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“In 2020 this board made the strongest case it could against the re-election of
Mr Trump... his first term was a warning and... a second Trump term would be
much more damaging and divisive than the first.” 

—  THE NEW YORK TIMESTHE IDEAS PAGE
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Some material
questions 

WITH GRATITUDE

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘The Aruna
Vasudev I Knew’ (IE, September 25) and
‘Asian cinema’s most vociferous cham-
pion’ (IE, September 6). I am sure that,
like me, many other Delhi journalists and
denizens of the Press Club of the
decades-long past will want to say
thanks to Rajeev Lochan and Shubra
Gupta for so fondly remembering Aruna
Vasudev and, even ifonly in the passing,
her sister Uma. There was a time when
no film and music event in Delhi was
considered complete without the two of
them being present.

B N Uniyal, via email

FAMILY POLITICS

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Sonrise
and sunset,’ (IE, October 1). The induc-
tion ofUdayanidhi Stalin is aimed at pro-
jecting a young leadership for the 2025
electoral battle. It is also a signal by DMK
supremo M K Stalin that the line of suc-
cession in the party has been chalked out.
Udayanidhi’s meteoric rise in a matter is
in sharp contrast to Stalin’s gradual ele-
vation in the party. Most regional parties
in India are family-run and the DMK, de-
spite its aim ofegalitarianism and shun-
ning casteism, has to fall back on family.
The same goes for the Samajwadi Party,
NCP, TDP, RJD, National Conference, etc.
Congress, ofcourse, stands as the biggest
example. This is against the very princi-
ple of democracy but it has served poli-
tics well in India.

Khokan Das, Kolkata

FIRST DANCING STAR

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘People’s
star’ (IE, October 1). Mithun Chakraborty
has been declared the next recipient of
the Dadasaheb Phalke award — and
rightfully so. He was the first dancing star
to emerge in the video era that the audi-
ence loved. Nobody took dancing to the
street as a way ofexpressing joy and cel-
ebration like Mithun da. Even today, he is
an icon in Russia where Disco Dancer
(1983) is an inter-generational hit. In
Tokyo too, there’s a shrine in his name.
Over 45 years, the actor widened his
range, with stunning performances in all
genres of films. He has also been at the
forefront of social causes. In politics too,
he has tried different shades. This is an
honour well-deserved. 

Sanjay Chopra, Mohali

A MAN OF IDEAS

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Last flicker
of a great tradition,’ (IE, October 1). The
article did well to remember Kishen
Pattanayak and recognise the shrinking
of political ideology and the decline of
collective resolve to address challenges.
In this era ofglobal interconnectedness,
we need to rise above local issues and
concerns and work for the greater good.
It is indeed a collective responsibility to
learn the optimal use of dwindling re-
sources. Unfortunately, Pattanayak did-
n’t get the attention he deserved. But his
ideas will remain alive and relevant for
a long time. 

Rajinder Popli, New Delhi

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

In tempting the region with
the idea of peace and
prosperity, Netanyahu is
offering no concessions at all
on Palestine. In fact, the
maps that he displayed at the
United Nations don’t even
show the existence of Gaza
and the West Bank. Can the
moderate Arab states
acquiesce in the continuing
marginalisation of Palestine
as Israel mounts an offensive
against their political
nemesis, Iran?

regime down? Until now, Iran’s Supreme
Leader Ali Khamenei has managed them very
well. It remains to be seen if the ageing
Ayatollah, now 85, has the capacity to cope
with the sharpening internal squabbles amid
mounting external pressures.

Khamenei’s inability to retaliate effec-
tively against Israel’s war against Hamas and
Hezbollah has probably convinced
Netanyahu that the clerical regime is weaker
than ever before. The deep penetration ofthe
Iranian establishment by Israel’s security
services is seen as offering the capacity to stir
up trouble within Tehran’s ruling elite.

Netanyahu is rolling the dice on regime
change in Iran, despite the calls for restraint
from the US. Netanyahu has defied the Biden
Administration with impunity and is acutely
conscious that Washington has no choice but
to back him in whatever he does. He is also
aware there is strong support among the
Republicans for changing the regime in Iran.

What about the Arabs? Netanyahu’s bet
on regime change is rooted in an apprecia-
tion of the profound contradiction between
Iran and moderate Arab states. This factor has
driven the two sides towards greater eco-
nomic and security cooperation, despite the
major differences over Palestinian statehood.

In tempting the region with the idea of
peace and prosperity, Netanyahu is offering
no concessions at all on Palestine. In fact, the
maps that he displayed at the United Nations
don’t even show the existence of Gaza and
the West Bank. Can the moderate Arab states
acquiesce in the continuing marginalisation
of Palestine as Israel mounts an offensive
against their political nemesis, Iran?

There is no shortage of factors that could
derail Netanyahu’s ambition to bring down
the Islamic Republic of Iran. His effort to build
a new order in the Middle East is unlikely to
succeed, but the old one is surely breaking
down. The unintended consequences of
Netanyahu’s push for regime change in Iran
are likely to produce many significant
changes in the Middle East.

The writer is a contributing editor on
international affairs for The Indian Express

THE IDEA OF “a war to end all wars” has a long
provenance in the history ofconflict. That idea
that wars can be initiated to produce “per-
petual peace” has had a powerful grip on risk-
taking leaders who want to change their
geopolitical conditions. The outcomes have
rarely met the expectations of those who
launch total wars.

We seem to be at that fateful moment in
the Middle East amid Israeli Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu’s calls for a regime
change in Iran and promises that ousting cler-
ical rule in Tehran will herald a new era of
peace and prosperity in the Middle East.

Despite the worldwide anger against
Israel’s use of extreme force against Hamas
and Hezbollah, Netanyahu has now lent a
broader and breathtaking political objective
to his costly military campaign — regime
change in Iran. He is saying that the war
against Hamas, Hezbollah, and the Houthis
— Iran’s regional allies — is not enough to en-
sure Israel’s security. And that the war must
necessarily culminate in the elimination of
the very source of the problem, the Islamic
Republic of Iran.

In a short — a few seconds less than three
minutes — but bold address, Netanyahu told
the Iranian people that Israel “stands with
them” against their rulers. He is appealing to
the Iranians not to “let a small group of fa-
natic theocrats crush your hopes and your
dreams. You deserve better. Your children
deserve better”.

In his speech delivered in English with
Farsi subtitles, Netanyahu reminded Iranians
of their older and enduring Persian identity.
“When Iran is finally free — and that moment
will come a lot sooner than people think –
everything will be different,” Netanyahu
promises. “Our two ancient peoples, the
Jewish people and the Persian people, will fi-
nally be at peace.”

The idea ofregional peace and prosperity
after the regime change is a key element of
Netanyahu’s address: “When that day
comes, the terror network that the regime
built in five continents will be bankrupt, dis-
mantled. Iran will thrive as never before.
Global investment. Massive tourism. Brilliant
technological innovation based on the
tremendous talents that exist inside Iran.
Doesn’t that sound better than endless
poverty, repression and war?”

The idea ofregional cooperation was pre-
viewed a few days earlier at Netanyahu’s
speech to the UN, where he pointed to the
competing regional visions of Iran and Israel.
He views Iran’s influence over Iraq, Yemen,
Syria and Lebanon as the “curse” that is de-
stroying the region. The alternative, accord-
ing to Netanyahu, lies in the “blessing” of the
planned trans-regional economic coopera-
tion between India, Arabia and Europe that
will restore the Middle East’s status as a
global hub for the exchange of goods, tech-
nologies and ideas.

This is not the first time an ambition for a

connected and prosperous Middle East at
peace with itself and the world has been ar-
ticulated. Israeli leader Shimon Peres outlined
precisely such a vision — “A New Middle East”
— in 1994 as hopes for peace rose between
Israel and Arabs and a settlement of the
Palestinian question. It did not take long for
those hopes to be dashed.

What has changed since then? One is the
rise of Iran which recovered from the debili-
tating decade-long war with Iraq in the 1980s
and began to project power across the region
through a network of militant groups like
Hamas, Houthis and Hezbollah. The other is
the normalisation ofrelations between Israel
and several Arab states despite the lack of
progress in the creation ofa Palestinian state.

Netanyahu’s strategy for a new 
Middle East rests on triggering a regime
change in Iran and deepening ties with the
Arab neighbours.

Regime change has got a bad name
thanks to the messy US interventions in Iraq
and Afghanistan. That does not mean regime
changes do not happen — we recently had
one in Bangladesh. Political change over
time is part of national life. It occurs incre-
mentally and peacefully in democracies; 
it tends to be disruptive and violent in 
authoritarian societies.

There are two ways in which regime
change occurs — either through mass revolt
or the maturing of contradictions within the
ruling elite. The two trends often reinforce
each other. What then are the prospects for
political change in Iran?

The Iranian people do not need Israel’s
prompting to challenge their autocratic rulers.
Throughout the history of the Islamic
Republic, established in 1979, there have been
frequent popular protests against the regime
— most recently to demand the expansion of
women’s rights in 2022. But every one of the
protests has been crushed with massive force
by the clerics. Could it be any different next
time? Unlike in Dhaka, Tehran’s clerical
regime is a hard-boiled one with much
stronger instruments of repression and
greater political determination to survive.

Could intra-elite tensions bring the

A regime change fantasy

OUR PRIME MINISTER has given us a dream
— a Viksit Bharat by 2047. Let us assume that
this is not only about the GDP but also about
the provision ofbasic amenities and decent
jobs for people. The GDP part has seen a lot
of attention, the people part not so much. 

So, how do we prepare on that front?
One way is to construct a coherent

model, perhaps even a caricature, ofthe po-
litical reality and through it, funnel some ba-
sic material questions (BMQs) faced by com-
mon people. This will tell us how well we
currently fare and what difficulties lie ahead.  

Let us begin with some BMQs. A citizen
may ask: Why is my bus late? Or a farmer
may ask: Where is my groundwater? The
small businessman’s lament would be:
Where are my customers? These are ques-
tions faced by a majority of India’s people.
There are, of course, basic social or cultural
questions too: Why is my road unsafe? But
the BMQs will suffice to illustrate the point.  

Our political structure formally, even
constitutionally, is layered with a national
superstructure and largely subservient state
structures. There is a concentration ofpolit-
ical power at the Centre in Delhi, and within
that, the PM’s office. This power is operated
by the IAS and supported by a constellation
ofelite institutions such as the IITs and scien-
tific agencies such as the IMD. These regu-
late most scientific standards and processes
— from food safety to forest fires. States have
limited autonomy to generate useful knowl-
edge and typically, an even smaller capacity
to utilise it.  

The legitimacy ofexecutive power flows
from the high esteem generally accorded to
this bureaucracy. Nationwide competitive
exams on “national curricula’’ are a part of
this legitimisation. And yet, there is little for-
mal accountability of the executive to the
legislature. If any, it is to the Supreme Court
or the media. This is evident from the great
shortage of facts — from railway accidents
to Covid-19 mortality rates. 

The above structure is replicated at the
state level, where it is the Chief Minister’s
office which is the power centre. However,
it must project power through the centrally
operated IAS above, and the Governor.
Hence, the importance of the double-en-
gine. Here again, other than the high court,
people must mobilise on the streets or op-
erate the local media for attention. The sci-
entific and political culture, freedom ofex-
pression and the presence of independent
media change from state to state. This ex-
plains, to a large extent, the divergence in
development outcomes. 

Coming to the economy, there is a natio-
nal economy and various subsidiary regional
economies. There is immense concentration
ofwealth in the hands ofabout 100 pan-na-
tional business families. These business

houses have flourished, generally, at the cost
ofregional businesses and industries. At the
household level, the top 20 per cent have 80
per cent of the wealth. The rest constitutes
the informal sector and much ofit serves the
top 20 per cent in low-paying jobs. 

But what about the people? Any democ-
racy requires them to ask material questions
as citizens and then make choices. And yet,
come election time, what the media offers
us is an echo chamber ofemotive issues and
personality politics. Our people too seem ha-
ppy to receive dole than demand better pub-
lic services. The youth fare worse. High sch-
ool students cannot measure time or length
and graduates cannot write a first-person
account or operate a spreadsheet. The intel-
lectual aspirations of our youth are culmi-
nating in sitting for competitive exams. Thus,
what we are seeing is a veritable collapse of
the intellectual capacities of the people.  

Let us now trace the BMQs through the
above structure. Buses are late because roads
are bad, and bus maintenance is poor. Road
testing standards are promulgated by the
Centre and are complex and expensive. They
are rarely carried out. At the bus depot, there
is little capacity to analyse traffic and delay
data or funds to hire a local consultant. 

What about groundwater? Again, it is
the Central Ground Water Board which
must formulate rules for groundwater use.
Neither it, nor the state agencies, have the
scientific heft or the empirical data to do this.
As a result, rich farmers draw much more
water than their fields recharge, to irrigate
cash crops. Poor farmers depend on PM
Kisan Yojana to make both ends meet. 

What about small businesses? A walk
through any district market will show that
pan-national brands have replaced them in
the marketplace. Moreover, customers re-
main oblivious to how their consumption
patterns are changing jobs and wealth dis-
tribution (and causing more pollution and
demanding more infrastructure). 

Indeed, the last two decades have
shown us that excessive centralisation and
old social arrangements are at the root of
many problems. India is just too complex
and diverse to be ruled from Delhi. The cen-
tral bureaucracy and our scientists and pro-
fessors are not equal to the task. Crony cap-
ital has provided neither jobs nor dignity
nor has it brought efficiency and global
competitiveness. In fact, it is now exacer-
bating regional disparities. 

What is to be done? If we really want a
Viksit Bharat by 2047, much of the political
structure needs an overhaul. Above all, we
must connect our problems with useful
knowledge creation and eventually, new
jobs and professions. We must bring the
youth to the forefront ofthis process and cre-
ate opportunities for them to engage with
society. Our scientists and professors must
develop a theory of change and a science of
comprehension and participation. Finally,
our bureaucracy must become more local,
more responsive and accountable. In other
words, we need an adhunik(modern) Bharat
sooner than 2047. 

The writer teaches at IIT Bombay. 
Views are personal

Centralisation of power, crony capital have created
gap between citizens and development. Viksit
Bharat should respond to people’s needs better

C R Sasikumar

Netanyahu’s effort to build new order in Middle East is unlikely to succeed, even as the old one is 
breaking down. Unintended consequences of his Iran gambit are likely to roil the region

Milind Sohoni

MAHATMA GANDHI’S PHILOSOPHY, vision,
and strategy ofnon-violence have influenced
many global leaders, including Martin Luther
King Jr. and Nelson Mandela. They have also
inspired me deeply.

In modern times, Gandhi remains the
greatest teacher and practitioner ofnon-vio-
lence. He demonstrated the efficacy of this
philosophy through his resolute leadership
of India’s struggle for independence from
British colonial rule. His leadership inspired,
and still inspires, countless movements for
change all across the world.

I started work as the UN Secretary General
on January 1, 2007. Five months later, the UN
General Assembly adopted a resolution to ob-
serve the birthday ofMahatma Gandhi as the
“International Day ofNon-Violence”. This im-
portant resolution called upon the global
community to commemorate this day annu-
ally to “disseminate the message ofnon-vio-
lence, including through education and pub-
lic awareness.” Gandhi embodied and lived
the principles of the UN Charter well before
our organisation was founded.

I first visited Raj Ghat in 1972 as a young
diplomat in the embassy of the Republic of
Korea in New Delhi. And in 2015, when I vis-
ited Sabarmati Ashram in Gujarat as the UN
Secretary-General, I was greatly moved by its
ascetic simplicity and pervasive purity.

In my speech on the occasion, I said: “...
Gandhi’s compassion embraces all people... I
myself have been putting in my best efforts
and asking all leaders, far and wide, to live by
his teachings”.

Gandhi lived by the conviction that only
peaceful tactics could usher in a peaceful fu-
ture. For him, means and ends were one.
Non-violence confounds those who face it
— and that is why it works. I recall the ex-
ample of King Ashoka who renounced vio-
lence, embraced Buddhism and devoted his
life to peace. Gandhi carried on this great
Indian practice.

What are the major challenges and prob-
lems that we, as humanity, are currently fac-
ing in the 21st century? What are the main
lessons we can learn from the past, and what
are the main opportunities in the present
which can help us overcome those chal-
lenges so we can create a brighter world for
our future generations?

I would like to share my reflections on
three key challenges in the 21st century.

First, the most pressing challenge - the cli-
mate crisis. If the world fails to reach the tar-
gets and timelines ofthe historic Paris Climate
Change Agreement, the consequences will
be simply devastating for the health and well-
being ofall ofhumanity, as well as our planet.

Climate change is also a threat multiplier
that can disrupt ecosystems and economies
alike, causing environmental displacement
on an uncontrollable scale. It can also trig-
ger tensions — related to food, water, re-
sources, and more — both within and be-
tween countries. Governments, civil society
organisations, and businesses around the
world have recognised the inherent dangers
of climate change and the great urgency of
coming together in cooperation and part-

nership to holistically address it.
When India deposited its instrument of

ratification to the Paris Climate Change
Agreement with the UN on the auspicious
day ofOctober 2, 2016, I said then, “What bet-
ter way to commemorate Mahatma Gandhi
and his legacy for people and planet.” I call on
the Indian government to demonstrate its el-
evated climate leadership by making further
efforts to achieve Net Zero emissions by 2050.

The second challenge I would like to high-
light is closely interlinked to the imperative of
protecting the planet and its people through
sustainable development. During my time as
the UN Secretary-General, the UN General
Assembly adopted the historic Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015.

SDGs guide us as we strive to end hunger,
empower women, reduce wealth disparities
within and between nations, increase access
to education, and build effective institutions
that serve the people. These goals apply to all
countries — even the richest have not fully
achieved all the goals for all of their citizens.
It is a matter of deep concern that the world
is still far away from meeting the fast-ap-
proaching deadline of 2030 to achieve the
SDGs. Today, some 1 billion people still live in
extreme poverty in different parts of the
world, and more than 800 million people en-
dure hunger and malnutrition.

There were countries in Asia that not long
ago were struggling with poverty and
hunger. They have made remarkable
progress in lifting countless people out ofab-
ject poverty. India has also made consider-

able progress. I take this opportunity to com-
mend India for its notable efforts. Our task in
this regard will become easier if we are
guided by Gandhi’s wise mantra: “Earth pro-
vides enough to satisfy everyone’s needs, but
not everyone’s greed.”

Third, the 21st century has witnessed
unprecedented progress in scientific and
technological knowledge that promotes ma-
terial prosperity. Yet, I often wonder, with
sadness and anxiety, why we have become
poorer in spiritual knowledge, which is a
requisite for peace, harmony, and happiness
in our neighbourhoods, communities, coun-
tries, and world.

Indeed, there is great strength in diversity,
and countries that celebrate diversity, defend
democracy, ensure freedom offaith, and em-
brace every individual are the ones that can
guide the construction of a better future for
all. This is perhaps the most fundamental les-
son that we all should learn from Mahatma
Gandhi’s exemplary life.

Everyone has a moral responsibility to
act wherever they may be and a part to play
in addressing the biggest challenges we face
now. Let’s expand our collective efforts to
advance peace, sustainability, prosperity,
and dignity.

The writer was Secretary General of the
United Nations between 2007 and 2016. This

article is based on his speech at an
international seminar in Bengaluru in

August to mark the 75th anniversary of
Gandhi Smarak Nidhi

Compassion that embraced all

Ban Ki-moon

Gandhi embodied principles of UN Charter well before they were framed

RAJA MANDALA

by C Raja Mohan
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