic-ecological considerations. In the absence of any progress for decades on the Teesta, there is tremendous anguish and demand among people in our part, particularly in northern Bangladesh. The region is at risk of desertification in some areas and becoming increasingly arid, while at other times there is flooding: you either get flooded or you get dry. That has compelled any government of the day, including the past Sheikh Hasina government, to engage with China to seek a lasting solution.

If Delhi has any inhibition, worry or apprehension, as and when we sit across the table, let this be raised. Bangladesh will be open to elaborate why we are looking at developing Teesta water resources on our side, our way. If there are security concerns, let us hear them. We are ready to share details and allay any apprehension. Ultimately, we are pursuing a solution in our sovereign national interest.

The northeast has become an important part of Bangladesh’s outreach – you recently visited Tripura. Does Bangladesh see itself becoming the eastern gateway in the region?

Our engagement with the northeast India is premised on culture, multiple identities, mutual trust, respect and dignity. These need to be blended and posited on shared benefits. Every undertaking should pass the test of shared benefits. Bangladesh has some expectations and some concerns about connectivity projects. These should not be intractable. What would be useful from India is to engage with Dhaka on an even keel; listen to what Bangladesh has to say and make adjustments, where necessary.

Bangladesh has been saying for some time that some connectivity projects do not appear to be yielding the desirable return on investment. This needs to be factored in. Connecting with the northeast is clearly in the mutual interest of both sides. The water and rainfall in the northeast flows through Bangladesh, nourishing the soil before moving onwards. Sometimes it creates flooding, but at other times, it brings fertility. This shared geography should also guide physical connectivity.

You have a long association with SAARC, having served at its secretariat. Do you think there is still political space to revive the organisation or is it time to move towards smaller regional arrangements?

As a practitioner of regional cooperation and a believer in regionalism in South Asia, I continue to believe that regional cooperation is a necessity across diverse sectors. It complements national undertakings, from culture and agriculture to connectivity. We should value every regional construct on its own merit and in the context in which it was founded. SAARC has already created functioning regional instruments and institutions. The SAARC Agriculture Centre in Dhaka has delivered significant public good for almost four decades. The SAARC Development Fund (SDF) has more than half a billion dollars in its coffers to be disbursed, largely on grant-finance basis. These instruments can create tremendous public good and trust. If we allow these largely apolitical regional institutions to function on their own merit, that can vindicate the benefits of regional cooperation.

One should not characterise it as old or new SAARC. Look at SAFTA and cooperation in health, agriculture and disaster management, for instance. Much of the connectivity we see today had genesis in the SAARC Regional Multimodal Transport Study, undertaken more than two decades ago, when things were almost at ground zero.

The same happened with power and energy. A regional electricity market or common grid was once beyond imagination. Yet, these ideas emerged through regional conversation. We should allow sectoral collaborations to proceed on their own merit. Some areas are politically sensitive, but one sensitive sector should not constrain the overall framework of regional cooperation.

Given India’s security concerns after Operation Sindoor, Bangladesh’s increasing engagement with Pakistan in trade, culture and cricket has been raising eyebrows.

Bangladesh remains engaged with Pakistan, just as every other state. Our people, including our youth, are also fully mindful of the past.

There are elements in the relationship where people in Bangladesh and Pakistan find it worthwhile to engage, particularly economically. If two peoples find economic, social or cultural interaction based on mutual respect and gain, they will engage, naturally. 

Our trade (the trade between Bangladesh and Pakistan) is currently below $1 billion. We are mindful that [our] interaction with a country should not hurt the core concerns of another country, particularly concerning security.

I can tell that interlocutors in Delhi are made aware of this by their counterparts in Dhaka. Otherwise, the unease would have reflected at different levels.

You have described some of your conversations in Delhi as extremely difficult. What was your most challenging moment personally, and what was your happiest?

My happiest moments were hearing interesting perspectives, exciting insights, and being able to engage with Indians across the board. For instance, my discussion with [musician] Zubin Garg in Guwahati was about how we must reach out to people across the spectrum regardless of distinctions. Interstate relations are one thing; but they cannot define, and must not define, the relationship between two people at large. That risks ignoring the crucial role of society. Societal reflection shapes, and sometimes even dictates, the state of affairs in politics.
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Interview | ‘Provincial Council elections should be held immediately’: Sri Lankan MP Selvam Adaikalanathan


Vanni MP Selvam Adaikalanathan discusses the urgent need for Sri Lanka's Provincial Council elections, the devolution of power, and releasing lands held by the military, following a key meeting with India's Foreign Secretary Vikram Misri
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You were part of the MPs delegation to meet India’s Foreign Secretary Vikram Misri. What was discussed during the meeting?

Yes. We have formed a common platform called 'Medi' which comprises the Tamil-speaking political parties, Muslim parties, Hill Country parties, and parties in the northeast—six parties have united. We put forward three demands. The first is that the Provincial Council elections must be held. It has been two years since the government said that the Provincial Council elections will be held, but it hasn’t happened. Next is the land issue. That problem exists in the Hill Country and everywhere. Now, in the northeast, all three forces—the Army, Navy, and Air Force—are holding lands. These are people's private lands. They must be released. When all six parties went to see the president last time, he said he would release them. The president said this was an ambition or goal, and he would definitely release them. But, at the same time, on the following day or the third day, the deputy defence minister said in Parliament that the land cannot be released. Third is the new Constitution, which is being delayed by the government. We informed Misri of all these developments.



  Did you emphasise on holding provincial council elections? What was Misri’s reply?

Yes. We said that India should insist our government holds the elections. The Provincial Council election should be held immediately.

The government led by Anura Kumara Dissanayake is talking about bringing a new constitution. Another thing they say very importantly is Ekkiya Rajya (Unitary State). Was there any discussion about this?



No, we didn't talk about that. Ekkiya Rajya is an old story. The Anura government is preparing to come up with a new constitution. When writing a new constitution, we will all join together and give a proposal regarding the devolution of power. All the Tamil-speaking parties will join together and give what is needed. But now, what we are looking for is devolution of power and the PC election.


Did you talk about the 13th amendment also and has India in anyway deviated from this?

The Provincial Council election and devolution of power comes within the 13th Amendment. So, we talked in that regard.

India has been firm that the 13th Amendment should be implemented in Sri Lanka. So, why is there a problem for the current government? Why are they not holding the Provincial Council elections?

No, earlier the government's policy was that there shouldn't be a merger of the North and East in the Provincial Council system. After that, they didn't like the Provincial Council. Now, we don't know how the current NPP government is going to handle it when writing the new Constitution. Whether they will do it by leaving out the Provincial Councils, we don't know. We cannot allow that. But in the current situation, this government says it is going to hold the Provincial Council elections. They have also formed a committee in Parliament.


Did that committee hold talks?

The talks are ongoing. Will it be done according to the old system or after this new delimitation? That will be the committee's decision. If it is to be done according to the old system, a resolution can be brought in Parliament. If it is the new system, then delimitation will occur. By the time the delimitation is finished, the government's term will be over. If delimitation is the government's goal, the election will not happen. If the government proceeds according to the old system and then everyone supports changing the system for the next election, that would work.

Is the government now in a mood to accept the suggestion given by India—specifically from Vikram Misri—to hold the election?

India is constantly saying it. Even this time, after Vikram Misri left, the government said it will do it. But to what extent it is feasible, the government must decide. Taking the election forward under the old system and holding it immediately would be an action that respects India.


Is there another voice for India in this? On one hand, it's said that when talking to the government, they pressure for the devolution of power and the holding of Provincial Council elections. But another voice says that when India meets Tamil MPs, they advise them not to always have expectations for a full federal system. Is that true?

No one said that. India has only one objective: the Provincial Council elections must be held. India is firm on that. It is also firm that there should be devolution of power.
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How CJP’s legal acumen became its greatest weapon


The Cockroach Janta Party (CJP) leverages the legal expertise of its leaders to strategically challenge the judiciary and other institutions from within, using their own language
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The Cockroach Janta Party might have been born from a courtroom remark, but its evolution is being shaped by something more consequential than its provocative name—a small group of legally trained minds who understand how the judiciary and constitutional institutions work, and where they can be questioned.







Lawyers are not merely brought in after arrests or FIRs; legal understanding is being built into the movement’s strategy before protesters take to the streets.





















At the centre of this are Ratna Singh and Saurav Das, whose background in legal journalism have given the CJP an unusual advantage: they understand how the system speaks, how it functions and, crucially, how to translate that understanding into public campaigns.


Singh is a law graduate who got into legal journalism before joining the movement. Das, the spokesperson, has a degree in mass communication from Amity University, and has worked as an independent legal journalist. Together, their years covering the judiciary means they can follow proceedings closely, understand the nuances of arguments and observations, and explain their implications to other members of the CJP. In a movement made up of students with little legal training, the ability to translate complicated proceedings into simple language has become an organisational asset.

Importantly, they are not approaching the judiciary as outsiders angry with an institution. They are questioning it using the language of the institution.

Armed with this advantage, said CJP legal head Singh, the movement has embarked on its next phase with a special focus on education, the judiciary, the Election Commission and employment. The plan suggests that the group is trying to shed its tag of protesters and looking to establish itself as a pressure group capable of taking grievances from the street to institutions and, where necessary, to court.



The roadmap shows that it does not intend to remain a single-issue movement. The legal team, party members say, will have to operate across each of these areas, identifying where a grievance can be turned into a campaign, where a campaign can become an institutional demand and where an institutional dispute might ultimately require judicial intervention.


The first campaign is education. Its ‘School Thik Karo’ campaign will run for around two months, said Singh, with a measurable objective: if 100 schools are improved, the campaign will have achieved its goal.

Next month, the CJP also plans to launch a listening tool through which its team will speak directly to young people. The idea is to listen first and then determine which grievances can be taken forward. It’s an attempt to build a more direct connection with the constituency the CJP claims to represent.
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Change on the streets: CJP protesters near Jantar Mantar in July | Rahul R. Pattom














The legal component cuts across all of this. Singh said her years in legal journalism left her concerned about “a lack of transparency” in the judicial process. The questions they raise range from appointments through the collegium system to the handling of politically sensitive matters and cases such as the special intensive revision of voter rolls.

The argument, said Singh, was not simply that they disagreed with individual judgments. It was that citizens should be able to understand the process through which institutions exercising enormous constitutional power arrive at their decisions. She particularly stressed the importance of open-court hearings, which she believes are a citizen’s right, and also essential for the judiciary to retain public confidence. She was also critical of Chief Justice Surya Kant clarifying his “cockroach” statement, calling it an image-saving exercise.


While this reflects the gap between the CJP and the head of the judiciary, it also underscores the broader questions the movement is raising around transparency, accountability and the relationship between citizens and constitutional institutions.

Anas Tanwir, Supreme Court advocate-on-record, told THE WEEK that scrutiny of the judiciary need not be seen as a threat, and that accountability and transparency are ideals the court has always espoused. “Dissent, scrutiny and asking difficult questions are essential to a democracy,” he said. “And what is good for democracy is ultimately good for the court.”

Singh said senior advocates including Vrinda Grover, Kapil Sibal, Menaka Guruswamy and Prashant Bhushan have also helped the movement in legal cases, including matters outside Delhi. For a young organisation, access to lawyers with experience in constitutional litigation and civil liberties provides an important layer of support.

Such support becomes particularly valuable when protests turn into legal cases. Singh says the CJP’s legal team explains to students what they can and cannot do during protests so that they remain legally safe. Lawyers are not merely brought in after arrests or FIRs; legal understanding is being built into the movement’s strategy before protesters take to the streets. That might be one of the CJP’s biggest advantages.


Singh pointed out something else that had begun to take shape—protests across the country are taking place without waiting for the CJP’s formal support. Young people, she said, were taking cues from the movement and fighting their own battles.

And that, in a sense, is the legal team’s larger ambition while spreading awareness among Gen Z. Singh said the CJP need not be physically present at every protest if the youth understands how to go about it.

The irony is difficult to miss. The “cockroaches” have acquired lawyers, legal researchers and a growing understanding of the institutions they are questioning. The NALSAR controversy was one visible demonstration of this strategy. When students at the Hyderabad law university opposed the invitation to the Chief Justice of India as chief guest for their convocation, the CJP backed them and demanded accountability from the Bar Council of India. The BCI’s subsequent action against the graduating batch—telling state bar councils to not enrol any of the graduates—turned a university dispute into a national debate about dissent, professional regulation and the power of the Bar Council.

The decision was eventually withdrawn, while the Supreme Court made clear that the dispute did not justify punitive action against the students.


For the CJP, the episode demonstrated the success of its strategy of putting facts before the public and understanding the legal implications of institutional decisions. Careful planning went behind it.

And so, the real challenge for the legal establishment might not be the CJP itself, because movements can rise and fall. The more consequential question is whether the legal playbook it is using to model itself on will outlive the organisation.













New role: Maushumi Chakravarty | X@airnewsalerts














Social with media

THE SUPREME COURT Registry (administrative wing) now has an experienced media professional in its ranks. Maushumi Chakravarty, a 1991-batch Indian Information Service officer who has spent more than three decades in government communication, has taken charge as officer on special duty with the registry.

Chakravarty has had stints with the Press Information Bureau, Central Bureau of Communication, National Human Rights Commission and as a ministerial private secretary. She also served as director general of Akashvani News.

At the Supreme Court, she is handling media-related inquiries and communication with journalists, bringing an institutional understanding of how information is disseminated and media queries are managed.

Her appointment comes at a time when the court is facing heightened public and media interest in not only its judgments and hearings, but also its administrative functioning. The presence of a senior communication professional could help the registry respond more systematically to queries and provide greater clarity on matters within its administrative domain.
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Food safety crackdown: A systemic overhaul or a temporary fix?


Food safety in India is at a critical juncture as a nationwide crackdown by the FSSAI and state bodies targets widespread violations from adulteration to misleading advertising
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Be realistic; we are in India.

When it comes to food safety and standards, Indians will certainly commiserate with this sentiment. After all, not expecting the system to deliver is almost ingrained in the average Indian’s DNA.


So when things actually start moving, it is hardly surprising that those at the vanguard of this activism make headlines. Tukaram Mundhe, Maharashtra’s Food Safety and Drug Administration (FDA) commissioner, has been on the warpath, seizing fake milk, adulterated candies, chemical-laced kulfi and more, while ruffling the feathers of everyone from giant corporations to connected politicians.

Mundhe’s hyper-activism has seen him shut down everything from luxury hotels to prestigious canteens. One was Park Inn by Radisson, an upscale hotel in Navi Mumbai where the FDA claimed to have found insects. When the hotel challenged the suspension in the Bombay High Court, the judges quashed the order, questioning how two insects could justify shutting down an entire hotel which had 95 per cent compliance. “Be realistic, we are in India,” one judge famously said while revoking the suspension.

LAW AND ORDER



India may now be at its strongest threshold yet of bringing some semblance of order into its food safety regime.


At the forefront of a nationwide crackdown is the Food Safety and Standards Authority of India (FSSAI), the country’s top food regulator. Generally known for half-hearted activism, FSSAI seems to have opened its floodgates. It has acted not only on innumerable complaints involving adulterated milk and analogue paneer (made with vegetable fat, starch and emulsifiers to mimic the real thing), but also against big brands like Pepsi, Dabur and Nestle.

It challenged Pepsi’s Sting claim that it was an ‘energy drink’, pointing out that no such category existed. Several popular alcohol brands, including batches of Old Monk and Royal Challenge, were prohibited from sale over bogus claims: the regulator said artificial rum and whisky flavours were being added instead of following conventional distillation and maturation process.

Deceptive claims have received particular scrutiny. Breads marketed as ‘zero maida’ or ‘atta bread’ were targeted after FSSAI found refined flour (maida) as their main ingredient. Other actions covered fruit sweeteners and pharma companies, with violations ranging from misleading health claims to unhygienic storage.

There have been crackdowns across the country. Karnataka FDA raids on Bengaluru’s pubs and five-star hotels uncovered hundreds of kilos of rotten meat, fungus-infected vegetables and expired milk products. The Kerala government intensified sanitary inspections of shops and eateries, while Tamil Nadu banned artificially coloured appalams. Fake manufacturing units have been busted—from Punjab (counterfeit desi ghee in Ludhiana and noodles in Ferozepur) to Uttar Pradesh (fake spices in Kanpur).


“This is a silver lining because we have never seen this kind of coordinated effort,” said Ashim Sanyal, managing trustee of the rights organisation Consumer VOICE.

But the silver lining can hide rumbling clouds.

CLOUDY WITH A CHANCE OF…

On one side is India’s precocious trading culture. From big brands selling vegetable oil-based ‘cheesy’ products to unscrupulous merchants making a killing with analogue paneer, businesses often run on a pure profit mode, with every avenue, fair or foul, considered fair game.


“While the legal framework prohibits false, misleading and unsubstantiated claims, enforcement frequently struggles to keep pace with the scale of the food industry, and the speed at which new products enter the market,” said Sonam Chandwani, managing partner, KS Legal & Associates.

If big brands are just the tip of the iceberg, the informal economy thriving on malpractices is the rest—with authorities barely able to break their cycle of poor standards.

Adulteration of traditional sweets, milk products and spices is so rampant that it raises genuine concerns about public health. Then there are artificially ripened fruits and vegetables. “We have been asking them to essentially mandate that organised retail will only sell ethically ripened produce, not artificially ripened produce,” said Sachin Taparia, founder, chairman and CEO of LocalCircles, an advocacy platform.

TOO MANY COOKS


Another problem is the multiplicity of authorities. India’s food-safety ecosystem is a bureaucratic quagmire. FSSAI is tasked with regulating a vast country with limited staff, constraining its enforcement strength. Its orders involve multiple departments—from consumer protection and legal metrology, to health and information and broadcasting—as well as state FDAs, municipal sanitation officials and the police.

A regulation issued by FSSAI has to be implemented by state FDAs. Each state has an FDA commissioner overseeing food controllers and drug controllers, who in turn have food inspectors and drug inspectors requiring local workers or police assistance to enforce regulations.

“Regulation is only as effective as its enforcement, and consistency in implementation remains India’s biggest challenge,” said Chandwani.

Many feel FSSAI is not keeping pace with market advancements. Arun Gupta, an activist who campaigns against food-product malpractices, pointed out that FSSAI has not implemented front-of-pack labelling (FOPL) for foods high in fat, sugar and highly processed ingredients. Around 40 countries have introduced such warnings in varying forms. Despite health ministry recommendations, FSSAI has yet to order them. It recently submitted a complex table of recommended daily allowances in an ongoing Supreme Court case. “FSSAI is giving us a math problem instead of a [simple] warning,” said Gupta.

FSSAI CEO Rajit Punhani did not respond to THE WEEK’s request for an interview.

BEST BEFORE…

India’s food-safety regime has two major problems. One is a rogue market, where even reputable brands violate rules. The other is monitoring and execution. Regulators are often playing catch-up as companies introduce products requiring new forms of oversight. The result is a food-standards ecosystem that is reactive rather than proactive.

“A stronger regulatory ecosystem,” said Chandwani, “requires not only stricter enforcement but also higher financial penalties, faster adjudication of violations, mandatory scientific substantiation of health and nutrition claims before products reach the market and greater public disclosure of enforcement actions.”

Short of that, Indians might as well take solace with that by-now-famous line: “Be realistic; we are in India.”
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The next Tata chairman: Why capital allocation is the key to the empire


With N. Chandrasekaran's surprise departure as Tata chairman, his successor inherits a conglomerate facing immense capital allocation challenges, and must navigate the demanding turnaround of Air India, the unfinished Tata Digital project and rising governance tensions with the influential Tata Trusts
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N. Chandrasekaran’s decision not to seek another term as chairman of Tata Sons came as a surprise to India Inc. Apparently, he was offered a truncated extension—two years instead of five—that would have taken him up to the group’s retirement age of 65. But he chose to step aside citing the board’s failure to reach a unanimous decision on the resolution to renew his term. Tata trusts, the majority shareholder of Tata Sons, accepted the decision and has begun the process of constituting a selection committee to identify his successor.

The transition closes a defining chapter in the history of the 158-year-old Tata Group. Chandrasekaran’s decade-long tenure brought stability to the group after the bruising boardroom battle between Cyrus Mistry and Ratan Tata in 2016. Yet, it also comes at a time when tensions between Tata Sons and the Tata trusts have become increasingly visible.


The disagreement over Chandrasekaran’s extension raised questions about governance, accountability and the balance of power between Tata Sons and its principal shareholder. In recent months, legal complaints filed by Tata trustees against the trust and differences over succession planning have triggered an unusual public debate over the governance architecture of India’s largest business conglomerate. “Can a Tata group chairman, who is expected to uphold the Tata ethos, seek a longer tenure than what is prescribed in the retirement policy? And that, too, at a time when the performance of group companies like Air India and Tata Digital was not up to the mark as per the principal shareholder (Tata trusts)?” asked a Tata Group insider.

While the friction has not affected the day-to-day functioning of the group companies, it seems to have a bearing on the future of the sprawling group.

The next chairman will inherit a larger, more capital intensive conglomerate than the one Chandrasekaran did, as well as one of the highest loss-making portfolios in the group’s history. Tata charitable trusts own 66 per cent of Tata Sons, the holding company of Tata Group. SP Group (18.4 per cent), various Tata companies and Tata family members own the rest. The dividends received by Tata trusts from Tata Sons are used to set up and maintain hospitals and educational institutions across India unlike traditional Indian companies where the promoter takes home the dividends. Any disruption in Tata Sons dividend flows would impact the charity initiatives of Tata trusts and that is why the trusts keep a close eye on the financial performance of the group.



A decade of big bets


When Chandrasekaran took charge in 2017, the group’s strengths were well established. TCS was generating enormous amounts of cash. Titan was growing rapidly. Jaguar Land Rover had stabilised after years of volatility. Tata Steel was on a recovery path. Indian Hotels, the operator of Taj hotels, was entering a new growth phase.

Chandrasekaran chose not merely to manage these businesses; he sought to reshape the future of the group. Tata Group entered sectors that required patience, scale and massive financial commitment under his watch.

Semiconductors became one of the most visible examples. For decades, India had spoken about becoming a semiconductor manufacturing nation. Under Chandrasekaran, Tata Group became one of the first private-sector champions of that ambition. Simultaneously, the group expanded into electronics manufacturing, battery technology and electric mobility.

Agratas emerged as a flagship bet on the future of battery manufacturing. The venture was designed not simply as another Tata company but as a strategic platform to participate in the global transition towards electric vehicles and energy storage.


The group is also pursuing its largest international acquisition with Tata Motors agreeing to acquire Italian truck maker Iveco for $4.4 billion.

Viewed individually, each of these decisions had a compelling strategic rationale. Viewed collectively, they represented a fundamental shift in the identity of Tata Sons—from a holding company overseeing mature businesses to an investor backing long-duration industrial projects. The next chairman will now have to determine whether these bets can deliver returns commensurate with the capital committed or scale them down.

Analysts believe the governance tensions at the holding company are unlikely to affect the operating performance of the group companies. “Despite the friction on the board indicating a power struggle, we do not expect the performance of the individual Tata group companies to be impaired, given each business is managed and governed by a dedicated management team,” said CreditSights analysts Jonathan Tan Jun Jie and Lakshmanan R. in a recent note.

The TCS cushion


For years, Tata Consultancy Services has been the financial backbone of Tata Group. Its dividend stream has funded investments, supported expansion plans, strengthened Tata Sons’s balance sheet and indirectly financed the philanthropic activities of Tata trusts. In many ways, TCS gave Tata Sons the freedom to think long term.

The challenge is that the dependence on TCS has become increasingly visible as newer businesses continue to burn cash. Without the TCS-generated cash flows, many of Tata Sons’s recent investment programmes would have been difficult to sustain at their current scale.

The next chairman will confront a challenge that has lingered in the background for years: Tata Sons needs another major cash-generating engine. While there is little doubt about the quality of TCS—it remains one of the most profitable companies in India—the concentration is a concern.

When a holding company depends disproportionately on one business for cash generation, every new investment ultimately competes for the same pool of capital. There was no change in this equation in the past 10 years. The challenge for the next chairman will be to broaden the sources of cash flow within the Tata portfolio.


Air India: The ultimate test

No investment symbolises Chandrasekaran’s tenure better than Air India. The acquisition carried both strategic and emotional significance. It restored Air India to the Tata fold, reuniting the airline with the group that originally founded it under J.R.D. Tata in 1932.
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But then the romance of history collided with the reality of aviation economics.

Air India is one of the largest consumers of capital within the Tata ecosystem. The Ahmedabad air crash last year further complicated an already difficult turnaround. The airline reported a loss of more than Rs22,000 crore in FY26 and is expected to remain deeply loss-making in FY27.

Fleet renewal, airline integration, technology upgrades, network expansion and operational restructuring have all required sustained investment. “The challenge is not merely financial. Airlines are among the most difficult businesses in the world to transform. Market share can be bought. Aircraft can be acquired. But culture, service quality and operational discipline often take years to build,” said an airline sector analyst.

Chandrasekaran himself acknowledged in Tata Sons’s FY26 annual report that turning around Air India could take a decade. That statement may be the most important clue to the challenge awaiting his successor.

Air India recently appointed former Ethiopian Airlines Group chief executive Tewolde GebreMariam Tesfay as its chief executive officer and managing director. “The group looks clueless on what to do and how to turn around the airline. The task for the new CEO is cut out,” said the insider.

Tata Digital’s unfinished story

If Air India represents a traditional turnaround, Tata Digital is a modern technology experiment.

Chandrasekaran’s initial plans for Tata Digital was big: create a digital ecosystem connecting retail, payments, loyalty programmes, financial services and e-commerce through a single platform capable of competing with Amazon and Walmart-backed Flipkart. The strategy was bold and reflected the changing nature of India’s economy.
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But, after years of investments and frequent changes in senior management, Tata Digital remains a work in progress. This was despite India’s digital economy rapidly expanding and consumer behaviour shifting to online shopping. An extremely poor consumer experience and execution issues have prevented the group’s super-app strategy from gaining the originally envisioned traction. “How long should a business continue consuming capital before it begins generating meaningful returns?” asked the insider.

That is a question the next chairman will have to answer. The dilemma echoes an earlier decision made by Chandrasekaran when Tata Sons exited the loss-making wireless telephony business of Tata Teleservices after years of investment. Tata Teleservices is still saddled with Rs 16,798 crore of government dues which Tata Sons will have to pay in equal instalments for five years.

Whether Tata Digital eventually becomes a strategic success or an expensive experiment remains one of the biggest unanswered questions within the group. It would stand as a benchmark of the Chandrasekaran era.

The semiconductor and Agratas challenge

Unlike consumer internet ventures, semiconductor and battery projects are rooted in manufacturing and industrial policy. They require massive capital commitments long before meaningful profits emerge. “Thanks to the government subsidies, the semiconductor business will show a profit,” said a Tata group official.

These investments may ultimately prove transformational. But they are unlikely to become significant contributors to Tata Sons’s cash flows anytime soon. The next chairman will therefore face a delicate balancing act: continue investing aggressively while maintaining financial discipline.

A common thread links Air India, Tata Digital, semiconductors, batteries and electronics manufacturing—all require a massive dose of capital. That reality may become the defining issue of the next decade. Capital allocation, rather than strategy, may become the most important responsibility of the next chairman.

Governance and the Noel Tata era

After the death of Ratan Tata, Noel Tata has emerged as the central figure within the Tata trusts structure and the most influential voice in the group’s governance framework. The Tata trusts nominees on the Tata Sons board hold veto powers over the board decisions. Soon after Ratan Tata’s death, a bitter battle broke out among the trustees. Two of the rebel trustees—Venu Srinivasan and Vijay Singh—even complained to the Charity Commissioner against the Tata trusts, igniting a debate whether someone sitting on the trusts and on the company’s board could take his own organisation to court after participating and agreeing to previous unanimous decisions.

The dispute over Chandrasekaran’s tenure has underlined that the relationship between Tata Sons and Tata trusts is entering a new phase. For decades, Ratan Tata’s firm authority bridged the differences between the trusts and the group companies. Noel Tata is taking a leaf out of his half brother’s book to take the group towards a new direction.

Tata Group’s next decade, in more ways than one, will belong as much to Noel Tata as it does to the next Tata Sons chairman.
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Interview/ Tukaram Mundhe, commissioner, Maharashtra Food and Drug Administration

THE MAHARASHTRA Food and Drug Administration (FDA) has been on an aggressive drive to enforce food-safety regulations. It has resulted in raids and inspections across a wide range of establishments from dairies, restaurants, hotel kitchens and gymkhana canteens to food delivery platforms and even the Bombay High Court canteen. Several licences have been suspended, and establishments have been asked to comply with regulations.


The raids have raised questions about whether the FDA has adequate manpower to inspect the state's vast food sector, and whether it is targeting only high-profile establishments.

FDA commissioner Tukaram Mundhe spoke to THE WEEK about the scale of the crackdown, and the constraints FDA faces in enforcing food-safety standards.

Edited excerpts:



Q/ Are you surprised by the number of establishments that have violated rules?


I am not surprised, and it is not a large number either. We have more than 10 lakh registrations or licences in the food sector, and more than 1.52 lakh in the drug sector. Compared with these numbers, [the extent of] the action is nothing.

The action is proportionate to the level of non-compliance. It is not that every licence has been suspended. Some have been given improvement notices, some licences have been suspended, and some have been given time to comply.

Q/ People say you are only going after the big establishments.

Not at all. The law is the same; the implementation mechanism is the same. We get information [and] complaints. There are surveys and analysis. All factors are taken into account while initiating action.


Our complaints portal is unique in the sense that it has auto-assignment, auto-escalation, tracking and transparency. With the launch of this portal, the flow of complaints has increased. The complaints are filtered using AI; false complaints are not accepted.

Even if it is a vada pav-walla, we have taken action. We have taken action against restaurants, dairies, grocery owners and chains. There is no discrimination because the law does not discriminate.

The FDA mandate is to ensure that the regulations are implemented. Those who do not abide by the law cannot do business.

Q/ Are you surprised that FDA had taken no action before you came in?


I am surprised, but not shocked. I am not a foodie who eats in multiple restaurants. But my kids do, and whenever I saw these things, I thought, yes, they were not following the norms.

So I am surprised in that way, but not shocked because there is a lack of machinery.

Q/ When you visit a restaurant, what do you notice first? And how do you judge, then and there, whether they are flouting norms?

First, look at the FSSAI (Food Safety and Standards Authority of India) licence. It should be prominently displayed. If you find any flaw, you can complain using the barcode mentioned there.


Then look at cleanliness, the menu card and what your food looks like.

Also, it is a must that you are provided free drinking water. If they straightaway provide bottled water, it means something is wrong. If they insist that you opt only bottled water, it is a violation.

They have to offer potable drinking water free of cost. They themselves cannot offer bottled water to you unless you ask for it.

Q/ What is the extent of staff shortage at FDA?

We do have [staff shortage] here, but not as bad as in other states. The ratio [depends on] the number of establishments. For example, you have around 12 lakh food establishments. Generally, for every 1,000 establishments, there has to be one FSO, or food safety officer.

That is not the case right now. A joint parliamentary committee has recommended that there has to be at least one officer for each rural taluka or block. In urban areas, there has to be one for every 1,000 establishments. I would require around 900 FSOs, whereas my sanctioned strength is around 350. So that is the gap.

This is, of course, limiting us in carrying out our work, because we cannot check all the establishments we are expected to check. We do not have that many officers.

Q/ You recently took on Blinkit. Food delivery platforms display FSSAI licence numbers. Beyond verifying that a licence exists, do these platforms have any responsibility to continuously monitor compliance?

Yes, they have to abide by all the regulations applicable to any FBO (food business operator) because they are registered as an FBO.

Even though they are a platform, they are serving, purchasing or taking an order from someone and selling it. When they do that, it is their responsibility to ensure that the food prepared is as per the standards.

Q/ Many consumers assume that an FSSAI licence guarantees hygienic food. Is that a misconception?

When a licence is issued, they are expected to implement the standards. What has happened is that licences have to be issued online in a time-bound manner, so they are issued.

But it is the responsibility of the concerned FBO to adhere to the standards. If they fail, their licence can be revoked or cancelled, or they can be prosecuted.

An FSSAI licence is a licence to operate as per the standards. That is expected of everyone. Whether they actually do it or not is for us, the regulator, to inspect. That is what we are doing.

Q/ In your experience, are food-safety violations largely because of negligence, cost-cutting or lack of awareness?

All of them, together. The main thing is that they have all taken us for granted, which is one of the major reasons for non-compliance.
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India's rising household debt: Why debt management services are essential


Debt management services are on the rise in India, driven by a surge in household debt and a cultural shift towards a consumption-led economy
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According to the RBI’s Financial Stability Report, India’s household debt climbed to 45.5 per cent of the GDP by September 2025 and touched 47.8 per cent by December. A large part of this comes from spending, not asset building. Non-housing retail loans, personal loans and credit cards together now make up 58.4 per cent of household debt, up from around 50 per cent in 2019-20. Debt per head has also increased, from Rs3.9 lakh in March 2023 to Rs4.8 lakh in March 2025. And, this surge has led to a rise in debt management services.

India has moved from a ‘save first, spend later’ culture to one where people increasingly spend tomorrow’s income today through loans. Consumerism, social media and fast fashion have accelerated this trend.


Bank lending norms are steadily loosening and public sector banks are struggling to attract deposits. As a result, lending portfolios have shifted towards private banks and NBFCs. Also, there is the rise of modern lending methods, including digital platforms like peer-to-peer lending and even repayment options using cryptocurrency. All of this creates arbitrage opportunities that debt management services are capturing. Wealth managers, for instance, seek to maintain strong relationships with high-net-worth individuals. For them, it is advantageous to manage not only the asset side of a client’s portfolio, but also the liability side.

Experts say debt management is fundamentally about changing financial behaviour, not just restructuring loans. “Many young professionals finance holidays, gadgets or lifestyle expenses assuming future income will comfortably cover repayments, only to find themselves paying 20 per cent or higher interest when circumstances change,” said Aswini Bajaj, CEO of Leveraged Growth. “Effective debt management analyses cash flows, repayment capacity, credit profile, spending behaviour and future obligations before recommending repayment prioritisation, consolidation or restructuring. The objective is not merely to reduce EMIs but to make debt sustainable.”


He added that debt management should be seen as a preventive financial health service rather than a recovery mechanism. “Increasingly, services also include financial coaching that helps people distinguish between productive debt, such as housing or education, and consumption-led debt,” said Bajaj.



The core offerings under debt management services include debt consolidation loans combining unsecured loans and card dues into one plan. “We are offering this as a dedicated product for borrowers managing multiple EMIs,” said Sarika Grover, cofounder of LoansJagat. “Then there are offerings such as settlement negotiation, which involves working with banks and NBFCs to reduce dues or waive penal charges for genuinely stressed borrowers. Additionally, there is credit counselling rooted in RBI’s Financial Literacy and Credit Counselling Centres framework. Some platforms also help borrowers renegotiate tenure or pause repayments during genuine income disruptions.”
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The services also include overseeing digital lending apps, buy-now-pay-later schemes and aggressive credit card acquisitions. “They help reduce risks, harassment and the social collateral costs faced by individuals,” said Prof Ram Kumar Kakani, vice chancellor, RV University, Bengaluru. “For example, they provide support through cash flow restructuring, negotiation with lenders and execution of one-time settlements.”







Research in behavioural finance shows that financial distress is often caused less by inadequate income and more by impulsive consumption, poor budgeting, and over-dependence on expensive unsecured credit.





















Research in behavioural finance shows that financial distress is often caused less by inadequate income and more by impulsive consumption, poor budgeting, and over-dependence on expensive unsecured credit. This is why debt management services should evolve into what might be called household risk management. Evidence from countries such as the UK, Canada and Australia indicates that professionally managed debt-counselling programmes improve repayment behaviour and reduce personal insolvencies. India is still at an early stage, but encouraging trends suggest that borrowers who seek professional assistance before financial distress becomes severe are far more likely to regain stability.


“Technology is increasingly reshaping these services,” said Prof A.V. Arunkumar, director, IFIM Institutions. “AI and data analytics enable debt management firms to analyse transaction patterns, monitor spending behaviour, predict repayment stress and recommend personalised repayment strategies. AI-driven platforms are likely to function as personal financial risk managers. Rather than waiting for defaults to occur, they will identify early warning signs of financial stress and recommend corrective action well in advance.”

India’s expanding middle class, increasing urbanisation, digital economy and consumption-driven growth will continue to support rapid expansion in retail credit. As household borrowing increases, professional debt advisory will become an essential component of financial planning.


“Future platforms might even introduce stress tests for households, similar to those conducted by banks as per Basel III norms (requirements that apply to internationally active banks),” said Arunkumar. “Borrowers could assess how job loss, medical emergencies, inflation or interest rate increases might affect their repayment capacity. Then there are emerging concepts including scores that evaluate not only creditworthiness but also savings, investments, insurance coverage, liquidity, debt levels and financial behaviour.”

Experts say, in future, employers could include debt counselling and financial wellness programmes as part of employee wellbeing initiatives, recognising that financial stress adversely affects productivity and mental health.













































































































































































This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theweek.in/theweek/business/2026/08/22/indias-rising-household-debt-why-debt-management-services-are-essential.html



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










How to build a resilient mutual fund portfolio in uncertain times


A mutual fund investment strategy built on discipline is essential for navigating market uncertainty and achieving financial goals
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In uncertain times, mutual fund investors are often worried about the ideal strategy. Should they invest, stay on the sidelines or look for specific opportunities?







Rather than treating every part of the market as equally attractive, investors should assess where risks are already reflected in valuations.





















An ideal mutual fund strategy should begin with clearly identifying the investor’s primary financial goal and investment horizon. The choice of funds should align with these timelines, while asset allocation should be determined by the investor’s risk appetite. Investing through systematic investment plans (SIPs) helps maintain discipline and consistency. Investors should pay attention to expense ratios, review their portfolios periodically and rebalance when required.


Sameer Mathur, managing director and founder of Roinet Solution, said that SIPs helped investors stay disciplined through market cycles. “Trying to estimate the exact bottom of the market is a challenge,” he said. “Delaying investment implies losing out on the power of compounding and potential market growth. To navigate volatility influenced by geopolitical and macroeconomic factors, a mutual fund investor can diversify across multiple parameters like sectors and geographies, monitor core indicators of the market, maintain discipline of markets, and allocate portfolio to sectors that are conservative by nature.”

Experts say no investment strategy can consistently predict market movements over the next six months. The most effective strategy, therefore, is not one built on perfect forecasts, but one designed to succeed even when forecasts are wrong.


Regular investments during market declines allow investors to accumulate more units at lower prices, improving long-term return potential. “Maximising returns is less about finding the ‘best’ fund and more about identifying where value currently exists in the market,” said Aditya Mulki, CEO of Navi AMC Limited. “Today, valuations are not uniform across segments. The large-cap segment appears broadly fairly valued, trading close to its long-term average, while the mid-cap segment also remains reasonably priced. Small-caps, however, have moved well above their historical valuation range and continue to trade near record highs, leaving less room for disappointment if earnings or macroeconomic conditions weaken.”



This divergence across market segments highlights the importance of disciplined portfolio construction. Rather than treating every part of the market as equally attractive, investors should assess where risks are already reflected in valuations. Experts recommend keeping the core portfolio anchored in diversified, process-driven funds and using volatility to be selective rather than broadly defensive.


“A disciplined investment strategy recognises this distinction. This is one reason investors have increasingly allocated to flexicap and multi-asset funds this year,” said Mulki. “These categories are designed to dynamically allocate across market capitalisations and asset classes, allowing professional fund managers to adapt as market conditions evolve.”
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From situationships to ghostlighting: How Gen Z is rewriting the rules


Modern dating trends are being reshaped by a new vocabulary, practical anxieties, and the complexities of online life
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On a solo trip to a place where the language was unfamiliar, you happen to talk to a stranger around a bonfire. You had been trying to find a group for a jeep ride to the hills the following morning. He couldn't help you with that, but you kept talking anyway. Later that night, he called you over to play cards with his friends. By the time he walked you back to your dorm, it was nearly 2am. You said goodbye without even a handshake.

You did not exchange phone numbers or Instagram handles, no photographs to take home because you thought your mind was the camera. You know only his first name. You know the city where he currently works, but not the name of the company he works for. You know his hometown, but that is about as far as the trail goes. For a while afterwards, it seemed strange that something could feel so full, and yet leave behind so little. There was no chat to re-read, no mutual friend to follow up with. The encounter had no name because it never needed one.
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Most encounters now leave something behind. Maybe a profile, a string of messages or a follow request. Even someone who disappears can leave behind enough evidence to reconstruct the disappearance. You can talk to somebody for weeks without defining your relationship. You can wake up to their good morning message, know what they had for lunch, send them a photograph from your day, sleep with them and still not know what to say when a friend asks whether you are together. There is a word for this—'situationship’.







Young women are wary of allowing a relationship to become their entire public identity. A hand in a photo is acceptable, but a man's face must be cropped out. This is called 'soft launch'.... It allows you to be in love without making a spectacle of it.





















There are words for other things, too. Earlier, ‘ghosting' was a common slang used when somebody disappeared but now, going one step ahead, there is ‘ghostlighting' to describe when someone who has disappeared suddenly returns, sliding back into your life as though nothing happened. ‘Breadcrumbing’ is when they keep coming back, paying you just enough attention to keep you from moving on. ‘Micro-mance’ signifies the small gestures that have always mattered—like sending a song, remembering somebody's favourite snack or knowing how they take their tea. It is easy to laugh at the vocabulary. Some of it sounds as though a relationship has been taken apart and labelled with a set of sticky notes.

But perhaps the words were invented because this generation needs them. If somebody stops replying after four dates and then comes back, it is less painful to say ‘I got ghostlighted’, than ‘I liked this person, they did not reciprocate, but now they are back’. The word can be a small kindness. It tells you that the thing which made you feel foolish has happened to others, too. It also means that you can talk about somebody's behaviour without having to talk about your own feelings. That may be the more interesting part. A person can be interested in you and still not want a relationship. They can want you today and be uncertain tomorrow. There is no slang for the particular sadness of finding out that somebody likes you, but just not enough.



The younger generation is also more practical when it comes to relationships. Money, jobs, rent—all these have to be taken into consideration while deciding the status of a relationship. Take Ankit, a 27-year-old Kochi-based professional who dates casually.  He wants a long-term relationship eventually, perhaps a live-in one, but marriage itself does not matter to him. One of the reasons is money. He does not feel financially secure enough to make that leap. It is a surprisingly unromantic reason, but then a relationship is rarely only romantic. There are cities that are expensive enough to make moving in together a financial decision. There are careers that may require one person to move and the other to follow.  For people who are still trying to establish themselves, love can arrive at an inconvenient time. This practical approach to love is reflected in the term ‘choremance’—an outing built around errands, groceries or walking the dog.
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Bumble's survey of 41,294 members aged 18-35 found that uncertainty about the future was influencing dating choices. Significantly, 62 per cent of women surveyed in India said this uncertainty had made them value stability more—a partner who is reliable, emotionally consistent and has clear goals. These demands might explain Ankit’s hesitation about a committed relationship. For some people, commitment is not frightening because they do not want somebody. It is because wanting somebody can eventually require decisions that have nothing to do with romance.







A generation of men is growing up amid arguments about what masculinity should mean after the old provider model has been questioned.





















There are other reasons to hesitate, too. Leena, a 25-year-old queer woman working in Delhi, says she has never dated because it feels like a waste of time. Not dating also protects her from getting hurt. Her first crush in class 10 was on a straight girl, and that is how she discovered her sexuality. Then her school changed, the girl disappeared and, eventually, the intensity of the feeling went away. She did not look for another person. Some people enter adulthood carrying memories of heartbreak. She entered it knowing that feelings can exist without being acted upon. Being single is not always the absence of a relationship. Sometimes it is a decision, often made so quietly that even the maker cannot fully explain it.

There is a new word for the particular pessimism around heterosexual dating: ‘heterofatalism’. It reflects how seriously some young women have begun to question whether the old bargain of heterosexual romance is worth it. However, for Ragini, a 23-year-old bisexual student based in Kerala, the problem goes much deeper. Online dating was relatively easy a year ago; now she finds it harder. Some men can look at her sexuality as an invitation to sexual experimentation instead of as part of a person they might want to get to know.

Now, even the apps are trying to change. Justin McLeod, who founded the online dating app Hinge, has moved on to Overtone, a matchmaking company that is being built around voice, artificial intelligence and relationship science. In July, Overtone announced that it had raised $18 million. Rather than showing users an endless stream of profiles, it wants to make more curated introductions. There is something almost funny about this progression. First, dating technology gave us more people. Then it gave us more choice. Now another technology wants to decide whom we should meet. It sounds futuristic until you remember how matchmaking used to work. A friend or cousin knew somebody. You accidentally bumped into someone at a book or movie club and then found out for yourself whether you matched. Overtone simply removes the ‘accidental-organic’ encounters. But the machine can only work with what it can learn. It may know your interests and preferences. It may become very good at finding people who look compatible on paper. What it cannot know is why the person sitting beside you at a bonfire makes you feel unexpectedly safe. Technology is not capable of that sort of knowledge.


Perhaps that is why the smallest forms of affection are becoming more important for this generation than ever. Bumble's India research found that 92 per cent of the single Indians it surveyed said affection now includes small things like memes, playlists and inside jokes. Nearly half of its Gen-Z respondents said sharing a niche interest could itself be a form of intimacy. There is an ‘orange peel theory’ doing the rounds among the Gen-Z. The test is absurdly small. Ask someone to peel an orange for you and see whether they do it. It is less about the orange than the willingness to do something unnecessary for another person. Then there is the ‘chair theory’, referring to someone who pulls out a chair for you before you ask. Someone knows you like a particular snack or remembers a book you mentioned once. There is no audience for these things, and that may be precisely why they matter.

The public performance of relationships has become complicated, too. Young women are wary of allowing a relationship to become their entire public identity. A hand in a photograph is acceptable, but the man's face must be cropped out. This is called ‘soft launch’: you are telling the world that you are dating without explicitly revealing other details. The soft launch has a useful quality—it allows you to be in love without making a spectacle of it. It also leaves an escape route; if the relationship ends, there is less to erase. Perhaps that is the quiet anxiety underneath much of modern dating. Not simply the fear that a relationship will fail, but the fear of having been seen wanting one. The internet has made almost everything visible. Young people have responded by becoming very good at deciding what remains private.

A generation of women has grown up being told not to lose themselves in a man. A generation of men is growing up amid arguments about what masculinity should mean after the old provider model has been questioned. The old script is being rewritten. And when there is no agreed script, even ordinary things become negotiations, like who pays, who moves to a different city and who compromises. It is a lot to discuss with somebody you have only just met.

No wonder some people would rather keep things casual, and others would rather not date at all. Still others are hoping for something very simple—not a perfect match, not an algorithm that has studied their personality and produced the statistically appropriate stranger. Just somebody who notices, like the man from the bonfire. There was no relationship to define afterwards, no situationship to untangle, no soft launch to explain. There was not even a number to lose. Only a few hours in which two strangers happened to talk, play cards, walk back together and say goodbye. You still don't know what he thought about the evening. Maybe he forgot it. Maybe he remembers it differently. There is no way of finding out. And that uncertainty, which would once have seemed like the unfinished part of the story, now feels strangely like the story itself.


The names of the youth have been changed to protect their identity.
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How rewatching films taught me to be more patient with people


Repeat-watching movies encourages looking beyond first impressions, uncovering details we missed the first time. This habit can also help us read people better
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I don’t watch a lot of movies. There simply isn’t time. But some people believe me to be quite the film buff. This is because they catch me at the wrong time: during theatre runs of movies I repeat-watch. I saw Lokah Chapter 1: Chandra (2025)—a film that, as a critic, I would only rate 3.5 out of five—six times! I went for Kalki 2898 AD (2024), ambitious but patchy, five times. And, I must have seen Stree (2018), Vikram (2022) and Kantara: A Legend-Chapter 1 (2025) three or four times.

In the second half of July, as the football World Cup reached its final stages, I had a little more free time. There were no games on July 17, the day Christopher Nolan’s The Odyssey released. But after the exertions of the semifinals—running after a ball is no doubt hard, but so is filing copy at 3am on three hours’ sleep across two days—I was too tired to go on day one.


On July 19, I shelled out Rs1,300 to watch the movie. I didn’t love it. I wanted more Homer and less preachiness. However, it was crafted well enough for me to go again. During the rewatch, I noticed details that I liked. Despite enjoying the experience, my conclusion did not change: Brilliantly made; too preachy.

What was the point then, an exasperated well-wisher asked. I couldn’t explain it then, but the question germinated in my mind. It’s not like only I repeat-watch. The usual reasons include the theatre experience, devotion to a star/franchise or trying to decode hidden details. I watch movies that pique my interest at the first opportunity. Varied company necessitates rewatches. But, even alone I generally watch at least twice. If it could not make me come back, the movie was not worth my time—the “one-time watch” was a mistake.


Often, a movie doesn’t reveal everything on the first watch. For me, the first time is about following the story or the film version of the story. The second watch is more interesting. I see more of the setting: a background element, a cut, framing choices, sound design, a decision that did not quite serve the story. Not every film cooperates with this. I watched Nolan’s Tenet two or three times and still could not comprehend it.



Nonetheless, this method has started to guide how I deal with people, too. If I give a film several chances, it seems unreasonable to settle on an opinion of someone after a few interactions. Early impressions are like the first watch, where you get the outline of a story. The details—what they don’t say, why they react the way they do, what is driving their choices—only surface if you put in the time. Still, some people are like Tenet.


Others now get more patience. With my right-wing friends—much like rewatching Dhurandhar—I can forgive their assumption that people who don’t behave like them aren’t patriotic. Incoherent storytelling reminds me of my liberal friends. I have also resolved to try to be more accommodative of the people I call ‘theists’ (because they call me atheist).

For me, movies always were, and continue to be, an escape from reality. I don’t like watching realistic cinema—I observe enough of the world in my day-to-day life. And I don’t need morals from movies any more than I need them from people. But, there’s always something to learn from paying attention, whether to a story or a person.


My third watch of Spider-Man: Brand New Day even brought some self-realisation. I felt the film was rather like myself: simple, emotional, utterly devoted to itself and a delight to experience (for a short duration). But, I accept that some people may find it silly and exhausting—words that are also used to describe me.
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Interview/ Amish, author

Even after writing multiple best-sellers on gods and history, Amish Tripathi’s latest made him feel like he was writing his debut book all over again. Dhruv-Tara & The Great Indian History Quiz, which hit the stands on July 27, is his first children’s book. “I am 51. I hadn’t read a children’s book in 45 years,” he says. With this one—the first of a seven-book middle-grade adventure series—his idea is to make history interesting. In an exclusive interview, the author talks about writing for kids, decolonising history, the recent Gen Z protests and more. Excerpts:


After writing several best-sellers, you are now out with your first children’s book. Was it more challenging?

Oh, it really was. First, I am 51. I hadn’t read a children’s book in 45 years. So I went back and read several kids’ books to get into that mindset. And it is not just the story, the structure has to be crisper and shorter. You might think that is easier, but it is actually more difficult. In that sense, it felt like writing a debut again.

Also, I am trying to communicate historical facts—things about Indian history that many children don’t know. That is the purpose of the book. But it has to be conveyed through an interesting story. That makes it even more challenging. But it was also great fun.



Did you always want to write a children’s book? Or, was it also about expanding your creative space?


Normally, the artistic decisions I make are not driven by business. They begin with something that inspires me. My job then is to figure out how to make it marketable. But the art itself has to remain pure.

The idea for this book came from conversations with my son. He reads extensively. But when I asked him what he was learning about Indian history in school, I was surprised by how much of our actual history he didn’t know. Some aspects of our history have been decolonised, which is a good thing. But not all. For example, when I was in school, we weren’t taught that what is commonly known as the Pythagoras theorem had been described by Baudhāyana nearly 200 years earlier. So I thought, why wait for the education system to change? Why not write my own book? 

Your book also tries to make history interesting for children.

History is an incredibly important subject. But many history textbooks written by established historians are quite boring. They are often just lists of dates and events. They aren’t written as stories that children can enjoy. 


Our ancestors understood that even subjects that appear dry can be taught in engaging ways. Take mathematics. I love mathematics, although most people seem to dislike it. A thousand years ago, there was an Indian mathematician, Bhaskaracharya. His daughter hated mathematics. So he wrote a book that explained mathematical concepts through Sanskrit poetry and stories. It was named Lilavati, after his daughter, and for centuries it was used in Indian gurukuls to teach mathematics. What a wonderful way to teach!

History is becoming increasingly polarised today. It has boiled down to ‘our history’ versus ‘their history’. How do you view this divide?

I think there has always been ‘our history’ and ‘their history’. The Russians have their interpretation of World War II. Americans have theirs. Similarly, Britain sees Winston Churchill as a hero. Many Indians remember him very differently because of the Bengal famine, in which millions died while he remained indifferent. The problem begins when history is written without facts, or when facts are simply invented.

Language is crucial. We saw it becoming a defining feature during the students’ protest at Jantar Mantar recently, so much so that it even made its way into Parliament. Since your book is for kids, how conscious were you about language?


I was conscious about it to some extent. My son is a Gen Z, so I picked up some of the vocabulary from him, words like delulu, FR, low-key. But I haven’t used them excessively. It doesn’t come naturally to me, and it shouldn’t sound forced. 

In the story, you will find younger characters occasionally using Gen Z expressions, and adults asking them, “Sorry, what does that mean?” That reflects the generational divide.

This protest also challenged the stereotype that Gen Z is an unserious generation. It showed that they are deeply invested in issues that affect their present and future. In that context, why should they also care about the past?

This idea that Gen Z is rebellious and passionate is often presented as though it is something entirely new. It isn’t. Every generation has been like that.


Fifteen years ago, people were saying the same things about millennials. Before that, about my generation. And if you go back to my parents’ generation, especially in the 1970s, they were arguably far more rebellious than any generation since. In comparison, Gen X, millennials and Gen Z have all been much more peaceful and constitutional in the way they have expressed dissent. 

Every young generation questions authority. That is part of being young. Naturally, they will protest about issues that matter to them. In the 1970s, my parents’ generation protested because they were dealing with inflation, economic hardship and the failures of India’s socialist experiment. Those were genuine issues. 

The nature of these protests was also very different. The distinction between online and offline almost disappeared. Memes became protests, and protests became memes.

Exactly. The function remains the same; only the form changes. Every generation expresses itself differently because the tools available to it are different. 

Earlier generations organised rallies and marches. Today’s generation also has social media. That doesn’t change the underlying impulse. The important point is that Gen Z absolutely has the right to protest, provided it is done within constitutional limits.

But when your education, career and future are at stake, where does reading history fit into that?

It becomes all the more important. We are living at a time when the global order established after World War II is beginning to break down. A new geopolitical order is emerging. The last time the world order was reshaped, India wasn’t at the table. As the saying goes, ‘If you are not at the table, you are on the menu.’

For Gen Z, it is especially important that India plays this geopolitical game well because the decisions taken over the next five or 10 years will shape the next several decades. Those consequences will affect Gen Z far more than they will affect someone like me. 

Young people should absolutely raise issues that directly affect them. For example, how will artificial intelligence reshape employment? India currently doesn’t have the same influence over the AI revolution as countries like the United States or China have. And their responsibility is to their own citizens. So how does India protect its own interests?

The best way to understand how to navigate today’s geopolitical landscape is to study how similar moments unfolded in history. History never repeats itself exactly, but it certainly rhymes.

This is the first book in a seven-part series. What can readers expect from the books that follow?

The series will continue to follow Dhruv and Tara, so readers will stay with the same characters as they grow. Through their adventures, they will continue learning about Indian history in an engaging way.

One of the upcoming books, for example, explores how foreigners viewed India. Today, many people assume that foreigners always saw India as backward or barbaric, but that is largely a product of the last 150 years and British colonial propaganda. If you read the accounts of Greek, Roman, Arab and many other travellers who came to India centuries earlier, you will find that many admired this civilisation. I think that’s going to make for a fascinating book. But the books are not only about history. They also include life lessons.

You spoke about AI. We are living in an age of information overload. There are books, films and shows, social media, podcasts and AI. This is your 13th book. As a writer, how do you ensure quality and make your work stand out in such an environment?

A few decades ago, the problem was the opposite. There simply wasn’t enough scholarly material available. Today, we have gone to the other extreme. There is a flood of information. 

In such a situation, readers and viewers are paying artists for their judgment and taste. There are scholars whose job is to generate knowledge. Then there are public intellectuals and storytellers whose role is to absorb that scholarship and present it in a way that is engaging and accessible. That is what I try to do. 

Steve Jobs once said something along these lines: People don’t buy an Apple product simply because of the hardware; they trust Steve Jobs’s judgment about what should go into that product. In a sense, they are buying his taste. I think storytelling works similarly.
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