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Ira Singhal’s story is not merely about becoming a 
civil servant; it is about challenging every barrier 
that society often labels as a “limit.” Hailing from 

Meerut, Ira was academically bright from an early age, 
yet a physical condition like scoliosis repeatedly stood 
in her way. While many questioned her capabilities, Ira 
never lost faith in her dreams. She not only cleared the 
UPSC examination but succeeded in it three times. 
Despite being selected for the Indian Revenue Service 
(IRS) initially, she was denied joining due to her 62% 
disability. But Ira was not one to give up. She fought 
a legal battle, secured justice, and continued her 
pursuit with unwavering resolve. In 2014, she created 
history by topping the UPSC examination, becoming 
India’s first differently-abled woman to achieve this 
feat.Today, she is not just an IAS officer but a symbol 
of resilience and courage—embodying the belief  
that limitations do not reside in the body, but in the 
mind. n

Ira Singhal

UNSUNG HEROINE

Ira Singhal’s Unbreakable Ascent

# POSITIVE_INDIA
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Tit-bit

Duster Returns: The Old Lion Roars Again in the SUV Market
The Renault Duster is all set to make a comeback on 
Indian roads—and this time, it arrives with a far more 
powerful presence. Unveiled in March 2026, the new 
Duster features a completely revamped design, updated 
features, and the possibility of hybrid technology. Once 
the undisputed king of the mid-size SUV segment, the 
model is now eyeing a return to the top. 

The discoveries that will create a stir in 2026

Kiara’s Pan-India 
Push

Bollywood stunning 
and rapidly rising star, 
Kiara Advani, is no 

longer content with being 
confined to Hindi cinema. 
Strong buzz in the industry 
suggests that she has begun 
strategically stepping 
into major South Indian 
projects—and that too with 
full preparation.  Kiara is now 
carefully selecting roles that 
can elevate her into a true 
“pan-India star.” Big directors, 
multi-language releases, 
and high-visibility projects 
are all part of her new game 
plan. What makes this move 
particularly significant is its 
potential to place her in a 
league where stardom is no 
longer defined by language, 
but by screen presence and 
nationwide appeal.

Small talk

। APRIL, 2026 ।

Sun-Kissed Success: 
NASA’s Parker Probe Wins 
Top Aerospace Honor!
The Parker Solar Probe 
team, made up of engineers 
and scientists from NASA, 
the Johns Hopkins Applied 
Physics Laboratory in Laurel, 
Maryland, and more than 40 
partner organizations across 
the U.S., has been awarded 
the 2024 Robert J. Collier 
Trophy by the National 
Aeronautic Association 
(NAA). This prestigious 
annual award honors 
the most outstanding 
achievement.n

Drones Can Now Listen to 
Underwater Messages
The team created 
a device that uses 
radar to eavesdrop on 
underwater acoustic 
signals, or sonar, by 
decoding the tiny 
vibrations those signals 
produce on the water’s 
surface. In principle, 
the technique could 
also roughly identify 
the location of an 
underwater transmitter, 
the researchers said. n

DNA Microscopy: 3D Maps Unlocked!
Traditional genetic sequencing can 
reveal a lot about the genetic material 
in a sample, such as a piece of tissue 
or a drop of blood, but it doesn’t show 
where specific genetic sequences 
are located within that sample, or 
how they relate to nearby genes and 
molecules.. n

Urine Luck:  
Sustainable Fertilizer 
Cuts Emissions!
Barcelona researchers 
find recycling human 
urine for fertilizer 
slashes carbon 
emissions and 
water use, boosting 
sustainable urban 
farming. “Yellow water” 
nitrogen recovery 
proves environmentally 
friendly. Think green, 
think pee! n
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Kompella Venkata Ramana Murthy  
Whole-Time Member, SEBI

In March 2026, Dr. C.V. Ananda 
Bose resigned from the post 
of Governor of West Bengal, 
which was accepted by the 

President. Along with this, a process of extensive 
administrative reshuffling at the level of governors 
began in several states.

In March, Kompella 
Venkata Ramana Murthy 
was appointed as a Whole-
Time Member of the 
Securities and Exchange 
Board of India (SEBI). Based 
on his extensive experience in the defence 
accounts sector, he is expected to play a 
significant role in strengthening capital 
market regulation and financial oversight.

‘ ‘‘ ‘The US is committed 
to maintaining global 
stability in collaboration 
with its allies. Any act 
of aggression will be 
met with a collective 
response.

Europe must take 
greater responsibility 
for its own security. 
We are moving toward 
building a strong and 
self-reliant defense 
framework.

Dr. C.V. Ananda Bose  
Governor, West Bengal

the tribute

they said it...

Appointment - resignation

Donald Trump 
President, USA

Emmanuel Macron  
President, France

। APRIL, 2026 ।

Dr. Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar, often hailed 
as the Father of the Indian Constitution, 
was an unparalleled social reformer, 
jurist, economist, and politician whose 
relentless pursuit of equality and justice 
irrevocably shaped modern India. Born 
into the marginalized Mahar caste in 1891, 
Ambedkar experienced firsthand the brutal 
realities of caste discrimination, which 
fueled his lifelong crusade against social 
injustice. A brilliant scholar, he earned 

reforms. This conviction led him to play a 
pivotal role in drafting the Constitution 
of India, where he enshrined principles of 
social justice, equality, and fundamental 
rights for all citizens, regardless of caste, 
creed, or gender.

Beyond his constitutional contributions, 
Ambedkar was a visionary leader who 
founded numerous institutions and 
organizations aimed at empowering 
Dalits. He championed education as a 
tool for social mobility and encouraged 
them to assert their rights and dignity. His 
conversion to Buddhism in 1956, along 
with thousands of his followers, was a 

DR. B. R. AMBEDKAR 
(14/04/1891-06/12/1956)

doctorates from Columbia University and 
the London School of Economics, making 
him one of the most highly educated 
Indians of his time.

Ambedkar dedicated his life to advocating 
powerful statement against the discriminatory practices 
within Hinduism. Dr. Ambedkar’s legacy continues to 
inspire millions in their fight against oppression and 
inequality, solidifying his place as one of India’s most 
influential and transformative figures.  n

for the rights of Dalits (formerly known as “untouchables”), 
challenging the deeply entrenched caste system and 
advocating for their access to education, employment, 
and political representation. He believed that true equality 
could only be achieved through legal and constitutional 
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INTERNATIONAL

The Red Sea is no longer merely a transit route; 
it is the beating heart of the global economy—
and the grip of instability is tightening heavily 

around it. Relentless attacks on commercial vessels 
by Yemen’s Houthi rebels have transformed this vital 
maritime corridor into an active war zone. With a 
massive share of global trade passing through these 
waters, cargo ships are now being forced to take 
the long, arduous detour around the southern tip of 
Africa. This shift has triggered a severe spike in freight 
costs, transit times, and overall market uncertainty 
However, this crisis extends far beyond regional 
borders. It is a stark reflection of an evolving world 
order where non-state actors now wield the power to 
completely disrupt the global equilibrium. n

Great Power Competition 
in the Arctic

A wave of successive 
military coups 
across various 

African nations has 
plunged the continent 
into deep-seated 
instability. As traditional 
Western influence 
wanes, Russia and 
China are aggressively expanding their footprint. This 
region is rapidly becoming a focal point for a new era of 
competition centered on security, natural resources, and 
strategic access. This shift is being further accelerated 
by deep-rooted local discontent, mounting economic 
crises, and fragile governance. Africa is no longer just a 
subject of developmental debate. n

Africa: The Emerging Frontier of Global Power Play
The sluggishness of 

China’s economy 
has transcended 

its borders, rapidly 
escalating from a 
domestic concern into a 
looming threat for global 
markets. A deepening 
real estate crisis, waning 
consumer demand, and 
dwindling investments 
have collectively severely 
hampered the nation’s 
growth trajectory. Given 
China’s entrenched 
position as the linchpin of 
the global supply chain, 
its economic fragility 
threatens to disrupt 
international trade. n

The escalating friction between Iran and Israel 
has reached a critical tipping point, moving 
from the shadows into the realm of direct 

and indirect confrontation. A volatile mix of proxy 
warfare, sophisticated cyberattacks, and intense 
military mobilization has destabilized the entirety of 
West Asia. n

Iran-Israel Tensions and the Specter of a Wider Regional Conflict

Driven by the rapid 
onset of climate 
change, the Arctic has 

emerged as the epicenter of 
a high-stakes race for newly 
accessible resources. Russia, 
the United States, and China 
are aggressively reinforcing 
their presence in the region, 
vying for dominance. This 
intensifying scramble for 
control over vast energy 
reserves, critical minerals, 
and emerging maritime 
trade routes is creating a 
volatile environment ripe for 
future confrontation. n

The Looming Naval Conflict in the Red Sea

। APRIL, 2026 ।

China’s Economic 
Slowdown Sends 
Ripples Across  
Global Markets
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Europe’s Deepening 
Energy Insecurity

In the wake of the Russia-
Ukraine war, Europe has 
scrambled to secure new 

energy sources, yet true 
stability remains elusive. 
The combination of 
volatile oil and gas prices, 
the unpredictability of 
alternative supplies, and 
the sluggish pace of the 
green energy transition 
has placed immense strain 
on European economies. 
Furthermore, a growing 
dependence on the United 
States and the Middle 
East is emerging as a fresh 
strategic challenge. This 
predicament underscores a 
harsh reality. n

The technological 
friction between 
the United States 

and China has escalated 
into a full-scale economic 
war. The struggle for 
dominance over critical 
technologies—such as 
semiconductors, Artificial 
Intelligence (AI), and 
5G infrastructure—
has led both nations 
to weaponize 
export controls and 
impose stringent 
investment restrictions. 
This competition 
transcends mere trade 
disputes; it is a decisive 
struggle that will define 
the power structures of 
the future. n

Ukraine War: Western Fatigue  
& Shifting Power

The Russia-Ukraine conflict is no longer being 
fought solely on the front lines; it is increasingly 
playing out within the political corridors of 

the West. After two years of relentless fighting, a 
palpable sense of exhaustion has begun to replace 
the initial fervor in both the United States and Europe. 
Mounting economic pressures, domestic electoral 
politics, and the emergence of other competing 
global crises have gradually constricted the flow of 
unwavering support. For Ukraine, this represents 
more than just a military hurdle—it is a warning sign 
of potential diplomatic isolation. n

Rising Military Tensions and the Battle 
for Supremacy in the Taiwan Strait

The Taiwan Strait is once again emerging as a 
turbulent crossroads of global geopolitics—a 
place where the clash of power dynamics is 

more volatile than the waves themselves. China’s 
aggressive military maneuvers—ranging from naval 
deployments and airspace incursions to full-scale 
encirclement drills—are no longer mere posturing; 
they are a clear, calculated strategic signal. In 
response, the bolstered military presence of the 
United States and its allies is transforming the region 
into an active theater of an invisible “Cold War.” This 
confrontation, however, extends far beyond a dispute 
over borders or sovereignty. It is a battle for control 
over a technological empire whose axis lies in Taiwan. 
The island is the nerve center of global semiconductor 
manufacturing—producing the microscopic 
chips that power the modern economy, artificial 
intelligence, sophisticated defense systems, and the 
very foundation of our digital future. n

। APRIL, 2026 ।

The US-China Battle for 
Digital Supremacy



The political landscape of West Bengal in 
March 2026 has reached a boiling point, 
where the lines between governance and 

grassroots struggle are rapidly blurring. Amidst a 
high-stakes election atmosphere, Chief Minister 
Mamata Banerjee has launched a blistering 
offensive against the Election Commission 
and the Central Government. She has termed 
alleged discrepancies in the voter lists and 
the “arbitrary” removal of names as nothing 
short of a “murder of democracy.” Labeling 
the Special Intensive Revision (SIR) exercise a 
calculated political conspiracy, she accused the  
authorities of systematically disenfranchising 
specific demographics, particularly women and 
minorities. n

The Hidden Cost of 
Infrastructure Boom

As the 
implementation 
of new 

educational policies 
gains momentum, 
India’s education 

Transforming Education: The Challenge 
of Equitable Access

system finds itself 
in a pivotal state 
of transition. Ambitious efforts are underway to 
integrate digital learning, introduce skill-based 
curricula, and encourage private investment. 
However, the fundamental questions of consistent  
quality and equal opportunity remain largely  
unanswered. n

The Renewed Debate 
Over Agricultural 
Reforms

Despite significant government spending and the 
launch of numerous health initiatives, the pressure 
on the public healthcare system remains unabated. 

Reports emerging this March from several states highlight 
a grim reality: overcrowded hospitals, acute resource 
shortages, and a widening gap in medical staffing. The 
crisis is further intensified by the stark inequality between 
private and public healthcare services, leaving the most 
vulnerable with limited options. n

Healthcare Strain: Beyond Budgets and Schemes
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NATIONAL

The rapid expansion of 
infrastructure projects 
across the nation has 

undeniably accelerated 
economic growth, but it has 
also triggered a deepening 
crisis of displacement and 
rehabilitation. Thousands of 
families are finding their lives 
uprooted to make way for 
new high-speed rail corridors, 
sprawling expressways, and 
massive industrial hubs 
Striking a balance between 
the demands of progress 
and the necessity of human 
empathy has become a 
formidable challenge. n

The debate over 
agricultural reforms 
has regained 

momentum this March, 
reigniting a complex 
tug-of-war between 
modernization and 
security. While the 
government advocates 
for increased private 
investment and the 
integration of cutting-
edge technology to 
revitalize the sector, 
farmers’ unions remain 
deeply skeptical, 
fearing the erosion of 
the Minimum Support 
Price (MSP) and the risks 
of unchecked market 
control. This standoff 
is not merely a clash of 
policies. n

Mamata’s Aggressive Stance in the 
2026 Electoral Battle

। APRIL, 2026 ।
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The Eroding Quality of Life in 
India’s Metropolises

Gig Economy & 
Automation: The New 
Workforce Reality

Rapid urbanization in 
India has reached a 
critical crossroads, 

where the glittering facade 
of growth stands in stark 
contrast to the harsh 
realities of daily existence. 
While our metropolises 
have evolved into the 
nerve centers of economic 
activity, the quality of life 
within them is progressively 
deteriorating. Gridlocked 
traffic is no longer a mere 
inconvenience; it has 
become a profound drain 
on human productivity and 
mental well-being. Pollution 
has transformed into an 
invisible disaster, seeping 
into every breath. n

The rapid expansion of 
the digital economy 
has begun to 

fundamentally alter the very 
nature of work. The meteoric 
rise of the gig economy, 
freelancing, and automation 
is challenging the long-held 
dominance of traditional, 
full-time employment. While 
this transition creates a new 
frontier of opportunities, 
it simultaneously brings a 
wave of economic insecurity.
Critical issues—ranging from 
labor law reforms and social 
security for contract workers 
to the urgent need for 
massive skill development. n

The rapid expansion of India’s digital infrastructure 
marks a new revolution, weaving governance, 
markets, and society into a single, invisible 

network. While platforms like Aadhaar, digital payment 
systems, and seamless online services have undeniably 
simplified and accelerated daily life, this convenience 
has birthed a complex layer of vulnerability. The data 
leaks and sophisticated cyberattacks witnessed in 
March 2026 have made one thing clear: while we 
have mastered the speed of technological progress, 
the shield protecting it remains fragile. This crisis 
transcends mere data theft; it represents an erosion 
of identity. Citizens are no longer just individuals; they 
have been distilled into ‘data’—units to be harvested, 
analyzed, and, at times, manipulated. While the 
government has introduced regulatory frameworks 
and legislative measures to counter these threats, 
a haunting question remains: are these safeguards 
enough to withstand a tech landscape where threats 
evolve faster than the laws meant to contain them? n

Climate Crisis: India’s Environmental 
Reckoning

The unusual weather events witnessed across various parts 
of the country this March—ranging from flash floods to 
premature heatwaves—have laid bare the severity of 

the climate crisis. This is not merely a natural imbalance; it is a 
profound indictment of a development model that has long 
sidelined environmental health. Unchecked urban sprawl, the 
rapid depletion of forest cover, and the over-exploitation of 
natural resources are pushing this crisis to a breaking point. The 
fallout extends far beyond environmental degradation, striking 
at the very heart of agriculture, the national economy, and daily 
human survival. This is a moment of reckoning: can India strike 
a sustainable balance between progress and nature, or will this 
crisis spiral into an even more formidable. n

Digital India: The Privacy-Security Paradox

। APRIL, 2026 ।
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Editorial

The dark shadows of geopolitics over South Asia have 
deepened to a point where they threaten to freeze 
India’s economic arteries. The Strait of Hormuz—the 
global economy’s primary “aorta”—now sits upon a 
powder keg. Every tanker navigating these waters 
dictates the blood pressure of the global market. 

Iran’s tightening grip on this narrow passage could, at any 
moment, trigger a “cardiac arrest” for the world’s energy flow. 
While some friendly nations, including India, have received 
glimpses of limited reprieve, these tankers—effectively fires 
trapped in bottles—remain a looming catastrophe for the 
world.

India fulfills 85% of its crude oil appetite through imports, 
with West Asia playing a decisive role. Consequently, any 
ripple in Hormuz hits Indian shores as a tsunami. Every spike 
in oil prices is not merely a market reaction but a reflection of 
the “risk premium” ultimately borne by the Indian consumer. 
As global uncertainty climbs, the demons of current account 
deficits, currency devaluation, and inflation begin to strangle 
the economy.

The emergency meeting convened by the Prime Minister 
is a candid admission that the energy crisis is no longer 
confined to Foreign Ministry files—it has become the 
foremost enemy of internal economic stability. Diversifying 
supply chains, fortifying strategic petroleum reserves, and 
exploring alternative routes are no longer mere policy 
options; they are mandatory chapters in the book of national 
security.

Analysts argue that the core issue isn’t just oil availability, 
but the invisible “insurance cost” tethered to the crisis. 
When a maritime route is declared a “High-Risk Area,” the 
skyrocketing insurance premiums drive shipping companies 
away. This not only makes oil exorbitantly expensive but also 
shatters the punctuality of supply. In a modern economy, 
fuel that does not arrive on time is more lethal than fuel that 
never existed.

While the exemptions granted by Iran to countries like 
India serve as a diplomatic signal, they are like words written 
in sand. Should the friction between the US, Israel, and Iran 

Rising tensions in the Strait of 
Hormuz have begun to choke 
global energy flows, with 
the most acute impact being 
felt by import-dependent 
economies like India. In this 
triangle of supply, price, and 
diplomacy, the energy crisis 
has now taken the form of a 
real and present threat.

srirajesh, Editor

Havoc

। APRIL, 2026 ।

in Hormuz
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srirajesh.journalist @srirajesh cultcurrent@gmail.com

escalate into a “Great War,” these concessions could turn to ash 
in an instant. An expansion of this conflict would transform the 
entire region into a volcano, whose lava would incinerate not just 
economies, but the very fabric of global geostructure.

For India, the fallout will not stop at the petrol pumps. Rising 
transportation costs, disrupted food supplies, stalled fertilizer 
production, and a slowing industrial pulse are all interconnected 
links in this chain of crisis. Even a shortage in LPG availability could 
quickly spark social unrest.

Moving forward, India faces three clear imperatives:

1.	R apid Diversification: Transitioning from paper to reality by 
securing alternatives in Africa, the Americas, and Russia.

2.	 Strategic Buffers: Prudent utilization of Strategic Petroleum 
Reserves to absorb global shocks.

3.	A ggressive Energy Transition: A decisive leap toward 
renewables and alternative fuels. The era of reactive 
policymaking based on next month’s prices is over.

In conclusion, the Hormuz crisis is not just a regional skirmish; it 
is a stark reminder of the fragility of the global energy architecture 
upon which India rests. This is a time for strategic rebalancing, not 
just tactical response. Energy security must be embedded at the 
heart of national security. We must take far-reaching decisions 
today to build an “energy-secure” nation for future generations. 
Otherwise, history will remember us as an era that mortgaged its 
progress to the volatile currents of a single strait. n

। APRIL, 2026 ।
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Mid-way through the 2020s, China finds itself trapped 
in a geopolitical 'sandbox' where its own creations 
have turned lethal. Xi Jinping’s ‘Chinese Dream’ is 
now a shimmering curtain masking the screeching 
gears of an economic collapse and an internal 
gravity.

THE

DESCENT
DRAGON’S
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Rakesh Narwal

In the grand theater of the 21st century, China 
was long portrayed as the protagonist of an 
unstoppable ascent. However, as we cross 
the threshold of 2026, the narrative of the 

'Dragon’s Rise' is being rewritten as a tragedy 
of overreach. Beijing today finds itself within 
an intellectual and economic 'sandbox'—a self-
constructed environment where its aggressive 
domestic and foreign policies, once thought to 
be its greatest strengths, are now manifesting as 
its primary vulnerabilities.

The 'Chinese Dream', an ambitious tapestry 
woven by Xi Jinping to restore the Middle 
Kingdom’s ancient glory, is beginning to fray 
at the edges. Behind the shimmering curtains 
of state-sponsored propaganda, the harsh, 
discordant notes of economic structural failure 
are becoming impossible to ignore. The Dragon, 
which once soared unfettered in the global 
stratosphere, is being relentlessly pulled down 
by its own 'internal gravity'—a combination of 
demographic collapse, debt-fueled hubris, and 
a stifling return to Mao-era ideological rigidity. 
This analysis is not merely a political critique; it 
is a ledger of an impending imperial decline that 
China desperately seeks to hide behind the din of 
saber-rattling and digital expansionism.

Economic Stagnation: The Collapse of 
Sandcastles

The celebrated 'Chinese Economic Miracle' 
of the last three decades was essentially a 
high-stakes experiment fueled by a 'narcotic 
injection' of debt-driven investment and hyper-
construction. By 2026, the potency of this 
chemical fix has evaporated, leaving behind an 
economy in withdrawal. The real estate sector, 
once the locomotive of China’s 7% growth rates, 
has mutated into a 'Deadly Spiral.'

The spectacular fall of giants like Evergrande 
was not an isolated corporate failure; it was 
the prologue to a systemic disaster. In the vast, 
silent stretches of 'Ghost Cities'—monuments 
to bureaucratic vanity—nearly one-third of 
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DECLINE

China’s GDP lies interred. These are the modern 
graveyards of the Middle Kingdom, where the 
life savings of hundreds of millions of citizens 
are frozen in skeletal concrete structures that will 
never see the warmth of human habitation.

This is far more than a commercial deficit; it is 
the fundamental rupture of the 'Social Contract' 
between the Communist Party and the people. 
For decades, the unspoken deal was simple: 
political obedience in exchange for economic 
prosperity. As property values—the primary store 
of household wealth—evaporate, that contract 
is being shredded. When a nation’s collective 
wealth turns to ash, the resulting loss of public 
confidence creates a volatility that no security 
apparatus can fully suppress.

The Demon of Deflation and the Youthful 
Void

While the rest of the global powers are grappling 
with the fires of inflation, China is shivering in the 
grip of the 'Deflationary Demon.' Falling prices in 
China are not a sign of abundance but a terrifying 
indicator that the fountain of domestic demand 
has run dry. Paranoid about an uncertain future, 
the Chinese consumer has retreated into a shell 
of austerity.

Nowhere is this crisis more palpable than 
among the youth. The youth unemployment 
rate, which has surged past official thresholds 
into a ticking time bomb, is now the most direct 
challenge to the Party’s legitimacy. A generation 
of university graduates, equipped with degrees 
but devoid of prospects, has birthed a culture 
of quiet resistance. Movements like 'Tang Ping' 
(Lying Flat) and 'Bai Lan' (Let It Rot) are not 
mere trends; they are the manifestos of a silent 
revolution. These young citizens are refusing to 
be the cogs in a machine that promises a future 
they no longer believe in. They are rejecting the 
Party’s lie of 'Eternal Growth' and choosing to 
opt-out of the state-mandated rat race.

Taiwan: The Theater of Survival and the 

Gray Zone Abyss
History teaches us that when a dictator's 

domestic foundations begin to crumble, they 
invariably seek a crescendo of nationalist fervor 
at their neighbor's gates. For President Xi, Taiwan 
is no longer a mere territorial ambition; it has 
become the 'Armor of Survival.'

In 2026, the atmospheric tension in the Taiwan 
Strait is not indicative of a march toward a 
conventional total war, but rather a sophisticated 
'Psychological Drama.' China is executing a lethal 
strategy of 'Salami Slicing'—a process where the 
maritime and sovereign status quo is eroded inch 
by agonizing inch, so subtly that it fails to trigger a 
global military response. This 'Gray Zone' warfare 
is designed to suffocate Taiwan’s economy and 
psyche without firing a single shot.

The daily incursions of PLA fighter jets into the 
Air Defense Identification Zone (ADIZ) are the new 
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heartbeat of the region—a 'New Normal' where 
war is never declared, but peace no longer exists. 
Beijing’s objective is to habituate the international 
community to its dominance, ensuring that only 
the Dragon’s roar echoes across the Pacific. Yet, 
the danger of this high-stakes gambling is that 
a minor tactical miscalculation or an unintended 
spark could transform this maritime crossroads 
into a 'Black Hole' of global conflict, from which 
there is no diplomatic exit.

Digital Silk Road: The Trap of Technocratic 
Colonialism

As the West tightens its technological sanctions, 
Beijing has pivoted its predatory focus toward 
nations blinded by their desperate hunger for 
digital infrastructure. From the plains of Africa to 
the jungles of Latin America, China is no longer 
just paving roads; it is hacking the 'Digital DNA' 
of sovereign states.

Through the 'Digital Silk Road,' companies like 
Huawei and ZTE are offering 5G networks and 
surveillance systems at prices so low they are 
effectively 'Debt-Traps' in electronic form. These 
are the Trojan Horses of the 21st century. Under 
the guise of 'Smart Cities,' Beijing is exporting 
a turnkey surveillance state. When a nation’s 
banking, citizen data, and critical communications 
are hosted on Chinese hardware, that nation 
becomes a strategic puppet, a 'Digital Colony' of 
the Middle Kingdom.

This is a new, bloodless form of colonialism 
where 'Data Switches' replace cannons. Beijing 
now possesses the latent power to paralyze the 
water systems, electricity grids, and financial 
markets of its 'partners' with a single keystroke. 
This digital cage is being constructed citizen by 
citizen, ensuring that in these client states, every 
breath and every digital heartbeat is monitored 
by the unblinking eye of the CCP. n
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THE  
DIMMING LANTERN
MAHATMA GANDHI IN THE AGE OF 
HYPER-CONSUMERISM

As India hurtles toward a hyper-urbanized future, 
the rustic ideals of the Mahatma are retreating into 
the shadows of history. This is the chronicle of a 
nation that worships the icon while systematically 
dismantling the ideology he stood for.
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Ramnath Jha

Nearly eight decades into its journey as a sovereign republic, India 
stands at a paradoxical crossroads. To the world, the image of 
Mahatma Gandhi remains the quintessential symbol of Indian 
identity—a moral compass that guided a sub-continent toward 

liberty. Yet, beneath the veneer of official reverence, the 'Gandhian Soul' 
of India is experiencing a quiet, steady entropy. The relentless surge of 
urbanization, the technological revolution, and a shift toward aggressive 
modernization have rewritten the Indian psyche.

The India of 2026 is no longer the nation of self-reliant villages that 
Gandhi envisioned. It is a digital behemoth, connected by fiber optics and 
driven by a globalized culture where information travels in milliseconds 
and lifestyle aspirations are dictated by social media algorithms. In this 
transition, the values of simplicity (Sadgi), self-reliance (Atmanirbharata), 
and moral absolutism are being replaced by the unyielding march of 
material luxury and consumerist hedonism. The distance between the 
Mahatma’s moral exhortations and today’s social reality is no longer a 
gap; it is a canyon.

The Urban Juggernaut and the Death of the Village Republic
Gandhi’s philosophy was rooted in the soil of the village. For him, 

the village was not merely a geographical unit but a 'Village Republic' 
(Gram Swaraj)—a moral and economic entity that was to be the bedrock 
of Indian democracy. He was fundamentally opposed to the unchecked 
expansion of cities, which he viewed as parasitic entities that drained the 
lifeblood of the rural heartland.

However, the trajectory of post-independence India has been an 
antithesis to this vision. In 1951, only 17.29% of Indians lived in cities. By 
2011, this rose to 31.16%, and as of 2026, it is estimated to have touched 
36%. The rural share of the population has plummeted from over 82% to 
nearly 64%. The city has become the new temple of the Indian dream.

Driven by the quest for better education, employment, and the allure of 
a 'modern' life, millions have migrated from the hinterlands. While cities 
are undoubtedly melting pots of culture and innovation, they are also 
the graveyards of Gandhian values. The urban Indian of 2026 is a global 
citizen, more attuned to the rhythms of London, New York, or Singapore 
than the quiet self-sufficiency of a village. The 'Village Republic' is now a 
fading relic, surviving only in the nostalgic rhetoric of political speeches.

From Moral Restraint to the Billion-Dollar Bottle
Perhaps the most striking divergence from Gandhian thought lies in 

India’s relationship with intoxicants. Gandhi was a fierce, uncompromising 
advocate for total prohibition. He famously described liquor as the 'Devil’s 
Invention,' an evil that destroyed the soul and reduced man to a beast. His 
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conviction was so deep that he once declared if he 
were made the 'Dictator of India' for just an hour, 
his first act would be to shut down every liquor 
shop without compensation.

This Gandhian zeal was enshrined in Article 
47 of the Indian Constitution, which mandates 
the State to endeavor toward the prohibition of 
consumption of intoxicating drinks and drugs. Yet, 
the reality of 2026 presents a startling irony. India 
has emerged as one of the world's most lucrative 
liquor markets. According to the World Health 
Organization and current market data, per capita 
alcohol consumption in India has surged to over 
four liters annually.

Today, Indian whiskey 
accounts for nearly 48% of 
global consumption. The 
social stigma that once 
attached to drinking—a 
legacy of Gandhian 
morality—has evaporated, 
particularly among the urban 
elite and increasingly among 
women. While states like Bihar 
and Gujarat maintain a façade 
of prohibition, the thriving 
black markets tell a different 
story. In the battle between 
Gandhian restraint and the revenue-generating 
power of the liquor industry, the Mahatma has lost. 
Practicality has triumphed over piety.

Khadi: The Fraying Thread of Resistance
During the freedom struggle, Khadi—the hand-

spun and hand-woven fabric—was more than just 
a cloth; it was a 'Livery of Freedom.' Gandhi used the 
spinning wheel (Charkha) as a weapon of economic 
defiance against the British colonial machine. The 
British would export Indian raw cotton to the mills 
of Lancashire and sell the finished cloth back to 
Indians at a premium, a process that Gandhi sought 
to dismantle through Khadi.

In the early years of the Republic, Khadi remained 
a proud symbol of patriotism, worn by political 

leaders and citizens alike. In 1956, the government 
established the Khadi and Village Industries 
Commission (KVIC) to preserve this heritage. 
However, the logic of the industrial age proved too 
powerful. Khadi, with its high production costs and 
distribution challenges, struggled to compete with 
the sheer volume and low cost of mass-produced 
synthetic fabrics.

The market philosophy of 'Best Value at Lowest 
Price' has marginalized Khadi. While there are 
sporadic efforts to reinvent Khadi as a premium 
fashion brand or a luxury eco-friendly fabric, 
its market share remains minuscule. In 2023, 

while Khadi sales reached 
approximately ₹5,943 crore, 
they were a mere drop in 
the ocean compared to the 
₹7 lakh crore total apparel 
market in India. On the streets 
of modern India, Khadi is 
no longer the fabric of the 
masses; it is either a niche 
fashion statement for the elite 
or a ceremonial uniform for a 
dwindling class of politicians.

The Moral Sunset
Mahatma Gandhi’s 

principles of Truth (Satya), Non-violence (Ahimsa), 
and Simplicity (Sadgi) continue to be taught in 
classrooms and celebrated on national holidays. 
They remain a source of moral inspiration for 
individuals across the globe. Yet, as a collective 
political and social entity, India has moved in an 
entirely different direction.

The nation’s path toward becoming a global 
industrial power has necessitated a shift toward 
pragmatism, urbanization, and consumer-led 
growth. In this pursuit, the Gandhian vision of a 
decentralized, rural-centric, and austere society 
has been sacrificed at the altar of the 21st-century 
dream. n

Ramnath Jha is a Distinguished Fellow at the 
Observer Research Foundation.

The chasm between Gandhian 
austerity and India’s ‘New 

Normal’ has never been 
wider. From the surging liquor 

markets to the marginalization 
of the humble Khadi, modern 
India is a pragmatic titan that 
has traded the spinning wheel 
for the silicon chip, leaving the 

Mahatma as a silent, fading 
spectator.
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Northeast India, a crucible of eight diverse 
states, is not just a land of mountains but 
a strategic hydro-hub. Born from tectonic 
collisions, its rivers are the liquid highways 
that could redefine India’s Indo-Pacific 
destiny and trade sovereignty.

Jyoti Bhattacharya

HYDRO
DIPLOMACY
THE LIQUID ARTERIES OF THE FRONTIER
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Northeast India is a geographical marvel, a 
mosaic of eight states, each possessing a 
distinct temperament and identity. This 
region is one of Asia’s most prolific riverine 

landscapes, a direct result of the colossal tectonic 
collision between the Indian and Eurasian plates that 
birthed the Himalayas. This ancient, violent surge 
of the earth created a complex mesh of slopes and 
valleys, a natural architecture that dictates the flow 
of water from North to South and East to West. For 
millennia, these rivers have not only carried water 
but have transported the very soil of the mountains, 

depositing silt to create the fertile floodplains of 
Assam, Bangladesh, and beyond. In this landscape, 
water is not just a resource; it is the architect of 
civilization and the primary agent of geography.

The Brahmaputra: The Masculine Sovereign 
of the East

At the heart of this aquatic network stands the 
Brahmaputra—a river so formidable and powerful 
that in Indian tradition, it is referred to as a 'Nada' (a 
male river). Its journey is nothing short of an epic. 
Originating as the Yarlung Tsangpo from the Angsi 
Glacier on the northern slopes of the Himalayas in 
Tibet, it flows eastward across the high plateau. At 
the Namcha Barwa, it takes a dramatic, near-vertical 
'Great Bend' to enter Arunachal Pradesh. From 
the heights of the eastern Himalayas, it meanders 
through the lush plains of Assam before merging 
with the Padma (Ganges) in Bangladesh and finally 
surrendering to the Bay of Bengal.

The Brahmaputra is more than a river; it is 
a geostrategic pivot. It serves as a lifeline for 
agriculture, irrigation, and massive hydroelectric 
potential. More importantly, it is a connector, linking 
India to China, Bhutan, Bangladesh, and Myanmar. 
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HYDROPOLITICS

This riverine connectivity transforms Northeast 
India into a critical strategic bridge between the 
Indian subcontinent and the broader Indo-Pacific 
architecture.

The Arteries of Commerce: A Historical 
Legacy

Historically, the river systems of the Northeast—
primarily the Brahmaputra and the Barak—were the 
primary arteries of trade and military expeditions. 
Long before the era of modern highways, these 
were the everyday routes of commerce. The British 
East India Company recognized this strategic value 
as early as 1844, establishing a functional waterway 
from Kolkata to Dibrugarh. By 1847, steamships were 
a common sight, ferrying tea and timber between 
Assam and Kolkata through the deltaic channels of 
Eastern Bengal (now Bangladesh).

During this colonial era, the Barak-Surma-Meghna 
waterway connected Silchar in southern Assam to 
the port of Kolkata. However, the tragedy of the 
1947 Partition severed these liquid lifelines. When 
Sylhet was ceded to East Pakistan, the seamless 
connectivity was lost. Vibrant ports like Dhubri, 
Dibrugarh, Pandu (Guwahati), and Tezpur in the 
Brahmaputra Valley, and Badarpur and Silchar in the 
Barak Valley, suddenly found themselves isolated. 
The routes to the sea now passed through a foreign, 
often hostile, territory.

Reviving the Liquid Highways: The Modern 
Mandate

The National Waterways Act of 2016 marked 
a significant shift in India’s strategic thinking. It 
aimed to restore the hydroelectric and navigational 
prowess of the Northeast's river networks. Under this 
framework, the Brahmaputra (National Waterway 
NW-2) has seen a resurgence in commercial 
activity. Today, approximately 600,000 tonnes of 
cargo—including food grains, fertilizers, bamboo, 
and construction materials—traverse this route 
annually.

However, the Barak river (NW-16), despite its 
historical importance as a trade link between the 

Barak Valley and Bengal, requires more robust 
intervention. The lack of consistent dredging 
and modern port facilities continues to limit its 
commercial potential. Currently, the trade volume 
on NW-2 and NW-16 is a mere fraction of what 
is seen on NW-1 (the Ganga-Bhagirathi-Hooghly 
system). To truly unlock the Northeast, these rivers 
must be transformed from seasonal streams into 
year-round commercial corridors.

Transboundary Ripples: Teesta, Manipur, 
and the Kaladan

The hydro-politics of the Northeast is further 
complicated by transboundary issues. The Teesta 
river, originating from the glaciers of North 
Sikkim, is a crucial source of hydroelectric power 
and irrigation for North Bengal and Bangladesh. 
Historically, it was an ancient trade route 
connecting Tibet to the Bay of Bengal. However, the 
unresolved water-sharing dispute between India 
and Bangladesh has hampered the development 
of essential commercial infrastructure. Similarly, 
the Manipur river, which flows into Myanmar, has 
historical military significance, having been used 
by the Japanese army during World War II. While 



23
। APRIL, 2026 ।

it holds the potential to be an alternative route to 
the Bay of Bengal, the difficult terrain and political 
instability in Myanmar have kept this possibility 
largely unexplored.

In contrast, the Kaladan river in Mizoram is 
the centerpiece of the Kaladan Multi-Modal 
Transit Transport Project (KMTTP). This ambitious 
project aims to connect Mizoram to the Sittwe 
Port in Myanmar’s Rakhine State, providing a vital 
alternative to the narrow Siliguri Corridor (the 
'Chicken’s Neck'). The Sittwe Port, expected to be fully 
operational by 2027, could open unprecedented 
trade opportunities for the Northeast, linking it 
not just to Myanmar but to Nepal, Bhutan, and the 
global markets of the Indo-Pacific.

Navigating the Diplomatic Tightrope
The path to this riverine revival is fraught with 

political volatility. Recent unrest in both Bangladesh 
and Myanmar has clouded the future of regional 
cooperation. In Myanmar, the conflict between 
the military junta and the Arakan Army has made 
the security of projects like the KMTTP a daunting 
challenge. India is forced to walk a diplomatic 

tightrope, engaging with both the military 
government and ethnic armed groups to protect its 
strategic interests. For India, the Sittwe Port is not 
just a commercial asset; it is a strategic necessity. It 
provides an alternative maritime access point that 
bypasses the traditional, often congested routes. 
Maintaining a stable, long-term relationship with 
Bangladesh is equally crucial, as it remains the 
primary anchor for the 'Act East' policy.

From Natural Assets to Strategic Arteries
Initiated in 1991, the ‘Look East’ policy evolved 

into ‘Act East,’ positioning Northeast India’s rivers as 
strategic diplomatic tools. These waterways are vital 
arteries linking local geography to global trade. To 
transform this landlocked frontier into a thriving 
hub, India must prioritize dredging, modern 
barrages, and completing the Trilateral Highway 
and KMTTP. Integrating these riverine networks into 
the Indo-Pacific framework is essential for a secure, 
prosperous, and connected future. n

Jyoti Bhattacharya is a Professor of Political Science 
at Assam (Central) University, Silchar, specializing in 

India’s foreign policy and Northeast India.
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FOODCRISIS

Sumitra Bhatti

SOUTH 
ASIA’S

KITCHEN 
CRISIS

As the fires of war consume the Middle East, the 
tremors are being felt in the humble kitchens 
of South Asia. The shrapnel from the Iran-Israel 
conflict has pierced the global energy vein, leaving 
millions to face an icy reality.

In the bustling Saket area of New Delhi, 48-year-
old Prahlad Singh stands by his roadside food 
stall, but his eyes are not on the sizzling wok. 
Instead, they are glued to his smartphone, 

scrolling through frantic updates about the 
Liquefied Petroleum Gas (LPG) shortage currently 
paralyzing food businesses across India. Singh, 
who supports his family by selling Chinese street 
food, is a micro-casualty of a macro-war. The 
conflict in the Middle East, sparked by escalating 
strikes between Iran, Israel, and the United States, 
has sent shockwaves through the global energy 
supply chain.

"This is going to hit us where it hurts the 
most," Singh says, his voice tinged with a quiet 
desperation. He is mentally calculating the 
remaining life of his current cylinder. At his current 
rate of business, the blue flame will flicker out in 
exactly three days. For Singh, the question isn't 

about geopolitical victory; it’s about whether he 
can secure his next cylinder before his livelihood 
evaporates. His story is being replicated in every 
canteen, dhaba, and small restaurant across the 
subcontinent. The war thousands of miles away 
has effectively reached the Indian stove.

The Silent Kitchens of the South
The crisis has moved from the headlines 

to the hearth. In the state of Telangana, the 
famous 'Biryani House' presents a surreal 
picture. Counters are laden with freshly chopped 
vegetables, cauliflower, onions, and paneer, but 
the kitchen—the heart of the establishment—is 
eerily silent. The roar of the commercial burners 
has been replaced by a heavy, anxious stillness. 
The owner, Aleem Ahmed, has been forced to 
shut down daytime operations entirely, saving 
his meager gas supply for the evening hours.
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This timing could not be more tragic. It is the 
holy month of Ramzan, a period when restaurants 
traditionally see their peak business as families 
and workers gather for Iftar. "This should have 
been our busiest time, our highest earning 
opportunity," Ahmed laments. Usually requiring 
ten commercial cylinders a week, he has received 
only two. The shortage is not just a logistical 
delay; it is a deepening crisis that threatens to 
bankrupt small vendors who survive on daily 
cash flows.

The Bengaluru Hotels Association has 
mirrored this alarm, stating that the sudden 
halt in commercial LPG supply has pushed the 
hospitality industry into a corner. They emphasize 
that hotels are an essential service, catering to 
senior citizens, students, and workers who have 
no other means of sustenance. The 70-day safety 
buffer promised by oil companies has vanished 

overnight, replaced by a frantic scramble for 
resources.

The Price of Conflict: Inflation and Anxiety
The disruption in supply has inevitably led 

to a spike in prices. The Indian government 
recently hiked the price of domestic cylinders 
by approximately ₹60 (0.65) and commercial 
cylinders by astaggering ₹115(1.25). In the NCR 
region, cloud kitchen owners like Sandhya Pal 
are managing their gas connections with the 
precision of a surgeon. Pal, who runs a small tiffin 
service for office goers, knows that every gram of 
gas saved is a minute of business earned.

In cities like Mumbai, Lucknow, and Bengaluru, 
the atmosphere is one of organized chaos. Long 
queues at gas agencies have become the new 
normal, driven by the fear that prices will climb 
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even higher or that supply will cease altogether. 
In Uttar Pradesh, residents have begun hoarding 
"extra" cylinders, a defensive move that only 
exacerbates the artificial scarcity.

Aftab Ahmed, a 33-year-old restaurant owner in 
New Delhi, warns of the ripple effect: "Increased 
gas costs will eventually lead to more expensive 
street food, catering, and even transport. It 
will pull up the prices of packaged food and 
vegetables as businesses pass the burden to the 
consumer. This isn't just about gas; it’s about the 
total collapse of the domestic budget."

The State’s Gambit: The Essential 
Commodities Act

Facing a public outcry, the Indian Ministry 
of Petroleum and Natural Gas has invoked the 
'Essential Commodities Act.' This move allows 
the state to regulate the production, supply, 
and pricing of LPG to prevent hoarding and 
black marketing. To stabilize the domestic front, 
the government has mandated a 25-day gap 
between bookings for household cylinders, 
ensuring that the 'home hearth' continues to 
burn while commercial interests are temporarily 
deprioritized.

Oil refineries have been directed to pivot their 
production towards domestic LPG. A special 
committee of executive directors from oil 
marketing companies has been formed to review 
and prioritize supply requests, with hospitals and 
educational institutions taking precedence over 
hotels and industries.

In Parliament, the ruling BJP’s Ashok Chavan 
attempted to soothe frayed nerves. "When the 
Middle East is in flames, the world’s energy balance 
is disturbed," he noted, while assuring the House 
that India currently possesses sufficient stocks to 
last the next two to three months. The hope, as 
echoed by the political class, is that diplomatic 
efforts will stabilize the war-torn region before 
India's reserves run dry.

The South Asian Contagion: From Dhaka to 

Colombo
The crisis is not confined to India’s borders; it 

is a South Asian contagion. The Global South is 
increasingly vulnerable as the Strait of Hormuz—
the world’s most critical energy artery—becomes 
a theater of naval skirmishes. This narrow passage 
is the lifeline through which Gulf producers ship 
oil and gas to the hungry markets of Asia.

In Bangladesh, the situation has turned 
desperate. The government has ordered the 
temporary closure of universities and colleges to 
conserve electricity. Several state-run fertilizer 
factories have suspended operations due to the 
gas deficit, threatening the nation's future food 
security. Monirul Islam, a resident of Dhaka, notes 
that public transport has become a nightmare. 
The government’s order to cut lighting and air-
conditioning in offices by half is a grim reminder 
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of the country’s energy fragility.

Sri Lanka, still reeling from its 2022 economic 
collapse, has seen the return of fuel rationing. 
The government has declared 'power-saving 
holidays' for state offices, a move that brings 
back haunting memories of the recent past. For a 
nation just beginning to find its feet, this external 
shock is a cruel blow.

In Pakistan, the Iran war has turned a pre-
existing economic nightmare into a full-blown 
catastrophe. Already burdened by hyperinflation 
and massive IMF debts, the nation has seen petrol 
and diesel prices surge by 20%. Prime Minister 
Shehbaz Sharif has announced drastic measures: 
a four-day work week for government offices, the 
closure of schools, and a 50% cut in fuel usage 
for official vehicles. The government's plea to 
citizens not to hoard fuel has largely fallen on 
deaf ears, as panic becomes the dominant social 

currency.

The Geopolitics of the Burner
The crisis of the 'Rasoi' (Kitchen) is a stark 

reminder that in the 21st century, there is no 
such thing as a 'distant war.' For the millions 
in South Asia, the high-altitude maneuvers of 
fighter jets over the Persian Gulf have a direct, 
punishing impact on the burner in their kitchen.

India, as one of the world’s largest LPG 
consumers—consuming over 33 million tonnes 
annually—is particularly exposed to these 
geopolitical tremors. While the government’s 
tactical response may provide short-term relief, 
the structural vulnerability remains. n

This article was originally published by RT 
News. We are presenting this curated version with 

courtesy of the original source.
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REDTHE
SUNSETDeep within the primordial and enigmatic 

canopy of Bastar lies Kutul—once the 
‘undeclared capital’ of the Maoist insurgency. 
As the red flags descend, a new, albeit daunting, 
wave of modernity is knocking at the ancient 
gates of this rebel fortress.

D eep within the primordial and enigmatic canopy 
of Bastar lies Kutul—once the ‘undeclared 
capital’ of the Maoist insurgency. By the first 
quarter of 2026, the Indian government’s claim 

has solidified into a stark reality: the sun is finally setting 
on the world’s longest and bloodiest rebellion. As the 
red flags descend from the mud-brick rooftops, Kutul 
stands at a civilizational crossroad. The air, once thick 
with the acrid scent of cordite and the tension of a 
guerrilla war, now vibrates with a new, albeit daunting, 

wave of modernity.

For the tribals of Kutul, the Maoist ‘Jungle Raj’ was 
never a revolutionary dream; it was an invisible and 
oppressive incarceration. Rebels entered these forests 
promising a shield against predatory state projects, 
but instead, they turned the indigenous community 
into disposable ‘pawns’ for an external ideological 
war. Education was systematically strangled—a cold 
calculation that an unlettered tribal follows orders, 

Santosh Kumar
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while an educated one asks questions. Their egalitarian 
facade was merely a mirror of the very caste structures 
they claimed to despise, with top commanders 
being high-caste outsiders who subjected the locals 
to menial labor and tedious indoctrination. It was a 
machinery of fear that sought to crush the very soul 
of the forest. To dismantle this fortress of fear, the state 
refined the art of ‘Puchkaar aur Phatkaar’ (Persuasion 
and Punitiveness). While security forces neutralized 
hundreds of fighters, the government also opened 
its treasury for those willing to 
walk out of the shadows. Today, 
figures like ‘Comrade Arab’—a 
once-dreaded commander—wear 
floral shirts in rehabilitation centers, 
marking a psychological conquest 
over a physical one. The most lethal 
blow to the Maoist ‘ideological 
spine’ came when former rebels 
were recruited into the ‘District 
Reserve Guard’ (DRG). Wearing the 
very uniform they once swore to 
burn, these men now hunt their 
own former comrades. The state 
has successfully turned the rebel’s 
own pawns into its most effective 
bishops, hollowing the movement 
from within.

However, as the Maoist footprint 
recedes into history, an aggressive 
wave of development is rushing 
into the void. High-speed internet, 
asphalt roads, and digital IDs are 
the manifest dreams of ‘Digital 
India.’ Yet, beneath this glitter of 
progress, an ancient suspicion is 
taking root. The tribals ask: is the 
expulsion of red cadres a prelude to 
‘Mining Raj’? There is a palpable fear 
that the forest, their deity and identity, is now being 
appraised by corporations as a mere repository of iron 
ore and rare minerals. If the post-insurgency landscape 
is defined only by the roar of JCB machines, the forest 
will inevitably birth a new generation of resentment 
and rebellion.

The Ministry of Home Affairs’ symbolic deadline of 
March 31, 2026, is a blend of military reality and political 
theater. While the rebellion has been squeezed into a 
mere handful of districts, true peace is more than the 
absence of gunfire. The ultimate challenge remains the 
restoration of ‘Tribal Trust’ pulverized in the crossfire of 
decades. Guns can be silenced by superior firepower, 
but if dignity and justice are not firmly established, 
this silence is merely a ‘temporary ceasefire.’ Kutul 
today is the crucible of modern India’s conscience. 

The ‘Jungle Raj’ is ending, but 
the ‘Reign of Justice’ is yet to be 
inaugurated. This is the final battle 
for the true reconstruction of Bastar.
As the Maoist footprint recedes into 
history, an aggressive and high-
speed wave of development is 
rushing into the vacuum. The arrival 
of high-speed internet, asphalt 
roads, and Aadhaar cards in Kutul is 
the manifest dream of ‘Digital India.’ 
However, beneath this glittering 
surface of progress, a profound 
and ancient suspicion is taking root 
among the locals.

The tribals of Bastar are asking 
a harrowing question - What is the 
true motive behind the expulsion 
of the red cadres? Is this the birth 
of a new era of prosperity, or is 
it a calculated ‘land clearance’ to 
facilitate the entry of ‘Corporate 
Mining’? There is a palpable fear 
that the end of ‘Jungle Raj’ will 
inevitably be followed by a ruthless 
‘Mining Raj.’

The forest, which the tribals 
revere as their deity and the 

guardian of their identity, is now being appraised 
by the state and corporations as a mere repository 
of iron ore and rare minerals. Kutul today stands at a 
civilizational crossroads. On one side is the magnificent 
promise of a digital future; on the other is a desperate, 
final struggle to preserve their ancestral roots.  n

The twilight of the world’s 
longest rebellion has 

arrived, but the question 
of 'Justice' remains 

unanswered. As 'Jungle 
Raj' evaporates, the 

tribals of Kutul fear a 
more clinical predator. 

Is the silence of the 
guns merely a prelude 
to the unyielding reign 

of 'Mining Raj' and 
corporate excavators?
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As Trump’s second term collides with the 
unyielding fires of the Middle East,  
Washington’s ‘Transactional Worldview’ 
faces a brutal reckoning. This is the  
chronicle of a superpower trapped in its 
own web, struggling to extricate itself from 
a self-inflicted quagmire.

Srirajesh
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Politics possesses its own ruthless grammar, 
and the onset of Donald Trump’s second 
tenure has inscribed its most contentious 
definition yet. When Trump assumed 

the Oval Office, he inherited a dual legacy: the 
unparalleled mandate of his ‘MAGA’ fervor and 
the carefully crafted façade of a ‘peace envoy’ he 
had donned during the campaign. He pledged 
to dismantle the era of ‘Endless Wars’—a system 
he claimed was nurtured for decades by the 

Washington establishment.

Yet, the spring of 2026 has arrived with a starkly 
different reality. In the corridors of Washington, 
the stench of gunpowder now overpowers 
the fragrance of peace. Trump championed a 
‘transactional worldview’—a paradigm where 
every policy is a deal, every war a balance sheet, 
and every international treaty exists solely for 
American gain. However, the brewing conflict with 
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Beyond the rhetoric of 'America 
First' lies the dark reality of stra-
tegic overstretch. As the 'MAGA' 
dream becomes mired in an ex-
it-less trap, the global board is 
slipping from Washington's grasp, 
proving that geopolitics is not a 
real estate deal to be settled by a 
mere signature.

The West Asian Gambit
The genesis of the US-Iran escalation lies 

in the erratic strategy of ‘Decapitation Strikes,’ 
proposed to Trump by a cabal of Pentagon hawks. 
The logic was deceptively simple: neutralize the 
Iranian leadership—specifically the radical circle 
surrounding the Ayatollah—and the entire regime 
would collapse like a house of cards.

This strategy was essentially a ‘cinematic fantasy.’ 
While Washington’s strategists might have pored 
over Sun Tzu’s ‘Art of War,’ they failed to navigate 
the profound cultural and historical depths of West 
Asia—a region anchored not just in maps, but on 
the bedrock of centuries-old ideologies. America 
thought that by decapitating the leadership, it 
would sow the seeds of a new ‘Democracy.’ But the 
outcome was a classic blunder: when you strike a 
beehive, you do not find honey; you only invite 
the stings.

The Iranian power structure is no solitary oak to 
be felled with an axe; it is a ‘Hydra.’ Sever one head, 
and two more—even more radical—emerge from 
the stump. In the streets of Tehran, anti-American 
sentiment was not extinguished; it was resurrected 
with the fervor of martyrdom. What Washington 
anticipated as ‘regime change’ evolved into a 
rigid ‘regime hardening.’ This was the first major 
strategic inflection point: America had managed 
to embolden and embitter an enemy it sought to 

Iran has demonstrated that geopolitics is not a ‘real 
estate deal’ to be settled with a mere signature. This 
is a grand game of chess where the pieces have 
begun to move of their own accord, and the player 
who initiated the game finds himself entangled in 
his own web. Trump’s ‘Grand Illusion’—the belief 
that he could command the world on his terms—
is now obscured by the thick plumes of oil smoke 
rising from Iranian shores, blinding the global 
markets.
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‘annihilate.’

The Power Vacuum and the ‘Agencyloss’ 
Moment

The hasty and chaotic withdrawal from 
Afghanistan created a void that no global 
superpower was prepared to fill. Iran, having spent 
years quietly fortifying its regional influence, saw 
this vacuum as a strategic window. Ironically, 
instead of containing this rise, the Trump 
administration tethered its response to its narrow 
‘Israeli agenda.’ Washington believed it could 
manage Iran by acting as Israel’s ‘proxy.’

Here, a grave ‘calculation error’ occurred. Trump 
failed to perceive that Israel’s own priorities—
specifically the expansionist dream of ‘Greater 
Israel’—could diverge significantly from American 
strategic interests. The ground incursion into 
Lebanon gave Iran the ultimate pretext. Suddenly, 
America was embroiled in a war whose rules it did 
not script. It stood at the threshold of becoming an 
‘active participant’ instead of a ‘silent spectator’—a 
point of no return.

This was the moment of ‘Agencyloss’—the 
paralysis of sovereign decision-making. On 
Pentagon maps, this conflict appeared as a ‘surgical 
strike’; in reality, it proved to be an inescapable 
quagmire of ‘unlimited war.’ Trump’s arrogance—
the belief that he is the sole operator of the global 
superpower—has become his greatest burden. 
He can neither restrain Israel, nor defeat Iran, nor 
extricate himself from the fray.

The Hollow Card of American Mediation
On this global chessboard, there was a moment 

the Trump administration tried to market as its 
ultimate ‘success story.’ In the months following 
September 2025, Trump theatrically declared 
himself the ‘peace envoy’ between India and 
Pakistan. His claim in the White House briefing—
that he had pulled both nuclear powers back 
from the brink—was a quintessential example of 
‘American Exceptionalism.’ It was the assumption 

that every global crisis could be resolved from a 
desk in Washington.

However, New Delhi dismissed this so-called 
mediation as nothing short of a ‘ludicrous failure.’ 
India’s ‘strategic silence’ and diplomatic distance 
punctured Trump’s grandiosity. The reality was 
that peace in South Asia was not the result of a 
Washington phone call, but of the cold ‘Realism’ 
inherent in nuclear deterrence. This incident 
proved that the Trump administration’s ‘diplomatic 
toolkit’ is now obsolete. The ‘deal-making’ Trump 
boasted about has become ineffective in this 
complex, multipolar world. America still views the 
21st-century ‘Asian Ascent’ through a 20th-century 
lens—a world where no one asks for its ‘mediation,’ 
and its presence is merely viewed as a ‘complication.’

The Shattering Mirror of MAGA
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a staggering irony: the leader who championed 
‘America First’ has become the ‘agent of inflation’ 
for the average American. With the mid-term 
elections approaching, Trump’s popularity is on 
a precipitous decline. It is a classic scenario of 
political entropy—where the image of the ‘strong 
leader’ begins to melt in the very furnace of the 
war he helped ignite.

Uni-polar Illusion vs. Multi-polar Reality
The US-Iran escalation is not merely a bilateral 

conflict; it is the funeral of the ‘Uni-polar’ global 
order that America has maintained since 1991. 
Trump harbored the illusion that he could contain 
Russia and China while stabilizing the Middle 
East on his terms. Instead, his Iran policy has 
pushed Moscow and Beijing into a closer strategic 
embrace.

Today, Beijing stands with Tehran to safeguard 
its ‘Silk Road,’ and Moscow utilizes Iran’s ‘drone-
network’ for its tactical needs. Forums like BRICS 
are no longer just economic organizations; they 
have become the axis of an ‘anti-West’ alliance, 
openly defying American sanctions. Washington’s 
‘sanctions policy’ is no longer its greatest 
weapon, but its most profound weakness. This 
is a world where the dollar-centric economy is 
being challenged by the ‘Petro-Yuan’ and other 
currencies. Instead of isolating Iran, America has 
fractured the world into two distinct camps.

The Exit-less Trap of a Superpower
We are at a juncture in history where the very 

definition of ‘Power’ has shifted. Trump’s gamble 
will be recorded as the ultimate monument to 
strategic myopia. A superpower that once sought 
to ‘direct’ the entire world is now merely searching 
for an exit from the rubble of its own mistakes.

This is the ‘dark side’ of ‘strategic overstretch’ 
that can no longer be ignored. America sought to 
play ‘chess,’ but failed to notice that the board itself 
was slipping from its grasp. The ‘MAGA’ dream, 
once a beacon of hope, is now mired in a war 

Stand on the street of any small town in the 
American Midwest, and you may still see the 
‘MAGA’ flags flying, but their luster has faded. This 
was the demographic that voted for Trump as an 
‘anti-establishment’ warrior, promised that America 
would cease squandering its resources on foreign 
wars and prioritize domestic prosperity.

But the war with Iran has burst the bubble of 
‘economic nationalism.’ The cost of conflict is being 
felt not just in the Pentagon’s ledger, but in the 
kitchens of American families struggling under 
the weight of rising fuel and electricity costs. The 
tariff wars and disruptions in global supply chains 
have plunged American manufacturing into a 
furnace of rising costs and zero profits. Ironically, 
the farmers—the backbone of Trump’s most loyal 
base—now witness their ruin amidst silos of 
unsold grain and plummeting global demand. It is 
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where ‘entry’ was effortless, but the ‘exit’ remains 
unknown. This is the decline of a superpower that 
played to win, but 
is now engaged 
in an endless and 
agonizing attempt 
to merely ‘postpone 
defeat.’

The Oil Gambit
No 'Power Grid' or 

'Digital Economy' of 
modern civilization 
can function without 
its invisible engine: 
Crude Oil. The 
escalating US-Iran 
conflict serves as 
a stark reminder that while 21st-century titans 
obsess over Silicon Chips and Galactic conquests, 
their strategic foundations remain anchored in oil 
wells.

By March 2026, global oil production has 
stabilized at 102.4 million barrels per day. However, 
30% of this output originates from the volatile 
'hotspot' of West Asia. Iran’s strategic leverage 
lies not merely in its reserves, but in its command 
over the 'Strait of Hormuz'—the very jugular of 
global oil commerce. The data showing 21% of 
the world’s oil supply flowing through this narrow 
passage is no longer a statistic for economists; it 
reads like the script of a high-stakes horror film. 
Trump’s 'MAGA' rhetoric crumbles into irony as 
American gas stations see petrol prices surge past 
$6 per gallon. Energy is no longer just a resource; 
it is the 'Alpha and Omega' of politics, capable of 
crowning or toppling governments. In 2026, every 
drop of oil is being measured in 'Political Capital.'

Iran’s Asymmetric Strike
In this 2026 theater of war, Iran has deployed an 

'Asymmetric Strategy' for which the Pentagon has 
no counter. Tehran has realized it need not engage 

the massive American military machine directly; it 
only needs to create a 'bottleneck' in the global 
supply chain.

From the 'Abqaiq' refinery in Saudi Arabia to the 
'Fujairah' terminal in the UAE, Iran has utilized its 
proxy drone and missile networks to strike the very 
arteries that oxygenate the world economy. A mere 
18% decline in Qatar’s LNG exports has not only 
inflated European energy bills but also exposed the 
fragility of 'Energy Security.' The data is haunting: 
the day two tankers were targeted in Hormuz, 
Brent crude prices spiked by $12 within fourteen 
minutes. This is not 'Market Volatility'; this is 'Market 
Panic.' The decades-long American naval presence, 
once the guardian of these routes, now stands 
helpless against swarms of low-cost Iranian drones. 
This is not a defeat of technological superiority, but 
a victory of 'Geopolitical Geography.'

The Decline of the Petro-Dollar
The 'Maximum Pressure' sanctions Trump once 

used to corner Iran have boomeranged into a lethal 
weapon for Tehran. Iran has transformed these 
restrictions into its greatest strength. By forging a 
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25-year 'Strategic Partnership' with Beijing, Iran has 
institutionalized the use of the Yuan in exchange 
for oil.

This represents an existential threat to the 'Petro-
Dollar.' As Iran operates an 'Underground Energy 
Network' with China and Russia despite global 
sanctions, the credibility of the American 'Financial 
Superpower' is eroding. In the first quarter of 2026, 
data reveals that nearly 12% of global energy trade 
has migrated away from the US Dollar to alternative 
currencies or 'barter' systems. This is more than just 
economic data; it is the fragmentation of the 'Global 
Order' established by the 1944 Bretton Woods 
Agreement. Trump’s obsession with forcing Iran 
to its knees has instead pushed it into a strategic 
embrace with nations seeking liberation from 
American dominance.

The Perfect Storm: A Global Recession
The most visceral casualty of this phase is the 

common man. The 40% surge in energy prices 
evokes haunting memories of the 1973 'Oil Shock.' 
Production costs worldwide have climbed by 22%, 
while the spike in global freight rates has pushed 
consumer goods beyond the reach of the average 

citizen.

The US Consumer Price Index (CPI) hitting 9% 
is no coincidence; it is the 'Cost of War' ignited by 
Trump’s transactional politics. History testifies that 
when oil prices disrupt the lifestyle of the middle 
class, revolutions follow. The precipitous drop in 
Trump’s approval ratings in mid-term polls is not 
due to his foreign policy failures, but the crisis at 
the 'Petrol Pump.'

The Invisible Equations of Energy
War carries a long tail known as the 'Economic 

Shockwave.' The 1.4% decline in global GDP 
during the first half of 2026 is directly linked to 
the disruptions in Hormuz. Even American 'Shale 
Oil,' once considered the bedrock of US energy 
independence, has been marginalized in this 
global crisis. With crude prices hovering at $115 
per barrel, every American refinery is grappling 
with skyrocketing 'break-even' costs.

The data tells a story of strategic isolation: in 
2024, the US was producing 13.2 million barrels 
per day. By April 2026, that output is being 
cannibalized by domestic consumption and the 
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desperate demands of European allies. Iran has 
capitalized on OPEC+ meetings where Russia and 
Saudi Arabia have signaled a 'Strategic Distance' 
from Washington. The March 2026 data shows an 
OPEC+ production cut of 2.5 million barrels per 
day, a move that serves as a direct and categorical 
rejection of American 'Price-Capping' efforts.

Petro-Yuan vs. Petro-Dollar
This conflict has transcended missiles and 

drones; it is now a battle for the survival of 'Reserve 
Currencies.' The war has exposed the rot within 
the global financial architecture that Washington 
economists once called 'Dollar Hegemony.'

China has provided Iran with a 'Lifeline.' Under 
the 25-year cooperation pact, Beijing now pays for 
60% of its Iranian oil imports in 'Digital Yuan.' This is 
a direct challenge to the 'Soft Power' of American 
sanctions. By 2026, 18% of West Asian oil trade is 
conducted in Yuan or local currency baskets. For 
America, this is a silent but fatal blow. If the US 
Dollar’s share in global energy trade drops from 
80% towards 70%, the demand for US Treasury 
Bonds will plummet, rendering the management 
of American national debt impossible. Trump 
began this war to 'Blackmail' Iran, but he has 
inadvertently gambled the entire 'Global Financial 
Architecture.'

Refineries and Logistics
The energy crisis is not just a shortage of 'Oil'; 

it is a shortage of 'Refined Products' like Diesel 
and Jet Fuel. Iran’s strategy specifically targets 
the 'Choke-points' near major refinery hubs in the 
Gulf. Between February and March 2026, global 
'Shipping Insurance Premiums' have surged by 
400%. Insurance giants have declared the waters 
around Iran a 'High-Risk Zone.' Consequently, 
tankers exiting Hormuz must now take routes 
30% longer than usual. This additional 'routing' 
has not only inflated the final cost of oil but has 
also triggered a secondary wave of inflation in the 
global food chain, which relies heavily on diesel-
powered logistics.

The Death of the 'Green Transition'
A grim casualty of this energy crisis is the sacrifice 

of the 'Green Agenda.' Europe, which was leading 
the march toward 'Net-Zero,' has been forced to 
return to coal and aging gas refineries. Data from 
the first four months of 2026 shows European coal 
consumption rising 25% above 2021 levels.

This war has effectively wiped out decades 
of 'Climate Change' negotiations in a single 
stroke. When economies enter 'Survival Mode,' 
environmental agendas are the first to be discarded. 
This marks another unforeseen defeat for Trump—
he campaigned on 'Energy Independence,' yet he 
has plunged the world into a 'Fossil Fuel-Centric' 
war-footing, making environmental progress an 
impossibility for the next decade.

Collateral Victims: The Emerging Markets’ 
Agony

India, which relies on imports for 85% of its energy 
needs, is suffering the 'Collateral Damage' of a war 
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it did not choose. In the first quarter of 2026, India’s 
trade deficit surged past the $25 billion mark. The 
arithmetic of this crisis is brutal: every $10 increase 
in oil prices shaves off 0.5% of India’s GDP growth. 
But India is not alone. Emerging economies across 
Southeast Asia and Africa stand on the precipice 
of a 'Debt Crisis.' Nations that were just beginning 
to breathe after the pandemic are now being 
sacrificed at the altar of this 'Oil War.'

The Plate of War: 'Calories' vs. 'Crude'
The energy crisis has dealt its most cruel blow to 

the global food markets. By March 2026, global food 
prices have spiked by 22%. The link is direct and 
devastating: nitrogen-based fertilizer production 
depends on natural gas, and the 150% surge in gas 
prices has broken the back of farmers worldwide. 
The costs of transporting and harvesting staples 
like corn, wheat, and soybeans have reached 
astronomical heights. In the already volatile regions 
of the Middle East and Africa, 'Bread-Bunts' (famine-
driven unrest) have emerged as a new political 
weapon. The Iran war has birthed a global 'Caloric 

Catastrophe,' ensnaring even those nations that 
remained strictly neutral.

Trump’s Perfect Storm: The Mathematics of 
MAGA's Decline

Donald Trump’s mid-term electoral arithmetic 
has dwindled to 'break-even' points. Early 2026 
surveys show his approval rating at a historic low 
of 38%. The primary culprit is the betrayal of his 
core constituency: the 'Blue-Collar Worker.'

Data from 'Swing States' like Pennsylvania, 
Michigan, and Wisconsin suggests that inflation 
has cannibalized the promises that propelled 
Trump to power in 2024. His trade wars have 
led to a 35% decline in agricultural exports. Pre-
election polls reveal a staggering truth: 54% of 
independent voters now view the Iran conflict not 
as an 'America First' mission, but as a monument 
to 'Trump’s personal ego.' The challenge for Trump 
is no longer winning the war, but surviving as 
a 'strong leader' who promised prosperity but 
delivered a recession. With the Republican Party 
fracturing into 'Neo-con' and 'Isolationist' camps, 
Trump is trapped in a 'Perfect Storm' where 
energy, food, and politics are eroding the very 
foundations of American power.

A Desperate Ceasefire: The Silence of 
Exhaustion

At the end of March 2026, when Washington 
announced a five-day 'temporary ceasefire' from 
the Situation Room, it was not a diplomatic 
overture; it was a confession of 'Logistical 
Fatigue.' Data reveals that US aircraft carriers were 
consuming missiles and munitions at a rate the 
Pentagon could not replenish; stocks of 'high-
precision weapons' were projected to run out 
within 90 days.

This search for a 'Safe Exit' was driven not by 
magnanimity, but by 'Depletion.' The ceasefire is 
a 'Ventilator' for Trump’s gasping foreign policy. 
However, the tragedy of stopping mid-war is that 
the enemy reads your weakness. Tehran’s official 



40
। APRIL, 2026 ।

COVER STORY

response—'We want results, not a pause'—signals 
that at the diplomatic table, America is no longer 
the 'Demand-Maker,' but a desperate 'Bargainer.'

Tehran’s Terms and the Global Pivot
The three conditions Iran has set for negotiations 

read like 'Dark Humor' directed at Trump’s 
MAGA vision. Iran’s demand for reparations for 
infrastructure damaged during the war effectively 
inverts 'Victor’s Justice.' Should Washington accept, 
it would shatter the myth of 
American 'Invincibility' on the 
global stage.

Furthermore, Iran’s demand 
for a non-aggression guarantee 
is a 'political suicide' for Trump, 
who cannot offer a guarantee 
that a future president won't 
revoke. But the greatest threat 
remains economic. If sanctions 
are lifted, the sudden influx of 
3-4 million barrels of Iranian 
oil could crash prices to $60, 
rendering the American 'Shale-
Oil' industry bankrupt. Trump 
wanted a war to win; he is now 
buying a peace that will destroy 
his own economic legacy.

Burdened Alliances: The Myth of Western 
Unity

The 'Greater Israel' alliance, which Trump viewed 
as a strategic shield, has become his most agonizing 
'Exit' thorn. By April 2026, Israel’s ground operations 
have left America diplomatically isolated amidst 
mounting global 'Human Rights' outcries. NATO 
members, specifically France and Germany, have 
opened 'Secret Channels' with Tehran. This is the 
empirical evidence that 'Western Unity' is now 
a myth. With 22 of the 32 NATO nations publicly 
advocating for 'Trade Continuity' with Iran, Trump’s 
diplomatic exit has become a 'Solo Act.' America 
stands alone, searching for a way out of a war it 
ignited, while the rest of the world carves its own 

path.

The Economics of Exit: De-dollarization
In the grand theater of diplomatic bargaining, 

Iran is playing its most potent card: 'De-
dollarization.' Tehran has made it clear that it will 
no longer accept the US Dollar as a 'Medium of 
Exchange' in any future settlement. This is not just 
an Iranian victory; it is the formal inauguration of 
the 'Multipolar World' shaped by Russia and China 

over the last two years. 

The data is categorical: 
in 2025, the US Dollar’s 
share in global central bank 
reserves stood at 58%. By 
the first quarter of 2026, it 
has plunged to 55%. This 
3% decline signals a 'Capital 
Flight' of hundreds of billions. 
Trump’s war has acted as 
the catalyst for this exodus. 
Whatever the diplomatic 
outcome, the 'Reserve Power' 
of the American Dollar, which 
once controlled the world, 
will never be the same.

The Imperial Sunset
This narrative brings us to a singular truth: the 

US-Iran war is not merely a geographical event. 
It is a 'Violent Transition'—a period of 'Imperial 
Entropy.' Trump’s exit, no matter how 'honorable' it 
is framed, will be recorded by history as a 'Strategic 
Defeat.'

The world is learning to live without the 
superpower that, in the 20th century, held the 
monopoly on both 'Peace' and 'War.' If an agreement 
is reached with Iran, it will be but a signature on 
paper. Beneath that ink lies the ash of hegemonic 
hubris. This year the world realized that Trump’s 
MAGA dream was, in reality, a 'Global Wake-up Call.' 
The war may end, but the 'Trust' that once anchored 
Washington to the world is likely buried forever. n

The true cost of this war 
isn’t measured in shrap-
nel, but in 'Imperial En-
tropy.' From the 'Calorie 

Crisis' in the Global South 
to the fragmentation of 

NATO and the steady col-
lapse of the Petro-Dollar, 

the world is witnessing 
the sunset of a superpow-
er that once claimed the 

mandate of heaven.
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AMERICA
FRACTURED HEGEMON

America resembles a mid-season cinematic plot where the distinction 
between protagonist and antagonist has dissolved. Under Donald Trump’s 
second term, a self-absorbed nation retreats from its global policing role, 
struggling to extinguish domestic fires while its global identity unravels.

Donald Trump’s second term is not merely 
a political comeback; it is a 'Hard-Reset' 
of the American democratic architecture. 
The Republican Party has shed its skin 

as the 'Grand Old Party'—once the champion of 
free trade and international intervention. Today, it 
has mutated into a 'MAGA machine,' fueled by an 
aggressive nationalism and a visceral disdain for 
the Washington 'elites.'

Distrust in institutions has become the new 
American religion. By politicizing the FBI, the 
judiciary, and the electoral machinery, Trump 
has rattled the very soul of American democracy. 
For India, this represents a profound risk. We are 
navigating an era where 'Trumpism' implies that 
international treaties and strategic partnerships 

are valid only as long as they serve the mercurial 
interests of one man. This inherent uncertainty 
possesses the power to consign long-standing 
diplomatic accords to the dustbin of history 
overnight.

Global Impact of ‘America First’
Trump has forced the world to confront a truth 

that Washington previously cloaked in altruism: 
"We are not here for philanthropy; we are here 
to fill our own pockets." This blunt realization has 
left NATO in a 'zombie-like' state—an alliance that 
exists in name but lacks a pulse.

Europe has finally grasped that it can no longer 
outsource its security to a volatile patron. While 
America pivots its military might from the Atlantic 
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to the Indo-Pacific, New Delhi must recognize 
that this is not born of an 'affinity for India,' but 
out of a 'strategic compulsion' to contain the 
rising Chinese Dragon.

India must understand that American 
isolationism is now a permanent doctrine. As 
Washington raises its tariff walls, 'De-coupling' 
ensures that American technology and jobs 
remain strictly within its borders. Navigating 
Trump’s second term is akin to walking on a 
razor’s edge: while cooperation in defense and 
tech may expand, India must brace itself for the 
blunt impact of 'America First' on the economic 
front.

The Permanent Cold War with China
Under Trump 2.0, the trade war with China has 

metastasized into a 'Permanent Cold War.' In a 
rare moment of domestic alignment, the entire 
American establishment is united in its hostility 
toward Beijing. The India-US technological 
partnership is a direct byproduct of this frigid 
conflict. America is now sharing technology not 
out of generosity, but with the intent of fortifying 
India as a 'Technology Outpost' to counter 
Chinese digital dominance.

India is a high-stakes player in this theater. From 
jet engines to semiconductors, Washington seeks 
to build a 'Trusted Ecosystem.' However, the line 
between being a strategic partner and a tactical 
pawn is dangerously thin. Trump’s 'Technological 
Crusade' will inevitably fracture the world into 
two distinct digital blocs, forcing every nation to 
choose a side in this binary future.

One Country, Two Worlds
Socially, the Trump era has cleaved America 

into two distinct psychological realms. The liberal 
America of the coastal metropolises and the 
radicalized America of the heartland are now 
two separate nations sharing a single passport. 
Identity politics—centered on race, gender, and 
ideology—has effectively blocked every avenue 
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for national dialogue.

Social media algorithms have accelerated this 
descent into a 'Post-Truth' era, where objective 
facts are discarded in favor of curated narratives. 
For the Indian diaspora, this manifests as a 'Crisis 
of Identity.' You are part of America’s growth, 
yet increasingly viewed as an 'alien.' This social 
fragmentation is eroding the 'Soft Power' that 
America once used to lecture the world on 
democracy. Today, the United States is itself a case 
study in how a great empire rots from within.

The Only Path: Self-Reliance
'Uncertainty' is the defining hallmark of Trump’s 

second tenure. India must abandon the nostalgia 
of the 90s and realize that the 'stable partner' 
no longer exists. Today’s America is a wounded 
superpower, terrified of its own shadow. While 
strategic cooperation will persist due to the shared 
threat of China, the sword of 'America First' will 
always hang over issues like visas and migration.
We can no longer afford to look toward Washington 

for our security, our economy, or our technological 
future. Trump may sit in the White House, but 
he has opened a 'Pandora’s Box' of chaos that 
has fundamentally rewritten the rules of global 
engagement.

The Tragedy of a Wounded Superpower
Trump’s second term is a cinematic tragedy 

whose final act is yet to be scripted. America today 
is a titan weighed down by its own contradictions 
and outsized ambitions. For India, the lesson is 
unequivocal: strategic partnerships are necessary, 
but dependence is suicidal.

The world has witnessed the fragility of the 
American experiment. This era is not just another 
presidential term; it is the beginning of the end 
of a century-long epoch. The future belongs not 
to grand alliances, but to 'Strategic Self-Interest.' 
The journey toward 2028 is a trial by fire for the 
global order. As America battles its internal storms, 
India must chart its own course and build its own 
anchors. n
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BEYOND  
THE BARREL

For five decades, the Gulf’s geopolitical heart beat to 
the rhythm of crude oil. Today, that pulse is quickening 
as monarchs orchestrate a radical metamorphosis, 
trading the heavy 'Barrel' for the swift 'Molecule' in a 
bid to remain the world's energy jugular.

For nearly half a century, the global 
geopolitical architecture was anchored 
in the sun-drenched sands of the Gulf. 
The image of massive tankers departing 

from desert ports, laden with ‘black gold,’ was 
more than a commercial reality; it was the defining 
symbol of global stability and power. The export 
of crude oil provided these nations with more 
than just astronomical wealth—it granted them a 
permanent seat at the high table of international 

relations. For a generation, the Gulf held the pulse of 
the global economy, its production quotas capable 
of crowning or toppling governments thousands of 
miles away.

However, the 21st century has brought with 
it a cold, unyielding reality. The global energy 
paradigm is witnessing an irrevocable shift, driven 
by the urgent mandate of climate change and the 
rapid advancement of green technology. The era 
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of the singular ‘Oil Hegemony’ is fading into the 
twilight. But those who anticipate the decline of the 
Gulf are misreading the script. Instead of resisting 
the transition, the Gulf states are recalibrating their 
survival strategy. A multifaceted energy doctrine is 
emerging—one where cargoes of Liquefied Natural 
Gas (LNG), hydrogen molecules, clean energy 
carriers, and carbon management solutions are 
becoming the new currency of power.

The Triple Advantage: Capital, Climate, and 
Connectivity

The Gulf is not merely reacting to the energy 
transition; it is aggressively shaping it. This emerging 
model is built on three formidable strategic 
advantages that few other regions can replicate.

First, the region possesses a unique ‘Dual-
Wealth.’ While it sits on the world’s most accessible 



46

COVER STORY

। APRIL, 2026 ।

hydrocarbon reserves, its geography also offers some 
of the most competitive solar and wind resources 
on the planet. This allows for a synchronized 
investment strategy where traditional oil wealth 
funds the low-carbon systems of tomorrow. Second, 
the deployment of ‘Patient Capital’—the massive 
financial reservoirs of Sovereign Wealth Funds—
provides the long-term, low-risk financing required 
for giga-scale infrastructure. Whether it is nuclear 
plants in the UAE or green hydrogen plants in Saudi 
Arabia, the Gulf has the capital to wait for technology 
to mature. Third, the region’s geography as a natural 
bridge between the energy-hungry markets of 
Asia and the industrial cores of Europe and Africa 
cements its role as the permanent corridor of global 
energy trade.

LNG: The Blue Bridge to a Green Horizon
Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG) has emerged as the 

most mature and commercially secure pillar of this 
new model. In the grand strategy of the transition, 
LNG serves as a ‘Strategic Bridge.’ it maintains 
continuity with the hydrocarbon age while providing 
a cleaner alternative for nations struggling to phase 
out coal.

Qatar’s ‘North Field’ expansion is a masterclass 
in this ambition. By 2030, Qatar aims to surge its 
production from 77 million tonnes to nearly 142 
million tonnes annually. This is not just an economic 
play; it is a geopolitical buffer, ensuring that Europe 
and Asia remain tethered to the Gulf’s energy supply 
even as they move away from oil. Similarly, the UAE’s 
ADNOC is developing the ‘Ruwais LNG’ project—a 
facility powered entirely by clean electricity and 
integrated with advanced digital twin technology. It 
is destined to be one of the world’s lowest-carbon 
LNG hubs, proving that even fossil fuels can be 
rebranded for a climate-conscious world.

Hydrogen: The Molecular Holy Grail
The true battle for 21st-century influence is being 

fought in the realm of hydrogen. As global industries 
seek to decarbonize ‘hard-to-abate’ sectors like 
steel and cement, the Gulf is positioning itself as 

the ‘Hydrogen Heartland.’ Governments across 
the region are channeling billions into renewable-
powered electrolysis, utilizing their vast, empty 
landscapes to produce green energy at a scale that 
the dense urban centers of the West can only dream 
of.

The crown jewel of this molecular ambition is Saudi 
Arabia’s ‘NEOM Green Hydrogen Project.’ Situated in 
the futuristic city of NEOM, this project is designed 
to produce 600 tonnes of green hydrogen daily, 
supported by over 4 gigawatts of solar and wind 
energy. Meanwhile, the UAE’s Masdar and Oman’s 
‘Hydrom’ framework are racing to establish the first 
truly global supply chains for green fuels. This path 
is not without its ‘Strategic Friction’—the high cost 
of electrolyzers and the requirement for long-term 
purchase agreements make it a high-stakes gamble. 
Yet, for the Gulf, it is a gamble essential to remaining 
the world’s indispensable energy provider.
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Ammonia and the Grid: The Invisible Arteries
The challenge of the green transition is not just 

production, but logistics. Here, Ammonia is emerging 
as the practical vehicle for the export of hydrogen. 
With established global storage and transport 
infrastructure already in place, Ammonia allows the 
Gulf to deliver clean energy to international markets 
with minimal disruption. Saudi Arabia has already 
demonstrated this potential, having successfully 
shipped ‘Blue Ammonia’ to Japan, marking the 
formal dawn of a low-carbon international trade 
route.

Beyond molecules, the region is also looking at 
the power of the ‘Electron.’ The GCC Interconnection 
Grid is evolving into a more ambitious architectural 
project. Plans are underway to utilize High-Voltage 
Direct Current (HVDC) lines to export renewable 
electricity across continental borders. In the 
future, the solar arrays of the Arabian desert could 

potentially power the grids of South Asia, North 
Africa, and the heart of Europe, turning the Gulf into 
a literal powerhouse of the global South.

Carbon Management: The Realistic Shield
A critical, though often controversial, component 

of this metamorphosis is Carbon Capture, 
Utilization, and Storage (CCUS). Projects like Qatar’s 
‘Ras Laffan,’ the UAE’s ‘Al Reyadah,’ and Saudi Arabia’s 
‘Jubail Hub’ illustrate the region’s intent to prolong 
the life of its hydrocarbon assets. By neutralizing 
the environmental impact of fossil fuels, the Gulf 
is creating a ‘Climate-Compatible’ pathway for oil 
and gas. This pragmatic approach ensures that the 
transition is an evolution rather than a revolution, 
protecting their traditional assets while they build 
the green infrastructure of the future.

The New Energy Architecture
The Gulf is currently navigating the most 

significant transition in its modern history. The 
monarchs of the desert have realized that the ‘Oil 
Era’—defined by the simple extraction and sale 
of crude—is reaching its natural conclusion. But 
instead of an exit, they have chosen a rebranding. 
By utilizing their sovereign wealth, their industrial 
might, and their unique geography, they are 
pivoting from being ‘Crude Exporters’ to becoming 
the global hubs for energy molecules, clean 
electrons, and carbon solutions.

As Parul Bakshi of the Observer Research 
Foundation notes, the ultimate question is no 
longer whether the Gulf will remain relevant. The 
real question is how its new role as a ‘Multi-Energy 
Titan’ will redefine the geopolitical architecture of 
the 21st century. In a world striving to be carbon-
free, the deserts of the Middle East are proving that 
they are not just the remnants of a fossil-fueled 
past, but the high-tech engines of a green future. 
The barrel may be fading, but the molecule has just 
begun its reign. n

Parul Bakshi is an Energy and Climate Fellow at the 
Observer Research Foundation (ORF) Middle East.
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As we cross the threshold of 2026, the 
old geopolitical scripts of gold and oil 
have been discarded. Power now flows 
through a ‘Metabolic Order,’ where 
survival depends on a nation’s ability 
to digest minerals into the lifeblood of 
economic energy.

In this century, the new equation of power rests on data, 
critical minerals, and supply chains. This analysis illus-
trates how the race for resources between China, the 
West, and India is redefining the global order and econom-
ic dominance.

The ledgers of history reveal that global 
orders have always been dictated by 
the shifting lines of ideology, religion, or 
territory. Empires once bled for gold; later, 

they orchestrated coups for the ‘black gold’ of oil. But 
in 2026, we have entered an epoch where ideologies 
have become secondary. The new primary driver of 
history is ‘Geopolitical Metabolism.’

Just as a living organism must convert food 
into energy to survive, modern nations are now 
possessed by a desperate hunger for ‘nutrients’ 
like Lithium, Cobalt, Semiconductors, and Green 
Hydrogen to animate their economies. This is the 
‘New Metabolic World Order’—a landscape where 
power is no longer measured by the sheer number 
of missiles, but by the clinical efficiency with which 
a nation can transform raw resources into ‘economic 
energy.’ This is not a war for land; it is a battle for the 
mastery of the supply chain.

From Fossil Fuels to the Mineral Crusade
The metabolism of the previous century was 

anchored in hydrocarbons. Oil and gas were the fuels 
that transformed the Middle East into the crucible of 
global power. But the new metabolic order belongs 
to ‘Electrons.’ The ‘food’ of today’s world consists of 
rare minerals that sustain the batteries of Electric 
Vehicles (EVs), the microchips of smartphones, and 
the silicon veins of data centers.

Over the last two decades, China has established 
a ‘steroid-based’ control over the ‘digestive tract’ of 
these minerals, causing a severe case of ‘geopolitical 
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indigestion’ for the West. Resource-rich nations 
like Chile, Indonesia, and the Congo are no longer 
content being ‘raw material vassals.’ They are asserting 
‘Resource Nationalism,’ mandating domestic 
processing to strengthen their own metabolism. 
When a nation sits on its mineral reserves, it creates 
a ‘caloric famine’ in the global supply chain. This 
mineral war is more visceral than a nuclear standoff; 
without these elements, a 2026 economy would 
become as static as a lifeless organism.

The Chinese Monopoly and the Crisis of 
Western ‘Indigestion’

By positioning itself as the ‘World’s Factory,’ 
China has evolved into a gargantuan organism 
that ‘swallows’ the world’s raw materials and 
‘exhales’ finished goods. Its monopoly in refining is 
staggering—over 80% of the world’s Lithium and 
Cobalt is processed within its borders.

The Western powers (the US and Europe) are 
suffering from a profound dependency. Every 
nut and bolt of their ‘Green Energy’ transition is 
effectively sanctioned by Beijing. Efforts at ‘Metabolic 
Decoupling’ or ‘De-risking’ are still in their infancy. 
Analysts are clear: currently, no modern economy 
can maintain its metabolism without China. It is a 
‘Biological Trap.’ While the West attempts to liberate 
itself, the lifeblood of its industry flows through 
Chinese refineries. If Beijing were to sever these 
arteries today, the industrial pulse from Washington 
to Berlin would flatline within hours.

The New ‘Manufacturing Heart’: India’s 
Strategic Pivot

In this volatile new world, India’s role is both pivotal 
and perilous. India is no longer content being a mere 
consumer; it is racing to become the ‘Manufacturing 
Heart’ of the global metabolism. With a youthful 
labor force acting as the regional muscle, New Delhi 
is attempting a grand strategic shift.

India’s roadmap involves weaning itself off Gulf oil 
by aggressively scaling Green Hydrogen and Solar 
energy—an effort to make its domestic metabolism 

self-reliant. Should India become a global hub for 
Green Hydrogen, it would transition into a ‘Net 
Exporter’ of the new order. However, the challenge 
remains: to fuel this metabolism, India requires a 
steady diet of minerals it does not yet possess. By 
forging new strategic partnerships from Australia to 
Africa, India seeks to shatter the Chinese monopoly. 
This ‘Mega-Metabolic Shift’ has the potential to tilt 
the global balance of power toward New Delhi.

AI and Data: The Strategic Enzymes
The metabolism of a modern state is not limited 

to physical atoms; ‘Data’ is the new raw material. The 
nation that possesses the greatest computational 
power to process this data will possess the most 
lethal and efficient metabolism.

Artificial Intelligence (AI) is the ‘Enzyme’ of this 
era—the catalyst that converts raw information 
into economic value. The race between the US and 
China is essentially a struggle for the world’s most 
powerful ‘Processing Units’ (GPUs). It is a cellular 
battle for energy production. The faster a nation 



51
। APRIL, 2026 ।

processes data, the more ‘Economic ATP’ (energy) it 
generates. In this duality, the US possesses the ‘Brain’ 
(chip design), while China commands the ‘Muscles’ 
(processing). This is the metabolism of technology, 
where algorithms have become the ‘genes’ of the 
modern age.

Environmental Entropy: The Waste of the Old 
Order

Every metabolism produces a final, unavoidable 
byproduct: Waste. The old world order, through its 
unchecked carbon emissions, has brought the planet 
to the brink of ‘Organ Failure.’ The New Metabolic 
Order must be predicated on a ‘Circular Economy.’ 
The nations that master the alchemy of recycling 
waste will be the ultimate victors. We are already 
seeing ‘Carbon Border Taxes’ being used as tools of 
‘Metabolic Hygiene,’ though they often trigger trade 
wars. Developing nations now face a new wall built 
by the developed world, which once spread the 
very waste it now seeks to tax. It is a new form of 
economic deception that cleaves the Global North 

from the South.

The Empire of Atoms and Algorithms
The current global flux teaches us that power 

no longer resides in the barrel of a gun, but in the 
‘resilience of the supply chain.’ The superpower 
of tomorrow will be the one that secures its 
mineral sources, cleanses its energy needs, and 
transubstantiates its data into knowledge with 
lightning speed.

Old empires fought for borders; new empires 
will fight for ‘Algorithms and Atoms.’ In this war, the 
loser’s metabolism will slow down—its factories will 
fall silent, its cities will go dark, and it will vanish into 
history like an ‘extinct species.’ To survive in the 21st 
century is to master the art of ‘digesting’ resources 
effectively. The winner will not be the largest, but 
the most ‘energetic and efficient.’

India’s ‘Critical Mineral Policy’ is its shield in this 
struggle. By prioritizing 30 essential minerals and 
acquiring international reserves through ‘Khaanij 
Bidesh India Limited’ (KABIL), the nation is securing 
the future of its next generation. From the lithium 
discoveries in Jammu & Kashmir to the sands of 
Rajasthan, a new hope is flickering. By joining global 
alliances like the ‘Mineral Security Partnership,’ India 
is challenging the China-centric supply chain that 
held the world hostage for years. This is more than 
a commercial transition; it is a historic opportunity 
for India to define its sovereignty in the language of 
the future. n
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SHIFT

As the shadows of ancient ruins 
lengthen across Rome’s Seven Hills, 
the myth of Giorgia Meloni—once 
the indomitable victor—begins to 
fracture. The 2026 referendum has 
transformed her flagship legislative 
dream into a battlefield where 
charisma finally collided with reality.

Jalaj Srivastava

GIORGIA 
MELONI

THE CRACKING SPELL



53
। APRIL, 2026 ।

When the sun sets 
over the Seven 
Hills of Rome, 
the ancient ruins 

seem to stretch into the very soul 
of the present. In 2022, when 
Giorgia Meloni first marched 
into the corridors of power, 
her stride was that of a Roman 
conqueror. She possessed an 
aura of invincibility—a radiant 
‘halo’ that managed to stun even 
the most seasoned practitioners 
of European statecraft. Carrying 
the torch of ‘Brothers of Italy’, she 
appeared as a heroine who had 
finally wrestled destiny into 
sub-mission. But the stage of 
politics is much like a grand 
opera: the distance between 
the thunder-ous applause of 
the opening act and the heavy 
silence of the finale is often 
perilously short. The night of 
March 23, 2026, arrived under 
a canopy of restless clouds. 
Meloni had placed her ultimate 
bet: a referendum on judicial 
reform. Framed as a ‘minor’ 
adjustment, it was intended to 
be the flagship of her legislative 
legacy. She expected the public 
to sail this vessel to the shores 
of absolute power. Instead, Elly 
Schlein, the fierce leader of the 
opposition, transformed the 
vote into a moral battlefield—a 
referendum on Meloni’s own 
hubris. When the results 
emerged, they felt like an icy 
deluge: 54% against 46%. 
The Italian electorate had not 
merely rejected a policy; they 
had collectively rebuked the 
arrogance of their leader. The 
staggering 59% voter turnout 
was a testament that the people 

were wide awake, inscribing their 
grievances into the ballot boxes 
of history.

Meloni’s administration had 
enjoyed rare longevity, yet 
this very stability had begun 
to feel like a ‘silent cage.’ In her 
quest for global legitimacy, she 
meticulously shaved off the 
radical edges of her ideology to 
present herself as a ‘respected 
centrist.’ In this calculated 
metamorphosis, she lost the raw, 
primal attraction that had once 
tethered her to the common man. 

She became the actress who had 
successfully rewritten her script, 
only to realize that the audience 
was still des-perately searching 
for the original character.

Furthermore, her proximity to 
Donald Trump—once a pillar of 
her perceived strength—mutated 
into a strategic burden under 
the dark shadow of the 2026 
Iran war. As the ship of state 
began to take on water, Meloni 
searched for scapegoats, securing 
the resignation of her Tourism 
Minister, Daniela Santanchè. 

Yet, she could not stifle the 
persistent echoes of corruption 
allegations and mounting 
scandals. The cracks within 
her ruling coalition began to 
resemble the ancient fissures 
etched onto the walls of the 
Colosseum. The magical spell is 
now broken. Meloni had hoped 
to amend the Constitution 
to grant the Prime Minister 
nearly unlimited power, but 
the impending shadow of the 
2027 elections has turned into 
a recurring nightmare. Italian 
voters, who revere their 1948 
Constitution like a sacred scrip-
ture, have reminded her that in 
a democracy, the ‘Reign’ belongs 
to the people, not the person. 
Today, as Meloni gazes at the 
streets of Rome from her grand 
office window, the city’s lights 
still flicker, but the spark in her 
own eyes has vanished. The 
‘Invincible Giorgia’ now stands 
humbled by a single wave. 
Across the piazzas of Italy, a  
new refrain echoes - 
“The luster is fad-ing.” n

Meloni’s strategic pivot into 
a 'respected centrist' has left 
her original base searching 

for a missing script. Between 
the strategic baggage of her 

Trumpian alliance and the 
deepening fissures within her 

coalition, the 'Iron Lady of 
Rome' now faces an electorate 
reclaiming the sovereign spirit 

of the Republic.
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The deceptive calm of the Taiwan 
Strait masks a bubbling geopolitical 
lava. While intelligence suggests a 
reprieve until 2027, Beijing’s 'Hunter-
Alertness' reveals a darker design: 
utilizing the Middle Eastern fires 
to systematically dismantle the 
American shield over the Pacific.

The waves of the Taiwan Strait appear as a 
dormant volcano under the biting March winds 
of 2026—silent, yet harboring a molten core 
of geopolitical unrest. Looking out from the 

windows of Taipei’s ‘Presidential Office,’ strategists can 
feel the tremors of a world in flux. A recent report from 
American intelligence agencies on March 18 offered a 
momentary sigh of relief: “Chinese leadership does not 
currently plan an invasion of Taiwan until 2027.” But in 
the strategic corridors of New Delhi, this is not viewed as 

THE 
SILICON 
VOLCANO

SHADOWS 
OVER THE 
TAIWAN 
STRAIT

Sachchidanand
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‘enemy lethargy’ but as the ‘alertness of a hunter.’ The 
year 2027 is not merely a date; it is the centennial 
milestone for the modernization of the People’s 
Liberation Army (PLA), a period known in military 
circles as the ‘Davidson Window.’

Tehran’s Fire and Taipei’s Fear
The true thrill of this geopolitical narrative begins 

when one observes the invisible umbilical cord 
linking the falling bombs in the Gulf to the quiet 
shores of Taiwan. The war with Iran is not just a game 
of fluctuating oil prices; for Beijing, it is emerging as 
a ‘Golden Opportunity.’ As the United States diverts 
a massive portion of its military resources, missile 
interceptors, and advanced fighter jets away from 
the Indo-Pacific and into the Middle East, the shield 
over Taiwan begins to show cracks. In the whispered 
galleries of Taipei, the fear is palpable: if the Iran 
conflict persists, the ‘combat readiness’ of the US 
military will face a crippling crisis. Indian experts 
believe that as American munitions dwindle, the 
gaps in Taiwan’s security apparatus will widen. The 
haunting question now echoing from New Delhi 
to Washington is: Can the world’s lone superpower 
engage two titans on two separate fronts 
simultaneously?

The Silicon Cord: India’s Digital Stake
From an Indian perspective, the most lethal aspect 

of this saga is the ‘Semiconductor.’ Taiwan produces 
90% of the world’s most advanced microchips. India’s 
‘Digital India’ mission, its futuristic Smart Cities, and 
the precision of the Brahmos missiles are all tethered 
to this Taiwanese silicon.

If the Dragon were to blockade the Strait, the global 
digital pulse would flatline. The war in Iran has already 
demonstrated the fragility of commercial routes; 
the blockade of the Strait of Hormuz has paralyzed 
20% of the global oil supply. If China replicates this 
maneuver in Taiwan, the global economy would 
collapse into a ‘technological junkyard.’ For India, 
this is not merely a strategic concern; it is a crisis of 
existential survival.

The Maze of 2028-2032

In the realm of high-stakes politics, dates write 
history. Experts suggest that the primary danger 
does not reside in 2027, but within the labyrinthine 
window between 2028 and 2032. The year 2028 
is a detonator: both Taiwan and the United States 
will hold presidential elections. If the ‘Democratic 
Progressive Party’—labeled ‘separatist’ by Beijing—
retains power in Taipei, the drums of war will 
become deafening. Conversely, Xi Jinping will be 
approaching the twilight of his fourth term by 2032. 
At 79, he may seek to immortalize his name in the 
annals of history by making Taiwan an inseparable 
part of the Middle Kingdom.

Grey Zone Tactics: The War of Attrition
The Chinese military is no longer just standing 

at the border; it has entered Taiwan’s ‘psychological 
orbit.’ Chinese sorties violate Taiwan’s airspace almost 
daily. This is not a declaration of total war, but a 
‘Strategy of Exhaustion.’ By utilizing these ‘Grey Zone’ 
tactics, Beijing intends to fatigue Taiwan’s air defense 
to such a degree that when the actual strike occurs, 
the capacity for a swift response will have withered 
For Indian strategic analysts, this situation evokes a 
haunting familiarity with Ladakh and the Himalayas, 
where China employs its infamous ‘Salami Slicing’ 
doctrine. The Taiwan Strait has become a laboratory 
where Beijing tests its imperialist maneuvers before 
the final act.

Taiwan’s Defiance and India’s Balancing Act
Taipei has abandoned its posture of passive 

waiting. It has resolved to hike its defense budget 
from 3% to 5% of its GDP and vowed to develop a 
new missile defense system by 2033. The warning 
from Taiwan’s Defense Minister, Wellington Koo, is 
categorical: “If we are not prepared, the probability 
of an attack will surge.” India, meanwhile, navigates a 
precarious diplomatic tightrope. While aligned with 
the ‘Quad’ and Washington, New Delhi seeks to avoid 
a direct military confrontation with Beijing. Yet, the 
fate of the Indian Ocean is inextricably linked to the 
freedom of Taiwan. If Taiwan falls, the South China 
Sea becomes a ‘Chinese Lake,’ and India’s commercial 
vessels will sail only at the mercy of Beijing’s whims. n
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BETWEEN TWO FIRES

STRATEGIC QUAGMIRE
PAKISTAN’S 

As the US-Israel-Iran conflict 
enters its third harrowing 
week, Pakistan finds itself 
suspended in a strategic void. 
Caught between its ironclad 
commitments to Riyadh and 
the unyielding geography 
shared with Tehran, Islamabad 
faces its most perilous 
diplomatic ordeal yet.

Mohamed Sinan Siyech

As the inferno of the US-Israel-Iran war 
enters its third week, the global order 
is witnessing a brutal trial of diplomatic 
resilience. Among the nations caught in 

this tectonic shift, Pakistan stands at a precarious 
threshold. Suspended between its role as a dedicated 
ally of Saudi Arabia and its reality as a neighbor to Iran, 
Islamabad is trapped in a classic strategic pincer—a 
choice between ‘the devil and the deep blue sea.’

The 900-kilometer border shared with Iran is no 
longer just a line on a map; it is a live wire of geopolitical 
tension. Given Pakistan’s Strategic Mutual Defense 
Agreement with Saudi Arabia—which theoretically 
mandates a military response in the event of 
aggression against the Kingdom—Islamabad is 
being forced into a radical and uncomfortable re-
evaluation of its regional existence.

The Saudi Anchor: An Economic Crutch
Pakistan’s relationship with Saudi Arabia is not 

merely diplomatic; it is existential. For decades, the 
Kingdom has served as the ultimate benefactor, 
providing a financial safety net during Pakistan’s 
perennial economic meltdowns. The statistics tell a 
story of total dependence: beyond the $5 billion in 
bilateral trade, the millions of Pakistani expatriates 
working in the Kingdom send back remittances that 
act as the lifeblood of the domestic economy.

However, the bond has deepened into the realm of 
security. Recent investments by Riyadh in Pakistan’s 
mining sector and energy infrastructure have 
elevated Islamabad’s strategic stakes. The emergence 
of the Strategic Mutual Defense Agreement (SMDA) 
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following the Israeli missile 
strikes on Qatari interests 
signaled a growing anxiety 
among Gulf partners regarding 
American reliability. For 
Pakistan, this arrangement 
brought a surge in Saudi 
investment but also tied its 
military destiny to the volatile 
whims of Gulf security.

The Iranian Reality: 
Proximity and Paranoia

On the other flank lies Iran, a 
neighbor with whom Pakistan 
shares a history as rich as it is 
complicated. Despite a bilateral 

PAKISTAN 
 ATOMIC ABYSS

When the sun rises over the Pakistani landscape in the first 
quarter of 2026, its light reveals a bleak reality. There is no 
longer a path forward—only a precipice. In the whispered 
corridors of international diplomacy, the term 'economic 

crisis' has been discarded; it has been replaced by the chilling diagnosis 
of 'total state failure.' This is a nation that possesses nuclear warheads but 
cannot provide flour for its citizens. It claims to secure its borders while 
lacking the courage to confront the terrorism festering in its own alleys. 
Pakistan’s sovereignty is no longer built on stone and mortar; it rests on 
fragile layers of debt that could dissolve at any moment. This collapse 
is not accidental; it is the inevitable harvest of decades of 'strategic 
depth'—a doctrine that nurtured terror while sacrificing the economy at 
the altar of military whim.

The Ledger of Slavery: Debt and ICU Economics
The Pakistani economy is currently a patient in the 'Intensive Care Unit,' 

its oxygen cylinders empty and its pulse erratic. Its relationship with the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) has transcended financial assistance, 
evolving into a form of 'rigorous servitude.' We are in an era where 
Pakistan takes new loans merely to service the interest on old ones—a 
vicious cycle that is less a fiscal policy and more a 'Ponzi scheme' on a 
national scale. The dance of hyper-inflation is no longer a mere statistic; it 
is the ash in every household’s hearth. Staples like wheat, electricity, and 
fuel have transitioned from necessities to luxuries, far beyond the reach 
of the common man. The middle class—the spine of any functioning 
democracy—is free-falling into the abyss of poverty with no safety net 
in sight. By begging for 'rollover' loans from China and Saudi Arabia, 
Pakistan has effectively mortgaged its soul. The China-Pakistan Economic 
Corridor (CPEC), once heralded as a 'game-changer,' now echoes as a 
'debt trap.' The shuttered factories and skeletal industrial zones stand 
as silent witnesses to a hard truth: a nation running solely on borrowed 
capital cannot survive without production.

The Bloody Duel: Uniform vs. The People
For the first time in Pakistan’s history, the chasm between the 

'Establishment'—the military—and the citizenry has become so wide 
that no electoral mask can conceal it. The 'Hybrid Model' of governance, 
meticulously crafted by the generals over recent years, has been reduced 
to cinders. The escalating hostility between political factions has paralyzed 
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trade volume of $3 billion—which both nations aim 
to surge to $10 billion—the relationship remains a 
cocktail of cooperation and covert suspicion.

The year 2024 witnessed a brief but terrifying 
exchange of missile strikes between the two, yet the 
months preceding the current war saw a concerted 
effort at diplomatic mending, marked by 25 high-
level bilateral visits. Geography, unlike political 
alliances, is non-negotiable. For Islamabad, an 
alienated Iran is a permanent security nightmare, 
capable of destabilizing an already fractured western 
frontier.

The Limits of Power: The Afghan Front
The primary constraint on Pakistan’s ability to 

intervene on behalf of Riyadh is its internal exhaustion. 
While the world’s attention is transfixed by the clouds 
of war over Tehran, Pakistan is already embroiled in a 
silent, bloody conflict on its border with Afghanistan.

The tension with the Taliban-led administration 
in Kabul has imposed staggering military and 
operational costs on Islamabad. The Pakistani military 
is overstretched, battling a resurgence of domestic 
militancy while maintaining a high state of alert on 
the Durand Line. To open a second front against 
Iran—a nation with formidable missile capabilities 

and a proven will to strike back—would be strategic 
suicide. For the Pakistani generals, the prospect of 
engaging Tehran while Kabul remains hostile is a 
scenario they are desperate to avoid.

The Sectarian Soul: A Domestic Powder Keg
Beyond the military and economic calculus lies 

a more visceral fear: domestic stability. Pakistan is 
home to the world’s second-largest Shia population, 
numbering approximately 35 million. This community 
shares deep religious and cultural ties with Iran. 
Historically, Pakistan has been a theater for brutal 
sectarian violence, often acting as a proxy battlefield 
for the Saudi-Iran rivalry.

Participating in a conflict against Iran would risk 
detonating this internal powder keg. The alienation 
of a significant and influential minority could trigger 
a wave of civil unrest that the state, already struggling 
with economic collapse, is ill-equipped to handle. 
In this context, neutralism is not just a diplomatic 
choice; it is a survival instinct.

The China Factor: A Moderating Force
Amidst this chaos, the role of Beijing is pivotal. 

As a primary investor in the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor (CPEC), China views Pakistan as 
a critical transit point for its Belt and Road Initiative. 
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Simultaneously, Iran remains 
a crucial energy partner for 
Beijing.

For Iran, targeting Chinese 
investments in Pakistan or 
alienating a key partner 
of Beijing would be a 
counterproductive move, 
especially as Tehran seeks 
intelligence and diplomatic 
support from the East. This 
‘Chinese Umbrella’ provides 
a slim margin of safety for 
Pakistan, allowing it to maintain 
a degree of autonomy while 
navigating the Saudi-Iran rift.

Hard Decisions: The Path of 
Realistic Neutrality

Pakistan’s current stance 
is a masterclass in ‘Austerity 
Diplomacy.’ Even as Prime 
Minister Shehbaz Sharif 
expresses ‘solidarity’ with 
Riyadh and maintains 
telephonic contact with 
the Iranian leadership, the 
underlying policy is one of 
extreme caution.

Islamabad’s quiet 
negotiations with Tehran to 
ensure the safe passage of fuel 
shipments through the Strait 
of Hormuz demonstrate that 
pragmatic energy security 
trumps ideological posturing. 
Pakistan cannot afford a 
disruption in fuel imports from 
the Gulf, yet it cannot afford to 
antagonize the neighbor that 
sits on the other side of that 
very waterway. n

The author is a Non-Resident 
Associate Fellow at the Observer 

Research Foundation.

policy continuity. The institutional conflict—Judiciary vs. Executive vs. 
Military—has metastasized into an 'Open War.' When the organs of a 
state are preoccupied with cannibalizing each other, the administrative 
machinery inevitably flatlines. The public’s trust in its leadership has 
evaporated, and the tremors of a massive civil uprising are becoming 
audible. This is not just a struggle for power; it is a visceral hatred for a 
system that offered nothing but corruption and empty stomachs. The 
military still attempts to pull the strings from behind the curtain, but the 
people have finally cut the threads.

Terrorism’s Bhasmasura: The Snake in the Bedroom
Pakistan’s greatest irony is the 'Bhasmasura' it created. The terrorists 

it reared as 'strategic assets' against its neighbors have now become 
the rope around its own neck. The resurgence of the Tehreek-e-Taliban 
Pakistan (TTP) is empirical evidence that the internal security architecture 
has splintered. In the regions of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Balochistan, 
daily attacks on security forces have become the new, grim normal. The 
most grotesque betrayal, however, has come from the west. Despite 
claims of a 'friendly government' in Kabul, Pakistan’s western border has 
become a lethal, porous frontier. The Taliban rulers in Kabul no longer 
heed Islamabad’s directives. The border disputes and cross-border 
skirmishes have effectively buried the concept of 'strategic depth'—a 
myth Islamabad used for decades to justify its interference. The 'snake of 
terrorism' that Pakistan fed for years has finally crawled into the master’s 
bedroom and sits coiled on his chest.

Balochistan: The Burning Fuse
The crisis in Balochistan may well be the final nail in the coffin of 

Pakistan’s federal structure. The growing lethality of the Baloch Liberation 
Army (BLA) and the systematic targeting of Chinese interests indicate 
that state control has vanished beyond the ledger books. The people 
of Balochistan no longer view themselves as citizens of Pakistan; they 
see themselves as inhabitants of an 'occupied territory.' These attacks 
also signal to Beijing that Pakistani soil is no longer a safe investment. 
If the fires in Balochistan continue to spread, the federal architecture of 
Pakistan will collapse like a house of cards, leaving behind a fragmented 
and ungovernable terrain.

The Final Crucible
Pakistan is at a 'do or die' juncture. Time has run out. Unless it abandons 

its military obsessions, its anti-India fixations, and its flirtation with 
religious radicalism to embrace economic reform and regional peace—
specifically through trade with India—its fate as a 'Failed State' is sealed. 
For a nuclear-armed nation to be this unstable is not just a regional 
tragedy; it is a catastrophic threat to global security. n
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The 2026 Bengal elections 
transcend mere arithmetic; 
they are an ideological 
collision defining the soul of 
Indian democracy. It is a high-
stakes duel between a 'Welfare 
State' fueled by direct doles 
and a 'Nationalist State' driven 
by identity and pride.

WEST BENGAL
BOUNTY VS. BATTLE-CRY

The 2026 Assembly Election on the soil of West Bengal is 
far more than a cold calculation for 294 seats. It is a grand 
ideological meta-narrative playing out on the political 
map of India. This battle represents a collision between 

two distinct philosophies of governance—the 'Welfare State' and the 
'Nationalist State.' The clash between the Trinamool Congress (TMC), 

led by Mamata Banerjee, and the BJP, commanded by the Modi-
Shah duo, is effectively a friction between two visions of India. 

On one side stands the TMC, which has nourished its roots 
with the fertilizer of 'Direct Benefit Politics.' On the other 

stands the BJP, which has transformed this election 
into an ideological crusade centered on national 

security, identity, and the sanctity of governance. 
This is a battlefield where the rhythmic clinking 
of the Lakshmir Bhandar doles meets the 
reverberating roar of nationalism.

TMC’s 'Beneficiary Democracy'

The gravitational center of the Trinamool 
Congress’s politics today is neither a radical 
policy shift nor a grand industrial revolution. 

Anwar Hussain
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Its core is 'Direct Benefit.' Mamata Banerjee has engineered a model 
that can be described as 'Political Clientelism 2.0.' She has established 
a direct, umbilical relationship between the State and the voter, where 
the government is no longer a distant administrator but has assumed 
the intimate role of the 'Elder Sister' (Didi) of every household.

The Lakshmir Bhandar scheme has turned the rural women of 
Bengal into an impenetrable fortress for the TMC. When a woman 
receives cash directly into her account, it is not merely money; 
it is the seal of 'trust'—the most potent currency in politics. 
Schemes like Swasthya Sathi and the Student Credit Card 
have further expanded this trust. The TMC model rests 
on a triad of 'Policy, Emotion, and Profit.' By weaving the 
narrative of being the 'Daughter of the House' (Ghar-er 
Meye), Mamata Banerjee strikes at the visceral chord of 
Bengali identity, where cold logic often surrenders to 
emotion. With over 50% of its vote bank in rural areas 
anchored in this 'Beneficiary Democracy,' the TMC has 
extended its organizational veins into every village, 
ensuring its presence on every plate and in every 
bank account.
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CLASH

The Lightning Bolt of Nationalism
In stark contrast to the TMC’s 'Welfare Model,' the 

BJP has erected a 'Nationalist Narrative' that aims 
for the heart. For the BJP, this election is not merely a 
transfer of power; it is a cultural and security-driven 
transformation. The party has weaponized issues of 
corruption, infiltration, and internal security to lure the 
urban elite and the restless youth.

The BJP’s model is both ideological and national in 
scale. They project the TMC as the architect of Bengal’s 
decline. By issuing a 'charge-sheet' against 15 years of 
Trinamool rule, they portray a long saga of 'corruption 
and appeasement.' Issues like National Security and 
Border Control (CAA/NRC) are the arrows in the BJP’s 
quiver, used effectively to create an atmosphere of 
polarization. The party’s journey from a mere 10% vote 
share in 2016 to a formidable 38% in 2021 is a testament 
to its organizational sharpness. This is the axis that 
challenges 'Beneficiary Democracy' with the force of 

'Ideological Nationalism.'

The Binary of Arithmetic: Light and Shadow
A glance at the data for 2026 reveals a landscape 

that is far from blurred; it is fiercely competitive. In the 
2021 Assembly elections, the TMC held 215 seats while 
the BJP was restricted to 77. However, that 38.15% 
vote share signaled the BJP’s arrival as a force that had 
effectively erased the Left and the Congress from the 
Bengali soil. Current opinion polls suggest a tightening 
race, with TMC projected between 155-170 seats 
and the BJP surging toward 120-135. This indicates a 
contraction of the TMC’s space and the emergence of a 
more aggressive and consolidated opposition.

Four 'Master Keys' will unlock this election: First, the 
'Women's Vote Bank,' which remains the TMC’s strongest 
shield. Second, 'Religious Polarization,' the BJP’s most 
lethal weapon. Third, the 'Voter List Controversy,' where 
the addition of 1.2 million new voters and allegations 
of mass deletions have cast a shadow over the game. 
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Fourth, 'Organization vs. Leadership,' where the TMC’s 
superior grassroots network faces the national charisma 
of Narendra Modi and Amit Shah.

The Existential Duel
This election is an existential question for West Bengal. 

The TMC’s argument is simple: "The State must take care 
of the citizen." The BJP counters with: "The Nation first, 
Security first." This is a war of models. The TMC possesses 
a governance machinery that reaches the 'last mile,' yet 
it is stained by allegations of corruption and a chronic 
lack of employment. On the other hand, the BJP offers 
a clear national vision and a firm ideological ground, 
but its local organization still struggles to pierce the 
'territorial dominance' of the TMC.

The Laboratory of Democracy
Ultimately, the election hinges on a singular choice: 

Will the Bengali voter prioritize the 'direct benefit' in 
their pocket, or will they leap into the fire of 'Ideological 
Nationalism' ignited by the BJP? If the poor and the 

women remain decisive, the TMC’s return is inevitable. 
However, if the tide of polarization rises high enough, 
the BJP could pull off a massive upset. The possibility 
of a hung assembly or a razor-thin victory cannot be 
discounted.

The 2026 West Bengal election is the laboratory of 
Indian democracy. It will test whether the 'Welfare 
Model' can withstand the storms of 'Nationalism.' For 
the TMC, this is the final fortress of survival; for the 
BJP, it is the golden opportunity to hoist its flag on 
the 'Eastern Front.' Regardless of the victor, one truth 
remains: Bengal’s politics will never be the same. Both 
sides must accept that Bengal is now habituated to an 
'issue-driven' polarization. The future of Indian politics 
is being cooked in the fires of this laboratory, and the 
noise rising from the streets of Bengal will soon dictate 
the direction of the entire nation. This election is a 
blueprint for the India of tomorrow, posing the ultimate 
question: Is a citizen’s stomach larger than their pride, or 
is the question of identity more visceral than the need 
for bread? n
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Kumkum Mohta

FRUGAL
INTELLIGENCE

As Artificial Intelligence scales the heights of global 
imagination, its economic foundations remain 
precariously hollow. For a resource-constrained 
world, the era of extravagant silicon is yielding to 
'Frugal AI'—a paradigm that prioritizes clinical 
efficiency over sheer computational brute force.

Artificial  Intelligence, the ‘Prometheus of 
the 21st century,’ is expanding at a dizzying 
velocity, yet its underlying economic 
viability remains shrouded in a dense mist 

of uncertainty. While global markets are projected to 
soar past $17 billion by 2027, the correlation between 
astronomical investment and tangible economic 

returns is becoming increasingly fragile. The industry is 
currently trapped in a perilous paradox: as algorithms 
become more sophisticated, the ‘Shadow Costs’—
driven by exorbitant infrastructure, voracious power 
consumption, and a near-total reliance on private 
compute clusters—are creating a civilizational chasm.

The Western model of AI development has largely been 
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a saga of computational ‘Brute Force,’ where intelligence 
is sought through the sheer scale of data and electricity. 
However, the recent India AI Impact Summit 2026 served 
as a strategic clarion call, advocating for the construction 
of AI systems within the unyielding boundaries of real-
world resource constraints. This trajectory aligns with 
the nuanced vision of India’s Economic Survey, which 
emphasizes ‘Frugal Innovation’—innovation that is not 
just cost-conscious, but contextually anchored. In this 
landscape, ‘Frugal AI’ emerges not as a compromise, but 
as a revolutionary mandate.

The Frontier Bottleneck: The Indian Crucible
Mirroring the tectonic disparities of the global 

landscape, India faces a significant internal chasm in AI 
capabilities. Currently, nearly 45% of Indian enterprises 
linger in the nascent stages of AI adoption, gazing 
at the ‘Silicon Frontier’ from across a sea of logistical 

Figure 1: Balancing the Expansion of AI – The Optimal 
Model for Frugal AI                   Source: Author’s Illustration

barriers. For the Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) 
and micro-industries that form the spine of the Indian 
economy, the high entry price of AI infrastructure is a 
prohibitive wall.

While smartphone penetration has achieved a 
population-scale reach, the capacity for sophisticated 
AI utilization remains deeply uneven. In the gleaming 
tech-hubs of Bengaluru and Gurgaon, Generative AI is 
a seamless tool for high-end productivity. However, in 
the rural heartlands and tier-three towns, the reach of 
the ‘Machine’ is stifled by a chronic lack of specialized 
skills, fragile digital infrastructure, and a vacuum of local 
language support.

On the supply side, India is hampered by restricted 
access to High-Performance Computing (HPC) and 
specialized hardware like GPUs. As the Economic Survey 
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notes, the capital expenditure required for massive 
compute facilities is a high-stakes gamble with deeply 
uncertain payoffs. AI systems are notoriously energy-
hungry, demanding a degree of grid stability and 
cooling sophistication that often conflicts with local 
realities. Furthermore, the scarcity of venture capital for 
deep-tech, compared to the liquid gold flowing into 
Western startups, restricts India’s ability to compete in 
the ‘Hyper-scaling’ race.

The Frugal Pivot: Minimalist Innovation as a 
New Doctrine

On the global stage, titans like OpenAI and Google 
have incurred staggering costs to sustain systems like 
ChatGPT and Gemini, with the path to profitability 
remaining an opaque labyrinth. Conversely, a new 
breed of ‘Minimalist Innovators’ is proving that 
comparable, and often more precise, performance can 
be achieved with a fraction of the computational load. 
While advanced technology drives progress, the Indian 
context demands a departure from ‘Extravagant Silicon.’

The Indian journey is a quest for maximal productivity 
within the confines of ‘Optimal Resources.’ Frugal AI 
is built on this very ethos: the surgical utilization of 
minimum resources to achieve the maximum social 
and economic outcome. Given that the cost of training 
frontier models has surged nearly 2.4 times annually 
since 2016, the world is hitting a ceiling of economic 
unviability. Frugal AI represents the transition from the 
‘Vanity of Scale’ to the ‘Virtue of Efficiency.’

Targeted Deployment: The True Productivity 
Engine

The real victories of intelligence are being won not in 
general-purpose chatbots, but in targeted, ‘Narrow AI’ 
deployments. In the agricultural heartlands, AI-enabled 
advisory systems are acting as digital soil specialists, 
helping farmers with price discovery and logistical 
maneuvering without needing a trillion-parameter 
model. In healthcare, low-cost AI diagnostic tools for 
early-stage cancer detection demonstrate how context-
specific systems can deliver life-saving results within 
tight resource boundaries. These are the ‘Algorithms of 
Necessity,’ where computational efficiency translates 

directly into service stability and human dignity.

Moreover, the success of India’s Digital Public 
Infrastructure (DPI) serves as the perfect bedrock for 
this frugal metamorphosis. India’s approach is modular, 
interoperable, and built on open protocols. This 
allows for ‘Pluggable AI’—where modules can expand 
inclusively without requiring frontier-level capital 
investment. Emerging domestic champions like Sarvam 
AI are personifying this shift, focusing on models that 
understand the linguistic nuances of India’s 22 official 
languages, outperforming global giants in localized 
speech-to-text and documentation analysis.

Policy Architecture: The Governance of the 
Silicon Commons

For Frugal AI to transition from a movement to a 
national doctrine, it requires a robust policy architecture. 
The India AI Impact Summit 2026 emphasized that the 
democratization of deployment is more critical than the 
size of the model.

A critical first step is the creation of ‘Compute 
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Commons’. By treating shared GPU resources as a public 
utility, the state can level the playing field, ensuring 
that the ‘Silicon Divide’ does not become the new ‘Caste 
System’ of the digital age. Without subsidized access 
for startups and researchers, AI will remain a gated 
community for the wealthy.

Furthermore, India must accelerate the creation 
of shared data ecosystems across critical sectors like 
transport and education. The Bodh healthcare platform 
has already demonstrated how anonymized, high-
quality data can fuel localized innovation. Funding 
must now pivot from speculative experimentation to 
incentivizing population-scale implementation. The 
Indian entrepreneurial ecosystem must leverage its 
unique experience in building solutions that function 
at a low cost for a billion users—a skill set that is now 
India’s greatest strategic asset.

An AI Blueprint for the Global Decoloniality
By championing Frugal AI, India is not merely 

participating in a technological race; it is leading a 
geopolitical realignment. This model offers an alternative 

to the ‘Silicon Trap’—a future where developing nations 
are not perpetually dependent on expensive, energy-
intensive Western or Chinese proprietary systems.

As Kumkum Mohta of the Observer Research 
Foundation suggests, Frugal AI is the ultimate tool 
for strategic autonomy. By building systems that are 
energy-resilient, culturally nuanced, and economically 
accessible, India is crafting a ‘Digital De-coloniality.’ 
Frugal AI is the model that will allow the Global South 
to reclaim the future of technology on its own terms.

In the final accounting, the soul of the new machine 
will not be found in the size of its server farms, but in 
the breadth of its impact. India’s ‘Frugal Intelligence’ 
is proving that the future belongs to those who can  
do the most with the least. The era of silicon extra 
vagance is over; the reign of the minimalist algorithm 
has begun. n

Kumkum Mohta is a Research Assistant at the Centre 
for New Economic Diplomacy at the Observer Research 

Foundation.
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SHIELD OR 
SHADOW?

NATO

Once the bedrock of Western 
security, NATO today is a 
calcified behemoth, animated 
only by the frantic breath of 
the Ukraine crisis. In 2026, the 
alliance stands at a terminal 
crossroads—stumbling 
under internal dissent and an 
irredeemable strategic void.

S ince the formal conclusion of the Cold War, the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) has been descending into a 
profound identity crisis—a labyrinth from which there seems 
to be no exit. As we navigate the turbulent waters of 2026, 

NATO behaves like a piece of terminal machinery; it possesses the 
gears and the grease of a military alliance, yet it lacks the oxygen of a 
singular vision.

Santu Das
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The war in Ukraine initially appeared as a 'miracle 
drug' for the alliance, a momentary jolt of electricity 
to its deadened limbs. However, that adrenaline 
has only served to delay the inevitable. Beneath 
the surface, the rot is absolute. NATO is no longer 
a cohesive shield; it is a sprawling, multi-national 
ghost that operates on the momentum of old 
habits and institutional inertia, oblivious to the fact 
that the world it was built to protect has already 
vanished.

The Blind Giants: A Strategic Schism
The greatest tragedy of 

modern NATO is the sensory 
deprivation of its members. 
Each nation wears a blindfold 
of a different color. The Eastern 
Europeans—the Poles and the 
Baltic states—are transfixed 
by the echoes of a Russian 
resurgence, feeling the cold 
breath of the bear on their 
necks. Meanwhile, in the 
gilded corridors of Paris and 
Berlin, there is a persistent, 
whispered quest for a 'working 
relationship' with Moscow—a 
pragmatic nuance that the 
frontier states view as a 
betrayal.

This leads to a fundamental, 
existential question that 
remains unanswered by the 
32 members: Is Russia an 
'existential threat' or merely a 'difficult business 
partner'? Washington, meanwhile, has turned 
its gaze toward the Pacific, viewing China as the 
'systemic challenger' of the century. But here again, 
Europe is unwilling to gamble its massive trade ties 
with Beijing for an American crusade. Southern 
members like Italy and Greece are preoccupied 
with their own reality—the humanitarian surges 
across the Mediterranean and the festering wounds 
of North African terrorism. An alliance that cannot 

define its own enemy is an alliance that is effectively 
toothless on the battlefield.

The Curse of the Free-Rider: An Imbalanced 
Ledger

For decades, the United States has acted as 
the weary 'banker' of NATO, pouring a massive 
percentage of its GDP into the defense of a continent 
that often seems ungrateful. In 2026, Washington’s 
fatigue has finally reached a breaking point. The 
question echoing from the American heartland is 
blunt: "How long will you survive on our dime?"

According to NATO’s own 
charter, each member is 
mandated to spend at least 
2% of its GDP on defense. Yet, 
the data for 2026 presents a 
farcical reality. Less than one-
third of the members have met 
this target. The rest are 'free-
riders,' resting comfortably 
under the American security 
umbrella while prioritizing 
their domestic welfare 
states. Economic stagnation 
and the pressures of aging 
populations have shackled 
European governments; for 
them, a robust military budget 
is viewed as political suicide. 
The result is a 'PowerPoint 
Alliance'—NATO is a roaring 
lion on paper, but a collection 
of hollowed-out commands in 

reality, a prisoner of its own fiscal cowardice.

Insurgents within the Tent: The Death of 
Consensus

The myth of NATO’s unity was shattered when 
nations like Turkey and Hungary began treating 
the alliance’s credibility as a personal toy. 
NATO’s greatest strength—the requirement for 
'consensus'—has been weaponized into its greatest 
weakness. Every major decision is now held hostage 

The drumbeat of Trans-Atlantic 
unity has splintered into a 

discordant cacophony. With “free-
riders” languishing under the 

American nuclear umbrella and 
consensus paralyzed by political 

blackmail from Ankara and 
Budapest, NATO has mutated into 
a strategic mirage—a paper tiger 

imprisoned by its own internal 
economic and political rot.
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by the transactional diplomacy of Ankara or the 
pro-Russian leanings of Budapest.

The agonizing delay in the accession of Sweden 
and Finland proved to the world that the enemy is 
no longer just at the gates; the enemy is sitting at 
the table. Turkey and Hungary have turned NATO 
into a 'political bazaar,' where security commitments 
are traded for domestic leverage. NATO has become 
a 'calcified furnace' where each member is busy 
baking its own bread, indifferent to the fact that the 
fire is slowly going out.

The 20th Century Relic in a 21st Century War
NATO’s entire architecture was designed for 

a 20th-century conflict—a landscape of tank 
columns and defined borders. But the battlefield of 
2026 is a digital and hybrid nightmare. Today, wars 
are fought in the vacuum of cyberspace, where AI 
manipulates elections and satellites are targeted in 
the silence of orbit.

NATO possesses no comprehensive framework 
to counter these 'invisible' fronts. Does the alliance 
have a system to protect a member’s entire power 
grid from a coordinated cyber-assault? No. Is it 
prepared for the weaponization of space? No. NATO 

continues to look at ancient maps while the terrain 
beneath its feet has shifted into a new dimension. 
It is like a 'zombie soldier,' mindlessly repeating the 
drills of a forgotten era, unaware that the enemy is 
already inside the software of its soul.

The Reboot or the Obituary
The year 2026 is NATO’s final warning. It must 

decide whether it is a relevant protector or merely a 
'decrepit relic' of history. If the alliance fails to adapt 
to the reality of hybrid warfare and multi-polar 
interests, it will conclude as a 'Grave of Ambition'—a 
historical curiosity that the world will remember 
but no longer need.

A 'zombie' can continue to walk as long as it 
has no reason to fall. But NATO’s body is already 
beginning to decompose. The alliance has two 
choices: it must either undergo a total, radical 
'reboot'—embracing AI, cyber-warfare, and a new 
financial equilibrium—or it must quietly take its 
place in the dustbin of history. An alliance that 
lacks the capacity for security and the courage for 
stability is merely a protector in name only. As the 
curtain falls on 2026, the end of NATO is no longer a 
distant fear; it is a looming reality. The final farewell 
of the Atlantic shield is closer than it appears. n
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WAR’S
ROCKET FORCE

NEW GRAMMAR

Modern warfare has 
abandoned the dusty 
battlefields of the past, 
migrating into an invisible 
web of satellites, sensors, 
and algorithms. In this 
hyperspeed era, India’s 
'Integrated Rocket Force' 
is no longer an option—it 
is a strategic mandate for 
survival.

Sanjay Srivastava

In the collective memory of history, war was 
a visceral spectacle of armies facing each 
other across a blood-stained horizon—
an arena of dust, noise, and physical 

endurance. However, as we navigate the third 
decade of the 21st century, that tableau is rapidly 
vanishing. Today, the frontlines are no longer 
defined by geographic borders, but by an invisible 
architecture of satellites, advanced sensors, 
complex algorithms, and Artificial Intelligence.

We have entered the era of the 'Kill-
Chain'—a systemic loop where the entire 
process, from target identification to total 
annihilation, is completed in mere seconds. 
In this new military doctrine, the thin line 
between victory and defeat is measured in 
the velocity of decision-making. The supreme 
axiom of modern combat is simple: he who 
sees first, understands first, and strikes 
first—wins. In this high-stakes environment, 
rockets and missiles have transcended 

PRECISION
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their role as mere weapons; they have become the 
'Strategic Nervous System' that animates the entire 
body of modern warfare.

The Mandate for Integration
Historically, India’s rocket and missile capabilities 

have been dispersed across various siloed 
units—the Corps of Artillery, the Strategic Forces 
Command, and other specialized divisions. While 
this decentralized structure was adequate for the 
slow-moving, border-centric conflicts of the 20th 

century, it is dangerously obsolete for the 'Real-
Time' battlefields of 2026.

In modern combat, fragmentation is synonymous 
with delay, and delay is the precursor to defeat. 
The concept of an 'Integrated Rocket Force' (IRF) 
is, therefore, not merely a cosmetic organizational 
reform; it is a strategic revolution. This consolidation 
will fuse India’s scattered strike capabilities into 
a singular, potent 'Synergy.' By integrating the 
velocity of rockets, the surgical precision of missiles, 
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and the tactical flexibility of drones, India aims to 
create a force multiplier that denies the adversary 
even a moment to react.

The Dragon’s Firepower
If any nation grasped the nuances of this 

new grammar of war early, it was China. The 
establishment of the 'PLA Rocket Force' in 2015 
was not just a bureaucratic shift but a manifesto of 
Beijing’s long-term strategic intent.

China has not only consolidated its missile arsenal 
but has tethered it to military AI and automated 
'Kill-Chains,' creating a system capable of near-
autonomous warfighting. From hypersonic delivery 
vehicles to sophisticated Anti-Access/Area Denial 
(A2/AD) strategies, China has sought dominance 
across every dimension of modern conflict. Its 
defense budget—multiple times larger than any 
other regional power—is a categorical signal: 
Beijing does not merely wish to fight future wars; it 
intends to control them.

The Pakistan Equation
India’s challenge is not restricted to the northern 

heights. Over the past few years, Pakistan has 
aggressively modernized its own 'Army Rocket 
Force.' The emergence of the Fateh series of missiles 
and advanced rocket systems has transformed 
Pakistan from a conventional neighbor into a 
credible tactical threat.

The nightmare scenario for Indian planners is the 
activation of these capabilities in a synchronized 
manner—a 'Two-Front Pincer' applying pressure 
from both the North and the West simultaneously. 
This dual-threat environment has fundamentally 
forced New Delhi to rewrite its defense doctrine, 
placing the Integrated Rocket Force at the very 
center of its deterrent posture.

The Era of 'Smart' Annihilation
Modern missiles are no longer instruments of 

'Blunt Force.' They have evolved into tools of 'Surgical 
Elimination.' The days of carpet-bombing entire 

cities to achieve a military objective are over. Today, 
a single missile can traverse hundreds of miles to 
neutralize a specific target—a runway, a command-
and-control center, or a mobile launcher—with 
pinpoint accuracy.

Taking this a step further is the advent of 'Swarm 
Warfare.' We are approaching a time where hundreds 
of drones and missiles will attack in a networked 
swarm. These units will communicate with each 
other, make collective decisions in real-time, and 
re-prioritize targets as the tactical situation evolves. 
In this landscape, war is no longer a contest of raw 
power; it is a cold, calculated game of machine 
intelligence.

India’s Strategic Leap: From Reaction to 
Strike



75
। APRIL, 2026 ।

The Integrated Rocket Force provides India with 
a decisive strategic edge. It transforms the nation’s 
military posture from a purely reactive 'Response 
Force' into a 'Proactive Strike' power. By shortening 
the command-and-control loop, decision-making 
becomes instantaneous.

This integration ensures a seamless harmony 
between different weapon systems. Most 
importantly, it allows India to strike deep into 
the heart of enemy territory from within its own 
sovereign borders. This capability provides a robust 
conventional edge that, when combined with 
India's nuclear triad, creates a 'Total Deterrence'—
ensuring that traditional conflicts do not escalate 
while maintaining a dominant position on the 
escalation ladder. n

THE KILL CHAIN

WARFARE’S INVISIBLE NERVE

The essence of modern combat has 
fundamentally shifted. The epicenter 
of military might has migrated from 
massive stockpiles to the ‘Kill Chain’—a 

sophisticated, multi-layered architecture that 
integrates every dimension of the battlefield: 
space, air, sea, and soil.

This invisible mechanism operates through 
three clinical stages. The first link is an Omniscient 
Gaze: an intricate web of satellites, high-altitude 
drones, and ground sensors that harvest granular 
data from enemy movements. The second link is 
the Algorithmic Mind: where Artificial Intelligence 
distils this ocean of data in real-time, assigning 
priorities and determining threat levels with 
superhuman precision. The final link is the Kinetic 
Climax: the precise execution where rockets, 
missiles, or autonomous drones neutralize the 
target with absolute finality.The supreme virtue 
of this process is its velocity. The traditional 
doctrine of ‘Observe-Orient-Decide-Act’ has 
been compressed into a ‘Reflexive Deletion.’ 
Modern warfare has become network-centric 
and data-driven; in this era, information is not 
just support—it is the most lethal ammunition 
available to a commander.

The advent of Swarm Technology has added 
a terrifying layer to this lethality. Hundreds 
of networked drones now communicate in a 
silent digital dialogue, executing synchronized 
strikes. This system possesses a unique ‘Resilient 
Intelligence’—if one unit is destroyed, the 
collective intuitively recalibrates to ensure the 
objective is met. War is increasingly becoming a 
contest between machine minds. While the United 
States and China have secured a formidable 
lead, India is making a decisive leap through its 
Integrated Rocket-Missile framework. n
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In the shimmering firmament of Bollywood, 
Kriti Sanon is no longer content 
merely illuminating the silver screen. 

She is orchestrating a radical evolution, 
transitioning from a celebrated muse to 
a formidable 'Lady Boss.' Her production 
banner is accelerating at full throttle, driven 
by a vision that prioritizes the narrative over 
the role.

Industry insiders observe that Sanon now 
evaluates scripts with the clinical gaze of 
a producer. Her formula is avant-garde: 
fresh faces, unconventional themes, and 
raw, content-driven cinema. This marks a 
defiant departure from the ‘Glamour Girl’ 
archetype as she assumes the mantle of a 
'Decision Maker.' This strategic gambit is 
more than a routine career shift; it is a high-
stakes wager to script her own destiny. By 
seizing control behind the lens, Kriti Sanon 
is not just altering her own trajectory but 
recalibrating the industry’s power dynamics. 
Her leap into production promises to disrupt 
established equations, proving that in the 
new Bollywood, the most powerful role is the 
one you create for yourself. n

KRITI’S STRATEGIC PIVOT

FLIX

HEROINE OR 
'LADY BOSS'?






