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“Dhaura tera paani, gajab karee jaae, gagaree na 
phoote, khasam mar jaae.”
This haunting folk verse from Bundelkhand captures 
the brutal reality of an arid landscape where a single 
pot of water outweighs the value of human life itself. 
Born in Adhav, a parched, nondescript village nestled 
deep within this thirsty region, Ram Babu Tiwari grew 
up bearing witness to the relentless agony of water 
scarcity.  The turning point in his life came after he 
completed his tenth grade and moved to the city 
for higher education. Standing before a running 
shower for the first time, watching water cascade 
mindlessly down the drain, he was instantly struck 
by the memory of his village’s unquenchable thirst. 
When his urban peers mockingly taunted him, saying, 
“If you are so desperate to save water, why don’t you 
go back and save your village?”—they thought they 
were delivering a sarcastic snub. Instead, they handed 
him a lifelong mission. n

Ram Babu

UNSUNG HERO

THE ‘WATER HERO’ OF BUNDELKHAND
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Tit-bit

Tata Sierra EV’s Grand Entry Challenges Electric SUV Market
In late June 2026, Tata Motors disrupted the Indian EV 
market by launching its highly anticipated Tata Sierra 
EV. Boasting a striking retro-futuristic design, modern 
cabin, advanced connectivity, and a potential driving 
range exceeding 500 kilometers, this SUV has captured 
consumer attention. Strategically positioned between 
the Curvv EV and Harrier EV, experts believe the Sierra 
EV will intensify competition within the premium electric 
SUV segment. n

The discoveries that will create a stir in 2026

JANHVI KAPOOR LANDS IN 
THE SPOTLIGHT AGAIN!

The promotional event 
for Janhvi Kapoor’s 
upcoming film Peddi 

was designed to capture 
headlines for its cinematic 
promise, but the limelight 
was abruptly hijacked by a 
massive uproar in Bengaluru. 
The event turned chaotic 
when a video surfaced and 
went viral on social media, 
alleging severe misconduct 
and high-handedness by 
the security personnel 
toward female fans. Within 
hours, #Peddi and Janhvi 
Kapoor were aggressively 
trending across platforms.  
Interestingly, while Janhvi 
herself was nowhere near 
the center of the controversy, 
the entire backlash became 
inextricably linked with her 
film’s title. n

Small talk

। JULY, 2026 ।

Cosmic Mystery Solved!
In a groundbreaking study, 
scientists have finally located 
the universe’s ‘missing’ 
matter while recording the 
most distant Fast Radio 
Burst (FRB) ever detected. 
Astrophysicists from the 
H a r v a r d - S m i t h s o n i a n 
Center for Astrophysics (CfA) 
and Caltech utilized the FRB 
as a cosmic tool to discover 
that over three-quarters of 
the cosmos’s normal matter 
resides within the extremely 
diffuse, thin gas stretching 
between galaxies. n

Gold Rising from Earth!
Scientists have found 
striking evidence that 
precious metals like 
gold are escaping 
Earth’s core and 
migrating into the 
m a n t l e - u l t i m a t e l y 
surfacing in regions 
like Hawaii. Utilizing an 
advanced technique to 
identify minute isotopic 
variations in ruthenium, 
researchers captured 
a distinct signature 
pointing directly to 
material ascending 
from our planet’s deep 
core. n

NEW QUANTUM AMPLIFIER: 90% LESS ENERGY!
Quantum computers can solve problems impossible 
for today’s powerful supercomputers—from drug 
discovery and cybersecurity to AI and logistics. 
Now, researchers at Sweden’s Chalmers University 
of Technology have achieved a milestone, bringing 
that future closer. They developed an ultra-efficient 
amplifier that activates exclusively when reading data 
from quantum bits (qubits). n

Bacteria-Fighting Plastic!
Scientists at the 
University of Nottingham 
have discovered unique 
microscopic patterns 
on plastic surfaces that 
significantly inhibit 
bacterial growth. This 
breakthrough could 
be vital in preventing 
infections on medical 
devices, such as catheters. 
Biofilms form a sticky 
layer protecting bacteria 
from the body’s natural 
immune system. n
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Puneet Sharma, Former CFO, Axis Bank

Lt. Gen. Dhiraj Seth has been 
appointed as India’s new Chief  
of the Army Staff. On June 30, 
2026, he succeeded General 

Upendra Dwivedi. Previously serving as the 
Vice Chief of Army Staff, he has successfully  
Commanded several military responsibilities 
across the northern and western borders. n

Puneet Sharma, CFO of 
Axis Bank- one of India’s 
premier private sector 
lenders - resigned from his 
position on June 28, 2026. 
According to the bank, he 
stepped down to pursue the next phase of 
his professional career. However, he remains 
with the institution until August 31, 2026, to 
facilitate a smooth transition. n

‘ ‘‘ ‘Meloni kept pleading for 
a photo with me at the 
G7; eventually, I had to 
oblige.

Neither I nor Italy have 
ever begged anyone; 
Trump's claim is 
completely fabricated 
and insulting.

Lt. Gen. Dhiraj Seth  
Chief of the Army Staff, India

THE TRIBUTE

THEY SAID IT...

APPOINTMENT - RESIGNATION

Donald Trump 
President, USA

Giorgia Meloni 
Prime Minister, Italy

। JULY, 2026 ।

Swami Vivekananda was one of India’s 
most revered spiritual leaders and a global 
ambassador of Vedanta philosophy. Born on 
January 12, 1863, in Kolkata as Narendranath 
Datta, he was a brilliant student with a 
questioning mind. His spiritual quest led him 
to his guru, Sri Ramakrishna Paramahamsa, 
who transformed his life and inspired him to 
dedicate himself to the service of humanity. 

emphasized the harmony of religions and 
the need for India to awaken to its inner 
power through education and unity.

Swami Vivekananda founded the 
Ramakrishna Mission in 1897, blending 
spirituality with social service. He firmly 
believed that service to humanity was 
service to God. He inspired generations of 
Indians, including leaders like Mahatma 
Gandhi and Subhas Chandra Bose. He 
once said, “Arise, awake, and stop not till 
the goal is reached,” a call that continues to 
stir millions even today.SWAMI VIVEKANANDA 

(12/01/1863-04/07/1902)

After his guru’s death, Vivekananda took the 
monastic vows and embarked on a journey 
across India, witnessing firsthand the deep 
poverty and social injustice plaguing the 
nation. His response was a clarion call for 
spiritual and national awakening.

Swami Vivekananda passed away on July 4, 1902, at 
the young age of 39, but his legacy remains immortal. 
He was not just a monk but a visionary who laid the 
foundation for modern India’s spiritual resurgence and 
global engagement. His life continues to be a beacon of 
strength, wisdom, and service. n

In 1893, he represented India at the World’s Parliament 
of Religions in Chicago, where his powerful address 
beginning with “Sisters and Brothers of America” earned 
him global acclaim. He introduced the West to the 
spiritual richness of Hinduism and the ideals of tolerance, 
universal brotherhood, and inner strength. His speeches 
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INTERNATIONAL

US President Donald Trump praised NATO 
Secretary-General Mark Rutte as a great leader 
but fiercely criticized European partners. 

According to Trump, Europe’s stance during the Iran 
war embarrassed America, specifically slamming 
Italy, the UK, Germany, France, and Spain for denying 
US forces access to their military bases. Rutte visited 
Washington to resolve these rifts ahead of the NATO 
summit in Ankara, Turkey, scheduled for July 7–8, 
2026. The upcoming meeting will focus on military 
spending, arms production, and aid to Ukraine. 
Established in 1949, NATO’s core mission is mutual 
defense; under Article 5, an attack on one member 
state is deemed an attack on the entire alliance, 
triggering collective military action. n

Volkswagen Layoffs May 
Hit 100,000 Jobs

To protect local 
i n d e p e n d e n t 
businesses from 

mega shopping malls, 
the Chiemgau region 
in Bavaria, Germany, 
has operated a unique 
currency called the 
‘Chiemgauer’ since 
2003. Initiated by a 
teacher and students to retain capital within the local 
market, 1 Chiemgauer currently equals 1 Euro. This eco-
friendly alternative also helps lower carbon emissions. 
Although running secondary currencies is illegal in 
Germany, this specific project is maintained by just 4,200 
individuals and 300 regional businesses. n 

German Town Prints Its Own Currency

Crude oil prices 
have retreated 
to pre-war levels 

following an interim 
agreement between the 
United States and Tehran 
to conclude the Iran war. 
For the first time since 
hostilities erupted on 
February 28, Brent crude 
fell below $73 per barrel. 
Under the truce, the 
strategic Strait of Hormuz 
has reopened, restoring 
oil tanker transit, while 
the US has partially 
eased sanctions on 
Iranian oil exports. Both 
nations now have a 60-
day window to finalize a 
permanent settlement. n

Barely a week after signing a peace agreement, the 
United States and Iran are locked in confrontation 
once again. In retaliation for a June 25 drone strike on a 

cargo vessel in the Strait of Hormuz, the US military launched 
strikes on Iranian missile. Trump condemned the attack as 
a ceasefire violation, while Iranian lawmaker Ibrahim Azizi 
defended it as “management of control,” asserting Iran’s 
sovereign authority over the Hormuz strait. n 

US and Iran Clash Anew Despite Peace Accord

German automotive 
giant Volkswagen 
is planning massive 

workforce reductions by 
2030. While the company 
officially announced 50,000 
job cuts—with 35,000 
concentrated in the core 
Volkswagen brand—media 
reports suggest the actual 
toll could reach 100,000. 
The downsizing may 
force the closure of four 
domestic manufacturing 
plants, including Hanover, 
Zwickau, Emden, and Audi’s 
Neckarsulm facility. CEO 
Oliver Blume described 
the current automotive 
landscape as profoundly 
challenging. n

Irked by European Allies, Trump Lashes Out

। JULY, 2026 ।

Crude Oil Prices Slump 
to Pre-War Levels
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Crumbling Global Order: 
An Opportunity for Asia

Driven by the war in 
Ukraine, Trump’s 
blatant disregard for 

international norms, and the 
ongoing Gaza crisis, the post-
WWII Western-led global 
order is fractured. While 
European leaders view this 
transition with deep anxiety, 
Asian observers consider 
it entirely natural. Bilahari 
Kausikan, Singapore’s 
former diplomat, argues that 
competition and friction 
remain the permanent 
realities of international 
relations. Experts believe 
US’s security umbrella 
allowed Europe to indulge 
in the illusion of a liberal 
global order, whereas Asia 
remained anchored to stark 
geopolitical realities. n

A relentless late-
June heatwave in 
France, pushing 

temperatures past 40°C, 
has caused thousands 
of fatalities, completely 
overwhelming Paris 
mortuaries. Between June 
24 and 26, daily deaths 
spiked to 1,200–1,400, 
drastically exceeding 
the local infrastructure’s 
standard capacity of 9–10 K 
daily cases. As city morgues 
reached maximum capacity, 
bodies were transported 
to Paris from up to 80 km 
away. To manage the crisis, 
City Hall established two 
temporary storage facilities, 
while hospitals expanded 
their emergency spaces. n

Militarism Eclipses Diplomacy in 
American Foreign Policy

Research by political scientists Monica Duffy Toft 
and Sidita Kushi reveals that the United States 
has launched over 500 military interventions 

globally over the last 250 years. Over time, armed 
action has systematically replaced diplomacy 
within American foreign policy. Professor Kushi 
notes that the 9/11 terror attacks fundamentally 
altered Washington’s worldview, cementing the 
belief that violence trumps dialogue. Consequently, 
the Pentagon’s budget skyrocketed while State 
Department funding shrank, leaving America to view 
every global crisis through a purely military lens. n

Xenophobic Surge in South Africa Forces 
Foreign National Exodus

Thousands are fleeing South Africa as rampant 
xenophobia and targeted violence against 
African migrants reach a boiling point. Mob 

threats ordering foreigners out by June 30 triggered 
widespread looting of properties and brutal assaults. 
Malawian officials report over 15,000 citizens have 
already fled, alongside migrants returning to Ghana, 
Nigeria, and Zimbabwe. Victims claim police actively 
rounded up foreigners into temporary camps. In 
Durban, camps swelled past 10,000 people, with many 
collapsing from hunger and dehydration. Skilled tailors 
and carpenters of many years are returning home 
empty-handed, their morale completely shattered. n

। JULY, 2026 ।

Paris Heatwave Packs 
Morgues



Union Home Minister Amit Shah launched a 
new mobile application called ‘Abhigyan’. 
Developed by the NCRB, the app enables 

police and investigative agencies to capture 
suspects’ fingerprints on-site and instantly check 
their criminal histories. It connects directly 
to the ‘NAFIS’ database, which houses over 
1.3 crore fingerprints. Secured with two-step 
authentication, the app can establish identity 
within just 35 seconds, allowing law enforcement 
to nab wanted criminals during vehicle checks. 
However, this technology has raised legal concerns. 
Under the Criminal Procedure (Identification) Act, 
2022, fingerprints can legally be mandated only 
from individuals who are arrested, convicted, or 
exhibit highly suspicious conduct. n

FCRA Update: Strict 
Disclosure for NGOs

Since Mohan Yadav 
assumed office as 
Madhya Pradesh 

CM in December 2023, 
his family and affiliated 
real estate firms have 

Governance Expansion Shadows Massive 
Ujjain Land Deals

reportedly acquired vast 
tracts of land in Ujjain. An ‘Indian Express’ investigation 
reveals that the CM’s family bought nearly 168 acres of 
land with a declared value of around ₹45 crore in and 
around Ujjain. Strikingly, about 111 acres of this land 
fall within zones where the state government later 
announced new roads, highway expansions, and land-
use changes under the Ujjain Master Plan-2035. n

NIA Raids Civil Rights 
Activists in West 
Bengal

In a significant clarification on Passport Seva Divas, the 
Ministry of External Affairs stated that a passport is 
primarily a travel document, not conclusive proof of 

citizenship. This clarification emerged amidst queries 
regarding whether individuals excluded from electoral 
rolls could use their passports to verify citizenship. 
According to officials, while a passport confirms national 
identity for international travel, it cannot be treated as the 
ultimate or final document establishing legal citizenship. n 

'Passport is a Travel Document, Not Direct Proof of Citizenship'
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NATIONAL

The Union Home 
Ministry has notified the 
Foreign Contribution 

(Regulation) Amendment 
Rules, 2026. Under the 
new guidelines, it is now 
mandatory for all FCRA-
registered NGOs to disclose 
their social media accounts, 
official websites, specific 
objectives, and geographical 
areas of operation. 
Additionally, the definition of 
‘key functionaries’ has been 
expanded to include trustees 
and managers. Violating 
these rules or misutilizing 
funds can now attract a 
penalty of up to 30%. n

The NIA conducted 
search operations 
at the residences of 

three civil rights activists 
and researchers in West 
Bengal. The crackdown is 
linked to a 2022 Ranchi 
case registered under the 
UAPA, involving alleged 
attempts to revive the 
Maoist movement. 
Those targeted include 
scholar Jhelum Roy 
and ‘RSF’ General 
Secretary Tathagata Roy 
Chowdhury. Notably, 
these activists have been 
actively protesting the 
arbitrary removal of 
names from voter lists 
under the ‘SIR’ process in 
Bengal. n

'Abhigyan' App Launched: Real-Time 
Criminal Records at Officers' Fingertips

। JULY, 2026 ।
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Adani Group Enters Nuclear 
Power Sector

Indian Sailor Killed in 
US Strike Left Destitute, 
Pleads for Justice

The Adani Group has 
announced its foray 
into India’s nuclear 

energy sector through 
‘Adani Atomic Energy’. 
The conglomerate aims 
to establish 10 gigawatts 
(GW) of nuclear power 
capacity by the year 2035. 
Following the government’s 
decision to open this sector 
to private firms under the 
‘SHANTI Act’, Adani Group 
could become the first 
major private player to take 
this step. Currently, only the 
state-run NPCIL is permitted 
to operate nuclear plants. 
The Government of India 
aims to scale up the nation’s 
total nuclear capacity to 100 
GW. n

The family of Shivanand 
Chaurasia, an Indian 
sailor killed during 

a US military strike on the 
commercial vessel ‘MT 
Settebello’ in the Gulf of 
Oman on June 9, remains in 
deep shock. The US military 
had targeted the ship as part 
of its Iranian oil blockade, 
resulting in the deaths of 
three Indian sailors. Rejecting 
the American claims, the 
vessel’s management stated 
that they received no prior 
warning. Hailing from Deoria, 
Uttar Pradesh, the Chaurasia 
family had mortgaged their 
land to finance Shivanand’s 
education. n

In a landmark judgment, the Madurai Bench of the 
Madras High Court ruled that individuals converting 
to Islam cannot claim ‘Backward Class (Muslim)’ 

status. The court subsequently struck down a 2024 
Tamil Nadu government order that permitted converts 
from selected Hindu castes to avail of these benefits, 
terming it unconstitutional and contrary to Islamic 
principles. The bench of Justice GR Swaminathan and 
Justice PB Balaji clarified that post-conversion from 
Hinduism to Islam, a person is simply a ‘Muslim’ and 
ceases to belong to any caste or sub-caste. The court 
emphasized that Islam advocates for an egalitarian 
society where all are equal before God. Consequently, 
categorizing certain communities within Islam as 
‘backward’ or ‘forward’ violates Quranic teachings. n

Deceived by Love: The Harrowing Tale of a Myanmar Scam Center

Safeer Mohammed, a 28-year-old from Kerala, 
was held hostage in a Myanmar scam center 
after being lured abroad with a fake job offer. 

To escape physical assault and electric shocks, Safeer 
was forced to assume a fraudulent online persona of 
a Singaporean woman named ‘Ella’. He was ordered 
to make targets fall in love with him within just four 
days. Safeer chatted with over 100 people daily. In a 
single month, he contacted nearly 50,000 individuals 
across 17 countries, including Germany, Russia, Turkey, 
and Argentina. His targets included farmers, soldiers, 
and engineers, whom he defrauded of massive sums 
through false promises of marriage and settling down. n

Converts to Islam Cannot Claim Backward Class 
Status: Madras High Court

। JULY, 2026 ।
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EDITORIAL

W
hen the screenplay of economic 
imperialism is written on the stage 
of history, its ink is drawn from the 
supremacy of the US dollar. The 
Bretton Woods order, born after the 
Second World War, created a financial 

architecture where decisions made in Washington could 
send tremors across the developing world. Viewed through 
this lens, India’s pursuit of the internationalization of the 
Rupee is not merely a monetary initiative; it is a declaration of 
economic sovereignty and a challenge to a global financial 
system long dominated by the dollar. Yet, history reminds 
us that no currency earns global respect through ambition 
alone. Its power is ultimately determined by the strength, 
stability, and credibility of the economy behind it.

The urgency of this transformation becomes clear 
whenever geopolitical storms erupt across the world. 
Conflicts in West Asia, disruptions in energy markets, and 
fluctuations in global finance often transmit immediate 
shocks to India’s economy. As a nation heavily dependent 
on imported energy, India remains exposed to a dollar-
driven system where external events can influence domestic 
prices and economic stability. The internationalization of 
the Rupee is therefore envisioned as a shield against such 
vulnerabilities. However, the road ahead remains challenging, 
as global currencies gain acceptance not through political 
declarations but through liquidity, convertibility, and the 
confidence of international markets.

The search for alternative financial pathways gained 
momentum after Russia’s exclusion from the SWIFT payment 
system. The Rupee-Ruble mechanism between India and 
Russia was projected as a symbol of resistance against 
Western financial dominance and a step toward a multipolar 
monetary order. However, economic realities soon exposed 
its limitations. The accumulation of large Rupee balances in 
Russian banks highlighted the difficulty of using a currency 
that lacks full convertibility and deep global circulation. The 
episode demonstrated a fundamental truth: diplomatic 
partnerships may open doors, but only economic strength 

Amid the gathering storm 
in West Asia and the 
enduring tyranny of the 
dollar, the Reserve Bank 
of India has sounded the 
clarion call for the Rupee's 
internationalization—a bold 
declaration of economic 
sovereignty that seeks to 
redefine India's place in the 
emerging global financial 
order.

SRIRAJESH, Editor

THE RUPEE’S

। JULY, 2026 ।
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can sustain a currency’s global journey.

India’s economic indicators provide reasons for optimism. 
Strong growth rates, controlled inflation, expanding digital 
infrastructure, and institutional reforms have strengthened the 
country’s economic narrative. The Reserve Bank of India’s efforts 
to deepen financial markets and build resilient payment systems 
represent important foundations for a future where the Rupee 
can play a larger international role.

Yet beneath this optimistic picture lie unresolved structural 
challenges. Rising GDP figures alone cannot conceal concerns 
over uneven growth, rural distress, weak consumption patterns, 
and employment pressures. A global currency is built not only 
on economic size but also on domestic strength and investor 
confidence. Foreign capital seeks transparency, policy stability, 
and regulatory certainty rather than political symbolism. The 
foundation of monetary sovereignty is trust—and trust must be 
earned through consistent performance.

The internationalization of the Rupee should therefore be 
seen neither as an inevitable victory nor as an impossible 
dream. It is a long strategic journey requiring deeper reforms, 
stronger institutions, greater financial openness, and sustained 
economic competitiveness. If India succeeds in transforming its 
demographic potential, technological capabilities, and economic 
scale into genuine structural strength, the Rupee could emerge 
as a significant pillar of a new global financial order.

But if ambition overshadows reform, the dream of monetary 
independence may remain trapped between rhetoric and reality. 
The future of the Rupee will not be decided by slogans of self-
reliance, but by the hard currency of economic credibility. History 
rewards nations that convert aspirations into capabilities—and 
India’s monetary renaissance will ultimately depend on whether 
it can turn this moment of ambition into an era of enduring 
strength. n

। JULY, 2026 ।
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Shivam Shekhawat 

Russia's formal recognition of the Taliban 
is far more than a diplomatic gesture; it 
represents a defining shift in the evolving 
strategic landscape of Eurasia. Converging 
interests in counterterrorism, regional 
stability, and economic connectivity 
have brought Moscow and Kabul into 
an unprecedented strategic partnership, 
driven less by ideology than by geopolitical 
necessity.

KABUL’S NEW 
DIPLOMACY

NEIGHBORHOOD
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Russia’s evolving relationship with the Taliban 
represents one of the most consequential 
geopolitical realignments in post-American 
Afghanistan. What was once an organization 

designated as a terrorist group by Moscow has 
now become a formally recognized government 
and an increasingly important regional partner. 
This transformation is neither ideological nor 
symbolic; it is rooted in hard security calculations, 
regional connectivity ambitions, and the realities 
of an altered Eurasian balance of power. Russia’s 
engagement with the Taliban reflects a classic case of 
geopolitical pragmatism, where strategic necessity 
has superseded historical hostility.

The urgency of Moscow’s security concerns became 
evident on May 21, when Sergei Shoigu, Secretary 
of Russia’s Security Council, addressed a high-level 
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) defence 

meeting. He revealed that Afghanistan currently 
hosts between 18,000 and 23,000 militants affiliated 
with more than twenty terrorist organizations. 
Among them are battle-hardened fighters relocating 
from Syria, alongside networks engaged in the 
rapidly expanding production and trafficking of 
synthetic narcotics. While Shoigu acknowledged that 
the Taliban government has undertaken operations 
against foreign terrorist elements, he emphasized 
that Kabul lacks the institutional capacity to eliminate 
these threats independently. Consequently, Russia 
believes that only sustained regional intelligence 
sharing and coordinated security mechanisms can 
prevent Afghanistan from once again becoming the 
epicenter of transnational terrorism. 

This security-centric approach explains Russia’s 
dramatic policy reversal. Following the Taliban’s 
return to power in August 2021, Moscow adopted a 
practical rather than ideological stance. Unlike many 
Western nations, Russia maintained its diplomatic 
mission in Kabul and gradually expanded official 
engagement with the new authorities. This process 
culminated in July 2025, when Russia became the 
first major global power to grant formal diplomatic 
recognition to the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan. 
Before extending recognition, Moscow had already 
removed the Taliban from its list of banned terrorist 
organizations, reflecting a carefully calibrated shift in 
policy rather than a sudden political decision. 

The rationale behind this transformation is 
straightforward. The collapse of the US-led security 
architecture created a strategic vacuum that Russia 
considered too dangerous to ignore. From Moscow’s 
perspective, refusing to engage the Taliban would 
neither weaken the regime nor improve regional 
stability. Instead, engagement offered an opportunity 
to influence developments on the ground while 
establishing mechanisms to counter shared security 
threats.

Among these threats, the Islamic State Khorasan 
Province (ISKP) remains the most significant. Russia’s 
concerns are not theoretical; they are rooted in direct 
experience. The 2022 suicide bombing outside the 
Russian Embassy in Kabul marked the first major 

13
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warning that ISKP possessed both intent and 
operational capability to target Russian interests. 
Those fears were dramatically reinforced in 2024 
when ISKP carried out the devastating Crocus City 
Hall attack near Moscow, killing more than 140 
civilians. The participation of Central Asian nationals 
in that operation intensified Russian concerns about 
extremist recruitment networks operating across 
Afghanistan and neighboring states. 

The deteriorating security environment has also 
been reflected along Afghanistan’s northern borders. 
Armed incidents on the Afghanistan-Tajikistan 
frontier increased significantly during 2025, while 
Russian intelligence warned its Central Asian partners 
about ISKP’s growing recruitment efforts and 
attempts to destabilize northern Afghanistan. These 
developments have reinforced Moscow’s conviction 
that Afghanistan’s stability is inseparable from the 
security of Central Asia and, ultimately, Russia itself.

Another emerging challenge is the changing nature 
of Afghanistan’s narcotics economy. Although the 
Taliban officially prohibited poppy cultivation, illicit 
production has not disappeared. Instead, criminal 
networks have shifted toward synthetic drugs, 
particularly methamphetamine, creating a new and 
highly profitable trafficking ecosystem stretching 
across Afghanistan, Iran, and Pakistan. Regional law 
enforcement agencies intercepted nearly 2.7 tonnes 
of illegal narcotics during 2025, illustrating both 
the scale and sophistication of these operations. 
For Russia, narcotics trafficking is inseparable 
from terrorism, since both rely upon overlapping 
smuggling routes, criminal organizations, and 
financing mechanisms. 

Security cooperation, however, represents only 
one dimension of Russia’s broader Afghan strategy. 
Moscow increasingly views Afghanistan as a vital 
component of Eurasian connectivity. A geographically 
stable Afghanistan offers the possibility of linking 
Central Asia to South Asia through railways, 
highways, energy corridors, and logistics networks. 
Such connectivity would reduce dependence on 
traditional transit routes while expanding Russia’s 
economic influence throughout the region.

This strategic vision explains why Russia has 
simultaneously pursued military cooperation 
and economic engagement with Kabul. Reports 
suggesting possible Russian military assistance 
to the Taliban have coincided with the signing of 
formal military-technical agreements aimed at 
strengthening counterterrorism capabilities. At 
the same time, both governments have expanded 
cooperation in trade, infrastructure, banking, 
agriculture, mining, and energy development. 

Economic relations have accelerated steadily since 
late 2025. Bilateral trade currently ranges between 
US$300 million and US$400 million, while several 
Memorandums of Understanding covering logistics, 
commerce, and energy exploration have been 
signed. Discussions are also underway to establish 
direct banking channels capable of facilitating larger 
commercial exchanges. The Republic of Tatarstan 
has emerged as Russia’s principal gateway for 
economic cooperation with Afghanistan, accounting 
for a significant share of bilateral trade and actively 
exploring investments in mechanized agriculture, 
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fertilizer production, petroleum extraction, and 
industrial development. 

Major regional infrastructure projects further 
reinforce Afghanistan’s growing strategic importance. 
The Uzbekistan–Afghanistan–Pakistan railway, the 
Torghundi–Herat–Spin Boldak transport corridor, 
the Khaf–Herat railway, and the proposed Wakhan 
Corridor highway all aim to transform Afghanistan 
into a central transit hub connecting Central Asia 
with the Arabian Sea and the Indian Ocean. 

Nevertheless, significant geopolitical risks remain. 
Since early 2026, relations between Afghanistan 
and Pakistan have deteriorated sharply, marked by 
cross-border shelling, retaliatory military strikes, and 
escalating political tensions. For Moscow, this conflict 
presents a complex strategic dilemma. While Russia 
seeks immediate de-escalation and has even offered 
mediation, it possesses only limited leverage over 
either side. More importantly, any Taliban crackdown 
on the Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) under Pakistani 
pressure could trigger internal divisions within the 

Afghan regime, potentially pushing radicalized 
factions toward ISKP and strengthening extremist 
networks rather than weakening them. 

Despite growing engagement, Russia remains fully 
aware of the contradictions surrounding the Taliban. 
The Islamic Emirate consistently denies the existence 
of foreign terrorist organizations operating inside 
Afghanistan and insists that ISKP has largely relocated 
into Pakistan. However, continued militant attacks 
- including a high-profile assault targeting Chinese 
interests in Kabul - demonstrate that extremist 
organizations continue to retain operational 
capabilities within Afghanistan itself. Consequently, 
Russia’s support for the Taliban remains conditional 
rather than unconditional. Moscow expects 
measurable progress in suppressing terrorism before 
expanding cooperation further. 

Ultimately, Russia’s Afghan strategy reflects the 
emergence of a broader Eurasian security doctrine. 
Rather than attempting to reshape Afghanistan 
politically, Moscow seeks to stabilize it sufficiently to 
prevent terrorism, protect Central Asia, and facilitate 
regional economic integration. Counterterrorism 
cooperation, intelligence sharing, infrastructure 
development, and diplomatic engagement have 
become mutually reinforcing pillars of this policy.

As the Taliban approaches the midpoint of its first 
decade in power, Russia has emerged as its most 
significant international partner, providing not only 
diplomatic recognition but also strategic legitimacy. 
Yet this partnership remains governed by realism 
rather than trust. Economic cooperation will likely 
continue expanding, but its pace will remain closely 
tied to Afghanistan’s security environment and 
the Taliban’s effectiveness in containing extremist 
organizations. In the years ahead, the durability of 
the Russia–Taliban relationship will depend less on 
diplomatic symbolism than on whether Kabul can 
convincingly demonstrate that Afghan territory 
will never again become a launchpad for regional 
terrorism. n

Rajoli Siddharth Jayaprakash and Shivam 
Shekhawat are Junior Fellows at the Observer Research 

Foundation.
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Beyond Female 
Leadership

Even though women in Bangladesh have established a decisive presence 
from the premiership to industries and public movements, their 
representation within the real corridors of power remains minuscule.  
This contradiction underscores one of democracy's most profound 
structural failures.

BANGLADESH 
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Bangladesh embodies one of South Asia’s most striking democratic 
contradictions. The country has produced two of the region’s most 
influential female prime ministers, consistently records high female voter 
turnout, and depends heavily on women to sustain its export-led garment 

economy. Yet these achievements have not translated into meaningful political 
empowerment. Instead, women remain largely excluded from the institutions 
where political authority is exercised, exposing a widening gap between symbolic 
leadership and substantive representation. 

The February 2026 general election reaffirmed this paradox. Although women 
constitute one of the country’s largest voting blocs, only seven secured directly 
elected parliamentary seats, while just three women entered the new fifty-
member cabinet. Even the Ministry of Women and Children Affairs remained 
under male leadership. These outcomes reveal that despite decades of democratic 
evolution, executive decision-making continues to be dominated by men. 

Bangladesh’s parliamentary framework has done little to reverse this imbalance. 
Of the 350 seats in the Jatiya Sangsad, 300 are filled through direct elections 
while fifty are reserved for women and allocated proportionally among political 
parties. Although introduced to improve gender inclusion, the quota system has 
gradually become an alternative to genuine electoral competition. Rather than 
nominating women in winnable constituencies, political parties increasingly rely 
on reserved seats to demonstrate formal compliance with representation goals 
while leaving patriarchal power structures intact. 

This pattern has remained remarkably consistent across successive 
governments. Since parliamentary democracy was restored in 1991, politics 
has largely been shaped by Sheikh Hasina’s Awami League and Khaleda Zia’s 
Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP). Despite nearly three decades of female 
prime ministerial leadership, neither party fundamentally expanded women’s 
participation in competitive politics. Even during Sheikh Hasina’s strongest 
electoral years, improvements in female representation were driven primarily 
by reserved seats rather than victories in direct elections. The 2024 election 
appeared promising with a record number of female candidates, yet only 
twelve ultimately won, highlighting the resilience of structural barriers within 
Bangladesh’s electoral system. 

The July Revolution briefly appeared capable of reshaping this political 
landscape. Women, particularly students and young professionals, emerged as 
highly visible participants in anti-government demonstrations, transforming the 
movement into one of Bangladesh’s most inclusive democratic mobilizations. 
However, once the protests subsided and formal political negotiations began, 
familiar patterns quickly re-emerged. Male leaders reclaimed control over 
decision-making, while many women who had energized the protests found 
themselves excluded from the institutions responsible for determining the 
country’s political future. Their visibility during the movement proved temporary, 
reinforcing the long-standing tendency to celebrate women’s activism while 
denying them sustained political authority. 

Anasua Basu Ray Chaudhury 
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The BNP’s return to power under Tarique Rahman 
has so far offered little evidence of structural change. 
The 2026 election featured only seventy-eight female 
candidates among nearly two thousand contestants, 
while more than thirty political parties failed to 
nominate a single woman. Moreover, a significant 
proportion of successful female politicians continue to 
come from influential political families, demonstrating 
that family lineage remains one of the principal 
pathways into Parliament. As a result, grassroots women 
leaders, labour activists, academics, and civil society 
representatives continue to face formidable barriers to 
political advancement. 

The disconnect between women’s economic 
contribution and political influence becomes even 
more pronounced when viewed through Bangladesh’s 
garment industry. The ready-made garment sector, the 
world’s second-largest apparel exporter after China, 
generates over four-fifths of the country’s export 
earnings and employs more than four million workers, 
the overwhelming majority of whom are women. 
Yet despite serving as the backbone of Bangladesh’s 
economic growth, these women remain almost 
invisible within national political institutions. Economic 
participation has not translated into legislative influence 
or policy-making power. 

This contradiction surfaced prominently during the 
July Revolution, when thousands of garment workers 
joined student-led demonstrations demanding political 
reform, better wages, and safer working conditions. 
Following the unrest, however, factory closures left 
many women unemployed or unpaid. Workers sought 
a 15 percent wage increase to offset rising inflation, but 
the interim administration approved only a 9 percent 
hike. The subsequent clashes with security forces 
reinforced a familiar reality: working-class women 
may participate in democratic movements, but their 
demands seldom shape government policy. 

Class inequalities further deepen political exclusion. 
Most working women balance demanding factory 
employment with unpaid domestic responsibilities, 
leaving little time, financial capacity, or organizational 
support for political participation. Limited access to 
education, campaign financing, professional networks, 

Mahmodul Hasan

When BNP Chairman 
Tarique Rahman’s 
aircraft touched 
down in Kuala 

Lumpur and Beijing for 
his first major foreign 
destinations, it sent clear 
shockwaves through the 
diplomatic corridors of 
New Delhi. For decades, 
the unwritten rule of 
Bangladeshi diplomacy 
dictated that the first 
regional stop for a new 
administration was 
invariably India. Therefore, 
this diversion represents 
a deliberate evolution in 
Dhaka’s strategic orientation 
rather than merely a 
change in the itinerary. 

As was to be expected, 
some sections of the international press jumped 
to the conclusion that Dhaka and New Delhi’s 
relations had finally cooled, while others saw 
it as a dramatic economic pivot toward Beijing. 
However, reality on the ground defies zero-sum 
dichotomies and is significantly more complex. 
Bangladesh’s recent diplomatic moves are 
not a sudden rejection of India, but a mature, 
considered effort to diversify its external 
relations, maximise economic opportunities, 
and protect its sovereign space in an increasingly 
polarised regional environment

In international relations, symbolic gestures 



Dhaka’s Strategic 
Autonomy

carry immense weight. Bangladesh-India 
relations have historically been anchored in deep 
institutional, cultural, and security cooperation, 
dating back to the 1971 Liberation War. But this 
proximity has often generated profound local 
anxieties regarding asymmetric dependence. 
The political transformations within Bangladesh’s 
domestic consensus have been momentous since 
August 2024. The public demand for a foreign 
policy anchored solely in reciprocal national 
interests—rather than the past fanatical devotion 
to any single external patron—is loud and 
clear. Here, the expansion of Dhaka’s diplomatic 
horizons to Beijing and Kuala Lumpur is a direct 
response to a changing domestic electorate. 

 
Bangladesh is drawn to Beijing primarily due to 
economic factors, driven by the need for prosperity 
rather than ideology. Over the past ten years, 
China has become Bangladesh’s main source of 
infrastructural support. Megaprojects, transport 
corridors, industrial zones, and energy grids 
require deep-pocketed financing and technical 
efficiency—assets Beijing provides with minimal 
political conditionalities. Maintaining a strong 
pipeline of Chinese investment is a fundamental 
national interest that no administration can 
ignore, especially for a country navigating global 
macroeconomic challenges and striving to create 
millions of jobs for its youth.

At the same time, the engagement with Malaysia 
highlights a targeted approach to human capital. 
Bangladesh continues to be an important source of 
migrant workers, whose remittances form a crucial 
pillar of the country’s foreign exchange earnings. 
Building a stronger relationship with Kuala Lumpur 
translates to increasing labor quotas, streamlining 
migration channels, and forming manufacturing 
alliances. Addressing these immediate economic 
vulnerabilities, rather than orchestrating a 
diplomatic snub to India, serves as a perfect 
example of economic diplomacy

In South Asian geopolitics, perceptions shape 
reality. Given the existing undercurrents between 
the two nations, India’s absence from the first 
round of high-level visits raised concerns in New 
Delhi. Ongoing border-related fatalities, divisive 
political rhetoric, and disputes over transboundary 
river water sharing—especially the long-
standing impasse over the Teesta River treaty—
have collectively led to a visible deficit of trust. 
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and party patronage means that Bangladesh’s 
female political class remains overwhelmingly 
drawn from affluent and politically connected 
families. Dynastic politics, cultivated by both 
the Awami League and the BNP, continues to 
reward personal loyalty and family lineage over 
grassroots leadership, narrowing opportunities for 
independent women to enter mainstream politics. 

These shortcomings persist despite 
existing institutional commitments. Under the 
Representation of the People Order, political 
parties are expected to ensure that women occupy 
one-third of their organizational positions by 2030. 
Progress has been minimal, with party leadership, 
candidate selection, and campaign financing still 
overwhelmingly controlled by men. The 2026 
election therefore exposed not merely an electoral 
disappointment but a deeper institutional failure 
to democratize political participation. Meaningful 
reform must therefore begin within political parties 
themselves. Transparent candidate selection, 
merit-based leadership recruitment, and sustained 
investment in grassroots women leaders are 
essential if reserved seats are to complement 
rather than replace genuine electoral competition. 
Addressing wider social barriers—including 
educational inequality, economic insecurity, 
unpaid care responsibilities, and unequal access to 
campaign resources—is equally critical.

Bangladesh has repeatedly demonstrated that 
women can govern, mobilize society, and drive 
economic transformation. Yet its democratic 
institutions have failed to convert these 
achievements into broad-based political inclusion. 
The country’s democratic future will depend not 
on producing another iconic female leader but on 
dismantling the structural barriers that prevent 
ordinary women from entering and shaping 
politics. Until symbolic representation gives 
way to substantive participation, Bangladesh’s 
celebrated story of female leadership will remain 
an incomplete democratic achievement. n

Anasua Basu Ray Chaudhury is a Senior Fellow 
with the ‘Neighbourhood Initiative’ at the Observer 

Research Foundation.

 
Nevertheless, the conclusion that Dhaka and New 
Delhi have fallen into a permanent diplomatic 
dispute is entirely false. Certain constraints are 
dictated by the objective reality of geography. The 
extensive 4,096-kilometer boundary between India 
and Bangladesh encompasses a complex network 
of waterways, transport links, energy pipelines, and 
logistical routes. Mutual security cooperation along 
this border remains crucial to the stability of both 
nations.

The core diplomatic challenge for Bangladesh will 
be to maintain this equilibrium without becoming 
ensnared in the wider geopolitical contest between 
China and India. Middle powers optimize their 
sovereignty by remaining multi-aligned—engaging 
constructively with Washington, Beijing, New Delhi, 
and Tokyo simultaneously.

India, too, faces a vital strategic choice. Rather 
than viewing every economic engagement between 
Dhaka and Beijing through a rigid national security 
lens, New Delhi must learn to respect Bangladesh’s 
natural desire for strategic autonomy and economic 
diversification. A stable, prosperous, and independent 
Bangladesh that acts as a bridge between South 
and Southeast Asia is far more valuable to regional 
security than an economically constrained neighbor 
viewed constantly through a lens of suspicion.

South Asia is entering a highly competitive 
geopolitical era. Success for Dhaka will not be 
measured by choosing a side, but by maintaining 
maximum diplomatic flexibility, aggressively 
guarding national sovereignty, and turning 
geographic vulnerabilities into economic assets. The 
recent visits to Malaysia and China send a clear signal: 
Bangladesh is no longer a passive spectator on the 
subcontinental chessboard, but a pragmatic actor 
defining its own path. n

Mahmodul Hasan is a final-year student of 
International Relations at Jahangirnagar University, 

Dhaka,.
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OPPORTUNITY

INDIA

While the Green 
Revolution pivoted 
India from a food-
deficit importer 
to an agricultural 
exporting power, 
Free Trade 
Agreements are 
now unlocking 
fresh global market 
opportunities for 
Indian farmers. 
Nevertheless, the 
hurdles of quality 
control, supply 
chain logistics, and 
strict international 
standards 
continue to pose 
the greatest test 
to this modern 
agricultural 
transition

Shruti Jain

S ix decades ago, India faced one of the gravest 
food crises in its post-independence history. 
Consecutive droughts in 1964–65 and 1965–66 
forced New Delhi to depend on nearly two 

million tonnes of American wheat supplied under the 
Public Law 480 (PL-480) “Food for Peace” programme. 
Yet this humanitarian assistance came with geopolitical 
strings attached. The United States reportedly 
leveraged food aid to influence India’s position on 
the Vietnam War while supplying wheat of inferior 
quality. The episode demonstrated a fundamental 
strategic lesson: dependence on imported food 
could easily translate into diplomatic vulnerability. 

That experience became the catalyst for India’s Green 
Revolution. Massive investments in irrigation, high-

yield seed varieties, fertilizers, agricultural research, and 
procurement systems transformed the country from a 
food-deficit economy into one of the world’s leading 
agricultural producers. Today, India is not merely food 
secure but a major exporter of rice, sugar, wheat, pulses, 
spices, and several other agricultural commodities. In 
FY2025, agricultural exports reached approximately 

New  
Harvest
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US$51.2 billion, underscoring agriculture’s evolution 
from a subsistence sector into a pillar of India’s global 
trade strategy.

This transformation explains why agriculture has 
become central to India’s expanding network of 
Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) and Comprehensive 
Economic Partnership Agreements (CEPAs). Recent 
trade negotiations with Oman, the United Kingdom, 
New Zealand, the European Union, the United Arab 
Emirates, and Mauritius aim to integrate Indian farmers 
into high-value global markets while strengthening the 
country’s agricultural competitiveness.

The India-Oman CEPA, for example, removes tariffs 
and expands duty-free access for several agricultural 
products, improving the price competitiveness of 
Indian exporters in West Asia. Similarly, the India-UK 
Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement is 
expected to create new opportunities for fruits, spices, 
cotton, tea, coffee, seafood, and horticultural products, 
benefiting major agricultural states such as Maharashtra, 
Kerala, Gujarat, and the Northeast. Meanwhile, the 
proposed India-New Zealand agreement emphasizes 
technology transfer through Centres of Excellence that 
will improve horticultural productivity, post-harvest 
management, food safety, and supply-chain efficiency. 
India’s partnership with the UAE similarly seeks to 
establish a Food Security Corridor that directly connects 
Indian farmers with Gulf markets through integrated 
supply chains.

However, market access alone cannot guarantee 
export success. Indian agriculture continues to face 
significant structural and regulatory challenges that 
threaten to limit the benefits of these trade agreements. 
Developed markets increasingly enforce stringent food 
safety regulations, particularly Maximum Residue Limits 
(MRLs) for pesticides. Compliance with these standards 
raises production costs while increasing the risk of 
export rejections. Inadequate storage and fragmented 
logistics have also contributed to contamination issues, 
including aflatoxin detection in exported basmati rice, 
while horticultural exports frequently struggle to satisfy 
Sanitary and Phytosanitary (SPS) requirements imposed 
by importing countries.

These weaknesses reflect deeper structural problems 

within India’s agricultural value chains. Limited 
awareness of international standards, fragmented 
production systems, inadequate testing infrastructure, 
and weak post-harvest management continue 
to undermine export competitiveness. As global 
consumers place greater emphasis on sustainability, 
traceability, and climate-resilient agriculture, these 
challenges are likely to become even more pronounced

India’s next agricultural transformation must therefore 
move beyond production toward value addition and 
quality assurance. Strengthening food processing, 
packaging, cold-chain infrastructure, warehousing, 
and logistics will reduce post-harvest losses while 
enhancing export reliability. Equally important is the 
development of digital traceability systems that allow 
producers to verify product quality throughout the 
supply chain. Expanding APEDA’s integrated traceability 
platform and initiatives such as the Seed Authenticity, 
Traceability and Holistic Inventory (SATHI) system can 
significantly improve certification, quality monitoring, 
and compliance with international standards.

Small farmers also require stronger institutional 
support. Subsidies for certification and product testing, 
combined with the collective strength of Farmer 
Producer Organizations (FPOs) and Self-Help Groups 
(SHGs), can improve access to export infrastructure and 
global markets. Better market intelligence, crop-specific 
advisories, and investment in downstream value chains 
will further enable farmers to compete internationally 
while reducing distress sales.

India’s agricultural journey—from dependence 
on PL-480 food aid to becoming a leading agri-
export nation—represents one of the country’s most 
remarkable development stories. Yet the next phase will 
not be determined by production alone. Success will 
depend on India’s ability to combine trade agreements 
with world-class quality standards, resilient supply 
chains, technological innovation, and value-added 
exports. Only then can Indian agriculture fully capitalize 
on emerging global opportunities and consolidate its 
position as a major force in international agricultural 
trade. n

Shruti Jain is an Associate Fellow at the Center for 
Development Studies, Observer Research Foundation.
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ABSTRACT GOAL

Santosh Kumar

On that blistering June 6 afternoon, Jantar Mantar witnessed a clash 
of conflicting narratives as political ambition met public dissent. 
Amidst police barricades and social media cameras, CJP leader  

Abhijit Deepke arrived, launching a political drama aimed at  
igniting a Gen Z evolution.

At Delhi’s Jantar Mantar, a protest over the 
NEET paper leak quickly transformed into an 
ideological contest—revealing why India’s 
Gen Z is far more divided than its counterparts 

elsewhere in South Asia.

By midday, activist Abhijeet Deepke, who had secured 
official permission for the demonstration, arrived at 
Jantar Mantar, New Delhi’s designated protest venue. 
Hundreds of demonstrators had already assembled 
outside the Janata Dal (United) office, with a few 
enthusiastic participants perched atop boundary walls 

despite repeated police warnings. Technical glitches 
initially delayed the speeches, but the political message 
soon found its voice.

The gathering had ostensibly been called to protest the 
alleged leak of the NEET medical entrance examination 
paper—an issue that had triggered nationwide concern 
over the integrity of India’s competitive examination 
system. Yet, as the speeches unfolded, the focus began 
to drift. What started as a campaign for educational 
accountability gradually expanded into a broader 
critique of governance, public institutions and the 

THUNDER 
Without 
RAIN



25
। JULY, 2026 ।

political establishment.

The defining moment of the afternoon, however, 
came not from the stage but from the crowd.

Standing near a tea stall, Ridhima Sharma, a Jaipur-
based interior designer, challenged the protesters’ 
narrative in front of television cameras. Wearing a 
traditional salwar-kameez and a prominent vermilion 
tilak, she accused sections of the protest movement 
of selective outrage. She questioned why, in her view, 
issues such as the Pahalgam terrorist attack had not 
received similar attention from the same activist circles. 
When journalists attempted to redirect the discussion 
towards education and the examination controversy, 
she remained firm, arguing that the protest was driven 
by larger political motives rather than concern for 
students alone.

Whether one agreed with her or not, her intervention 
exposed an increasingly visible reality in contemporary 
India: organised ideological counter-mobilisation 
has become as immediate as protest itself. Political 
demonstrations no longer unfold in uncontested public 

spaces. Every narrative now encounters an equally 
determined counter-narrative, amplified both on the 
ground and across digital platforms.

Her remarks provoked an immediate reaction. Several 
protesters objected to the attention she was receiving, 
and a tense verbal confrontation followed. Police 
personnel quickly intervened, preventing the situation 
from escalating into physical violence. For nearly two 
hours, arguments continued between rival groups, 
transforming what had begun as a protest into a public 
contest over legitimacy, nationalism and political 
identity.

The episode illustrated how Jantar Mantar itself 
has evolved. Once viewed primarily as a venue for 
civil protest, it increasingly functions as a theatre of 
competing ideologies, where political legitimacy is 
contested as intensely through symbolism and media 
visibility as through slogans.

The protest also reflected a broader strategic question. 
Some participants appeared to believe that student 
discontent over the NEET controversy could become 
the catalyst for a larger youth-led political mobilisation, 
comparable to recent protest movements witnessed 
elsewhere in South Asia, particularly Nepal. Yet the 
reality on the ground suggested otherwise. Attendance 
remained modest, and much of the organisational 
energy reportedly came from established student 
groups and activist networks rather than from a 
spontaneous nationwide youth uprising.

This contrast is significant. India’s Generation Z is 
digitally connected and politically expressive, but it is far 
from ideologically homogeneous. The same generation 
that organises online campaigns against government 
policies also produces equally energetic defenders of 
the existing political order. Social media has not created 
a unified youth movement; it has created competing 
digital publics, each capable of mobilising opinion 
within hours.

The events at Jantar Mantar therefore offered a 
revealing snapshot of contemporary India. The protest 
generated headlines, passionate speeches and intense 
online engagement. Yet it stopped well short of 
becoming a mass political movement. n
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The Cost of Winning
Although a partial truce has halted the war in Iran, the 
lingering questions of human devastation, economic ruin, 
and strategic vulnerabilities remain unanswered. Author 
Max Boot contends that Trump’s conflict proved to be both 
costly and ultimately futile for America.

Max Boot

America won the battlefield, but lost the strategic balance.
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Was it worth it? That question now echoes through 
Washington’s policy circles with no convincing 
answer. The recent signing of a Memorandum of 
Understanding (MoU) has formally brought the 

Iran war to an end—at least for now. Yet the final contours 
of the settlement remain uncertain. It is still unclear what 
limitations Tehran will ultimately accept on its nuclear 
programme. At the same time, the extensive economic 
concessions already offered by President Donald Trump 
have substantially weakened any incentive for Iran to 
make further compromises. Even so, one conclusion can 
already be drawn with confidence: the war extracted an 
enormous human, economic and strategic price while 
delivering remarkably little in return.

The first and most visible cost is human. The United 
States lost thirteen service members during the conflict. 
Iran, by contrast, suffered far greater civilian casualties, 
with more than 3,300 people reportedly killed, including 
around 170 schoolgirls who died when a Tomahawk 

missile struck a girls’ school. Iranian missile and drone 
attacks on Israel claimed twenty-six lives, while additional 
casualties were reported across Gulf states caught in 
the expanding regional conflict. Lebanon also endured 
devastating losses as Israeli military operations against 
Hezbollah intensified, leaving at least 2,000 people dead.

The economic consequences have been equally 
severe. According to Moody’s Analytics, the conflict has 
already imposed an estimated burden of $132 billion 
on American consumers and taxpayers, with the final 
cost still rising. The impact was felt most immediately 
at fuel stations, where gasoline prices climbed to $4.56 
per gallon. Fertiliser prices surged by nearly 47 percent, 
driving up food production costs and contributing to 
broader inflationary pressures. The Gulf economies 
and much of the Global South suffered even greater 
disruptions as higher energy prices and supply chain 
instability spread across international markets. Reflecting 
these shocks, the World Bank reduced its global growth 
forecast for the year to 2.5 percent, the weakest outlook 
since the COVID-19 pandemic.

Military expenditure represents another staggering 
burden. The Wall Street Journal has reported that the 
Pentagon is preparing to request an additional $80 billion 
in emergency funding from Congress to cover wartime 
costs. Even this figure understates the true expense. It 
excludes repairs to roughly twenty American military 
facilities across the Middle East damaged by Iranian 
retaliation. More importantly, replacing the advanced 
precision-guided munitions consumed during the 
campaign will take years. The United States reportedly 
launched over 1,000 Tomahawk cruise missiles and 
more than 1,500 air-defence interceptors, including a 
significant share of its Patriot missile inventory—systems 
that were simultaneously needed to sustain Ukraine’s 
defence against Russian missile attacks. Replenishing 
these stockpiles could require as long as six years, 
potentially weakening America’s preparedness for any 
future confrontation with China or Russia.

The wider region has also paid a heavy price. Gulf 
economies are estimated to have suffered losses of 
approximately $58 billion, while Iran’s reconstruction costs 
may exceed $300 billion. Yet despite sustained American 
and Israeli airstrikes, Tehran appears to have preserved 
much of its missile and drone capability. Although 
repeated attacks—particularly those carried out in June 
2025—significantly damaged elements of Iran’s nuclear 
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infrastructure, assessments suggest that the country still 
retains substantial stocks of enriched uranium along with 
the scientific expertise necessary to revive its nuclear 
programme if political conditions permit.

Perhaps the most consequential lesson of the conflict 
lies elsewhere. For decades, negotiations with Iran focused 
almost exclusively on its nuclear ambitions. This war 
demonstrated that Tehran possesses another instrument 
of strategic coercion: its ability to disrupt global energy 
flows through the Strait of Hormuz. Using drones, 
missiles and naval mines, Iran came close to paralysing 
one of the world’s most vital maritime corridors, through 
which roughly one-fifth of global oil supplies pass. The 
resulting energy shock exposed the vulnerability of 
the international economy and fundamentally altered 
Washington’s negotiating position.

That strategic reality appears to explain why the Trump 
administration ultimately accepted a ceasefire without 
achieving many of its stated objectives. There was no 
regime change in Tehran, no permanent dismantling of 
Iran’s missile programme, and no decisive end to Iranian 
support for regional proxy groups such as Hezbollah. 
Instead, the MoU reportedly offers Tehran sanctions 
relief, renewed access to frozen financial assets and a 
reconstruction package valued at nearly $300 billion.

Even that relief may prove temporary. Under the 
reported framework, Iran has guaranteed uninterrupted 
navigation through Hormuz for only sixty days. 
Tehran has already indicated that it may subsequently 
coordinate with Oman to introduce transit charges on 
international shipping—effectively creating a toll on one 
of the world’s most critical energy arteries. Such a move 
would challenge the long-standing principle of freedom 
of navigation that has underpinned American maritime 
strategy for generations.

In the final analysis, the Iran war produced immense 
human suffering, imposed extraordinary financial 
costs and consumed valuable military resources, yet 
achieved few lasting strategic gains. Indeed, the conflict 
may ultimately strengthen rather than weaken Tehran’s 
regional position. Iran can now claim that it withstood the 
combined military pressure of the United States and Israel 
while preserving the core of its political system and much 
of its strategic deterrent. Access to previously frozen 
assets may further accelerate both economic recovery 
and military modernisation. n

The Ankara Summit on July 7-8, 2026, was meant to 
be a ‘victory march’ for European allies. Following 
The Hague gathering, they planned to present 
their defense spending metrics as a ‘winner’s 

scorecard.’ European nations had not only met the 
target of spending 2 percent of their GDP on defense 
but were also advancing toward a new strategic goal 
of 3.5 percent by 2035. Poland, the Baltic states, and 
Germany led this rearmament race, aiming to build ‘real 
lethality’ against Russia. NATO Secretary-General Mark 
Rutte clarified in Washington that ‘Russia is deterred 
not by commitments, but by capabilities.’ Yet, this entire 
diplomatic fervor vanished into the ash heap of the Iran 
war’s horrors.

For Washington, the Ankara convention turned into 
‘the most critical meeting in NATO history,’ but not 
for the reasons Europe anticipated. Spanish Prime 
Minister Pedro Sánchez’s move to ban the US military 
from using its bases and airspace proved a fatal knot 
in the diplomatic noose. Italy’s legal blockades and 
Britain’s initial hesitation stripped bare the internal 
contradictions within this strategic alliance. US 
Secretary of State Marco Rubio’s statement that ‘there 
are many errors here to correct’ served as the prologue 
to a diplomatic thunderbolt that now threatens NATO’s 
very survival.

Using this ‘non-cooperation’ as a pretext, Washington 
accelerated the ‘unilateral erasure’ of its military 
presence from Europe. Branding the European stance 
‘shameful’ during a Brussels meeting, Defense Secretary 
Pete Hegseth announced a six-monthly review of 
the US military posture. According to media reports, 
the US now plans to slash its NATO-allocated fleets 
of F-16 and F-15 aircraft by one-third and its strategic 
bombers by half. Furthermore, the aircraft carriers and 
missile-launching submarines deployed for crises could 
be detached from NATO’s shared pool. The Trump 
administration’s announcement to withdraw five 
thousand troops from Germany stands as direct proof 
of this strategic decoupling. European nations expected 
an orderly transfer of defense responsibilities within a 
‘NATO 3.0’ framework. They sought a roadmap providing 
security continuity. Instead, America’s current stance 
has plunged them into a ‘strategic vacuum.’ In domains 
like satellite systems, early-warning mechanisms, 
artificial intelligence, cybersecurity, and electronic 
warfare, Europe still leans heavily on Washington’s 
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crutches. US policymakers argue that such pressure will 
force Europe to abandon its inertia; however, this policy 
leaves the continent’s security shield at a highly volatile 
and vulnerable crossroads. The truth emerging from this 
Ankara vortex is ruthless. Europe must accept that its 
strategic honeymoon with America is over. The question 
is no longer how long America will provide security, but 
how fast Europe can forge its own ‘defense path.’

Washington remains steadfast on a path of gradual 
disconnection from European security. Although the US 
Congress is trying to construct legal barriers to halt this 
displacement, the momentum of geopolitical reality is too 
rapid. For Europe, the time for diplomatic complacency 
has expired. If it still indulges in the mirage of viewing 
itself secure under Washington’s shadow, future history 
will remember it only as a ‘helpless continent.’ n

NATO’s Crumbling Shield
The NATO summit held atop the hills of Ankara proved 
to be less a celebration of achievements this time, and 
more a wake for a fractured partnership. The flames of 
the Iran war have gouged a chasm of distrust between 
Washington and Brussels that now appears impossible 
to bridge.
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Sometimes, history shifts not with the crash 
of a war, the fervor of a revolution, or the 
theater of an election. It turns in absolute 
silence—on a glowing screen cradled in a 
teenager’s palm, in the first question a stu-
dent poses to an artificial intelligence, or in 
a mother’s familiar refrain: “Put that phone 
down.”
The story of Generation Z follows a similar 
script. This is not merely the chronicle of a 
rising demographic; it is the ledger of an in-
visible mutation. Under its current, the very 
meaning of learning is changing, the lex-
icon of labor is being rewritten, the gram-
mar of human relationships is shifting, and 
humanity is learning, for the first time, to 
forge its future in tandem with machines. 
This cover story does not sit in judgment of 
a generation. It is an exercise in deciphering 
a changing civilization whose first citizens 
are growing up right under our roofs.
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Human history has never flowed at a 
uniform pace. For the most part, it 
drifts like a placid river—centuries 
roll by, leaving the textures of daily 

life largely undisturbed. Then, abruptly, 
history pivots. Decades arrive that 
compress centuries within them. Societies 
fracture and reform, economies mutate, 
the seats of power shift, and above all, the 
lens through which humanity views itself 
is fundamentally transformed.

The late eighteenth century engineered 
such a fault line with the Industrial 
Revolution. Machines did more than 
accelerate production; they completely 
altered the relationship between human 
existence and labor. In the twentieth 
century, two World Wars did not just 
redraw political borders—they reshaped 
the geography of human consciousness. 
The Cold War split the globe into 
ideological camps, and the internet 
eventually stitched it back together into a 
shared digital landscape. 

Now, standing in the third decade of 
the twenty-first century, an unsettling 
question confronts us: Are we the 
witnesses of a similar civilizational hinge? 

The only difference is that this time, 
the disruption is not driven by an empire, 
a war, or a political revolution—it is 
embodied by an entire generation. The 
cohort the world calls Gen Z. But is Gen Z 
merely an age bracket? Is it just a statistical 
classification of youth born between 1997 
and 2012? Or has something occurred 
within its ranks that is poised to alter the 
course of society, economics, politics, and 
culture? 

Are we merely looking at a new 
generation... or are we watching the birth 
of the first citizens of a new civilization? 

This is the question that drives this 
cover story.
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The First 
Whisper
It is three o’clock in the morning. On the fifth floor of an 

apartment building in Jaipur’s Malviya Nagar, the rest of 
the household is fast asleep. Even the drawing-room clock 
seems to have slowed its pace. The only sign of life is a thin, 
blue sliver of light slipping out from beneath a bedroom 
door. 

Inside sits nineteen-year-old Aarav. Before him lies no 
heavy textbook, no notepad, no instructor. He holds a 
smartphone in his palm, its screen playing host to multiple 
universes running in parallel. In one window, an AI chatbot 
maps out the framework for his project. In another, a 
Japanese designer live-streams a new creative technique. 
A third window bustles with an active group chat of his 
friends, while a fourth tab sees him finalizing his portfolio 
for an upcoming internship next week. 

The clock still reads 3:00 AM, but for Aarav, night has not 
fallen. His world is governed not by ticking clocks, but by 
connectivity. When Jaipur sleeps, California is wide awake. 
When the streets of Delhi fall silent, a new digital trend is 
taking shape in Seoul. And just as most parents in India are 
telling their children, “Turn off your phone now,” a fresh idea 
from some distant corner of the globe is knocking on their 
screens. 

Aarav is no anomaly; he is a proxy for millions of youth. 

Roughly fifteen hundred kilometers away, in a village 
within Bihar’s Saran district, another young man sits in his 
modest room. His phone is five years old, and his internet 
speed lacks metropolitan velocity. Yet, on that same compact 
screen, he prepares for competitive exams, streams lectures, 
and stays tethered to global news. 
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These two young men occupy different realities, 
backed by different privileges and speaking 
different languages. Yet, their digital experiences are 
astonishingly identical. It is why the divide between 
rural and urban India is no longer being bridged merely 
by laying down asphalt; the internet is compressing 
that distance at a far more radical pace. 

This convergence prompts a fundamental question: 
Can Gen Z be understood purely through the lens of 
age, or must we dissect their digital upbringing? 

Every generation matures alongside the defining 
technology of its era. Our grandparents viewed the 
radio as a miracle; our parents saw the television as the 
ultimate emblem of modernity. Our own generation 
learned to use the internet. 

But Gen Z never had to learn the internet—they 
opened their eyes inside it. This is the distinction we so 
frequently overlook. We treat the smartphone as a mere 
tool, social media as just a communication channel, and 
artificial intelligence as simply the latest tech upgrade. 
But synthesize these elements, and a far grander 
landscape emerges. For the first time, technology does 
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not exist outside our lives; it has permeated the interior. 
It functions as an extension of our memory, the medium 
of our language, the bridge for our relationships, the first 
port of call for our curiosity, and occasionally, the frontier 
of our imagination. 

Consequently, merely studying the habits of Gen Z 
will not suffice; we must map their mental geography. 
We have to understand a world where “online” and 
“offline” are no longer separate states of being, but two 
dimensions of a single, unified life. 

The Generational Divide: When a father asks his 
son, “Why are you on your phone so much?” he sees a 
physical device. The son, however, sees his classroom, 
his library, his livelihood, his social circle, his platform for 
self-expression, and very often, his sanctuary of solitude. 
The older generation sees a tool; the newer generation 
sees an ecosystem. Without parsing this distinction, 
most debates surrounding Gen Z remain fundamentally 
incomplete.  This is where the real journey of this special 
issue begins. We are not here to pass a verdict on whether 
Gen Z is better or worse, nor is our goal to label them wiser 
or more disillusioned than the cohorts that preceded 
them. Our curiosity is far more basic: What shifted so 

profoundly that two generations living under the same 
roof often find themselves unable to comprehend each 
other’s language, logic, and worldview? 

Parents see “screen time,” while youth see their actual 
lives. Educators claim students have lost their attention 
span, while students counter that they are learning more 
dynamically than ever before. Paradoxically, the very 
generation whose future employment is predicted to 
face the harshest disruptions from artificial intelligence is 
the one that fears it the least. 

The answers to these riddles will not be found in a 
isolated statistic, a single survey, or an expert opinion. 
They are woven into the fabric of a massive social 
mutation, the layers of which we will unpack throughout 
this cover story. 

The sheer volume of global debate surrounding Gen Z 
is matched only by the confusion it generates. One camp 
labels them the most self-absorbed generation in history; 
another champions them as the most empathetic. To 
some, they are a “generation lost in their phones”; to 
others, they are the “most socially conscious generation 
to ever exist.” 

Why such contradictory conclusions? 

Perhaps because we persist in examining them through 
an outdated lens. Every generation must be evaluated 
by the crucible of its own time. Just as you cannot judge 
the independence-struggle generation by the metrics of 
social media, you cannot evaluate Gen Z against a world 
where the internet was a luxury and artificial intelligence 
belonged to the realm of science fiction. 

During a conversation with Professor J. Zainab, a 
senior sociologist at Delhi University, she observed: 
“Every generation is influenced by the technology of its 
era, but very few generations have their baseline social 
consciousness constructed entirely within technology. 
Gen Z is arguably the first.”

This insight serves as the anchor for our narrative. 
Technology does not merely alter convenience; it 
restructures the mechanics of thought. A child who 
has grown up getting answers to any question within 
seconds will possess a radically different curiosity than 
one who had to sift through library dust for information. 
A teenager who has engaged with a global community 
since adolescence will naturally possess a more global 
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social imagination. And an individual who integrated 
AI as a personal assistant before ever setting foot in 
college will view machines not as adversaries, but as 
collaborators. 

This is where the Indian narrative grows even more 
compelling. 

In the West, analyzing Gen Z is a relatively uniform 
exercise due to more homogenous social structures. 
India offers no such simplicity. Here, you have an 
engineering student in Jaipur, a tribal student in 
Dantewada, a competitive exam aspirant in Kota, 
a photographer in Srinagar, an app developer in 
Bengaluru, and a graduate from a small town in Bihar. 
They are all Gen Z, yet their material realities are poles 
apart. 

And yet, if you look at the screens cradled in their 
hands, you realize they are citizens of the exact same 
digital empire. This is India’s most fascinating modern 
paradox: Sociological India remains vast and fractured, 
but digital India is remarkably singular.

Until a few decades ago, opportunity was a prisoner 
of geography. Premier universities were clustered in a 
handful of metropolises, rich libraries were the exclusive 
domain of select elite institutions, and international 
dialogue was a luxury available to a rare few. 

Today, that landscape has dissolved. The gates of 
knowledge stand wider than ever before—at least 
in theory. A student in a remote, forgotten town can 
stream the exact same lecture currently being delivered 
to a hall at Harvard or Oxford. An artist can command 
a global audience without ever leaving their bedroom. 
A software engineer can write code for a multinational 
tech giant without setting foot in a metropolitan hub. 

Yet, the counter-narrative is equally real. As 
opportunities scale, so does the crushing weight 
of comparison. While self-expression has been 
democratized, the relentless pressure to perform 
has intensified. And though friend lists have grown 
exponentially longer, the silence of isolation has only 
deepened. This is why terms like mental health, digital 
fatigue, FOMO (Fear Of Missing Out), cyberbullying, and 
algorithmic dependence have moved from the fringes of 
psychology straight into the center of the conversation 
around Gen Z.  Consider a typical morning. Aarav wakes 
up. He doesn’t part the curtains to look outside; he 

unlocks his screen. Within seconds, the weight of the entire 
world drops into his palm. In one corner, election results 
flash; in another, updates from a distant war zone stream. 
A new AI model has just upended the tech ecosystem, 
while a stranger’s fleeting video has gone overnight-viral, 
capturing millions of eyeballs. Intertwined with this global 
noise, a mundane text from a classmate blinks on his 
screen: “Hey man, did you finish the assignment?” 

Geopolitics, intimate personal ties, entertainment, 
education, career, and the market—all coexist 
simultaneously on a single, luminous pane of glass. For the 
first time in human history, the interior psychological world 
of an individual has become so relentlessly multi-layered 
and hyper-accelerated.  However, defining Gen Z strictly 
by their gadgets would be as reductive as dismissing them 
merely as the product of social media. After all, this is the 
very cohort that anchored global movements against 
climate change. They are the engines driving the startup 
counter-culture, the ones destigmatizing conversations 
around mental health, and the generation interrogating 
inherited dogmas with unmatched audacity. Paradox is 
their defining trait. They are radically global, yet deeply 
eager to anchor themselves in local identities. They are 
hyper-digital, yet perpetually searching for authentic, 
visceral human connections. They crave absolute 
independence, yet desperately seek a sense of community. 
Box them into a neat definition, and they immediately slip 
through the cracks. 

The Editorial Stance: This special issue does not seek 
finality or neat conclusions; it moves forward through 
open questions. We are not here to pass judgment 
on Gen Z. We are merely opening the doors to their 
universe—stepping into the spaces where education is 
acquiring an entirely new meaning, where a career is no 
longer just a livelihood but a quest for identity, and where 
artificial intelligence is treated not as a dystopian threat, 
but as a daily collaborator. We are exploring a landscape 
where the geography of friendship has broken out of the 
neighborhood to span continents, and where the “online” 
life is no longer a synthetic alternative to real life, but an 
organic extension of it. 

The journey has only just begun. We have posed our 
opening question: Is Gen Z truly fundamentally different?  
Now, the next inquiry looms even larger—what exact 
alignment of technological and human history allowed an 
entire generation to be born directly inside the architecture 
of the internet?  n
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Offspring of 
the Ether
They never had to learn the internet... they were born inside it. 

The Delhi afternoon is at its peak intensity. At Jantar Mantar, 
a few dozen youths stand holding placards. The posters bear 
an unusual name: the ‘Cockroach Janata Party.’ At first glance, it 
feels like a scene straight out of a satirical play. A few journalists 
adjust their cameras; passersby pause for a brief second, snap a 
photograph, and move on. The police on duty recognize that 
this is no massive political rally; the crowd is small enough to be 
counted on two hands. 

Yet, simultaneously, an entirely different scene is unfolding. It 
isn't happening at Jantar Mantar; it is playing out across millions 
of mobile screens. On X, the movement's hashtag is trending. On 
Instagram, its short-form videos have already racked up millions 
of views. Within the closed ecosystems of Discord and Telegram, 
groups are actively debating strategy. The youth who couldn't 
physically make it to Jantar Mantar are just as embedded in this 
protest. 

They aren’t holding physical placards; they are shaping the 
narrative. They aren’t occupying the asphalt; they are navigating 
the algorithm. Here, we must pause to ask a critical question: 
Are we still trying to understand politics through the twentieth-
century lens? 

If the democracy of the last century drew its breath in town 
squares, intersections, and public rallies, twenty-first-century 
democracy is forging a new vernacular somewhere between 
screens, servers, and social networks. This does not mean 
physical streets have lost their value. But it is no longer enough 
to assume that only those physically present on the pavement 
constitute the movement. 

Gen Z has radically redefined the concept of "presence." For 
them, showing up does not strictly require physical attendance. 
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A single post, a video, a meme, a live stream, or even a 
lone hashtag can now function as a potent act of civic 
intervention. 

Older generations routinely dismiss this as "virtual 
activism." But is it truly just virtual? Or is it as visceral and 
real as the pamphlets, underground newspapers, and 
cyclostyled manifestos of yesteryear once were? 

Aarav was nowhere near Jantar Mantar that day. He was 
anchored to his desk in Jaipur, building a presentation 
for his remote internship. Yet, by the time evening 
rolled around, he had consumed five videos detailing 
the protest. He left comments on two, debated the 
nuances with a friend, and by midnight, his social media 
feed had synthesized politics, satire, constitutional law, 
unemployment, and digital rights into a single stream. 

Was he part of that movement? If the answer hinges 
solely on his physical absence, then perhaps not. But 
if democracy is measured by the flow of ideas and the 
process of engagement, the verdict changes entirely. 
This is the essence of Gen Z’s public life: they are less 
visible in the crowd, yet far more present in the discourse. 

The Networked Public Sphere: Sociologists call this 
shift the Networked Public Sphere—a new domain of 
civic life where citizenship is constructed not just at the 
ballot box, but through continuous digital participation. 
As young media researcher Srinjay Mohta noted: "Today, 
the success of a movement is determined less by how 
many bodies filled the street, and more by how much 
territory its narrative captured across personal timelines." 

When I first heard this, it struck me as an exaggeration. 
Yet the cultural flashpoints of recent years have repeatedly 
validated it. And within it lies a fascinating paradox.  Gen 
Z is routinely accused of having a microscopic attention 
span—an inability to stick with a subject for long. Yet, 
this is the exact same cohort that sustains months-long 
digital campaigns around complex social and political 
issues. They might only linger on a single post for two 
minutes. But when those two minutes are contributed 
simultaneously by millions of individuals, the collective 
impact rivals that of any traditional, long-form rally. 
The problem, it seems, lies not in Gen Z’s capacity for 
attention, but in our antiquated metrics for measuring it. 

Aarav’s father still cannot comprehend what his son is 
doing huddled over his phone for hours. To him, it looks 
like a tragic waste of time. Aarav tries to explain that 

he is learning from an international design community, 
experimenting with an AI model, and trading ideas with 
peers across the globe. 

But in his father's eyes, the entire digital expanse is 
reduced to a single, exasperated phrase: "Glued to the 
phone all day long."

Neither is wrong. They are speaking from entirely 
different experiential universes. One comes from a world 
where knowledge lived inside institutions; the other 
occupies a world where knowledge lives in their pocket. 

This is the defining trait of Gen Z. They never viewed the 
internet as a piece of technology; they experienced it as 
an environment. Just as a fish does not consciously think 
about the water it swims in, Gen Z does not think about 
the internet as something separate from life. They learn 
inside it, build friendships inside it, fail inside it, fall in love 
inside it, and sometimes... shatter completely within its 
confines. 

The New Grammar 
of Change

Today’s Indian society is witnessing the rise of 
a generation that represents far more than a 
mere demographic age group—it signifies 
a profound civilizational transition. This is 

Generation Z: the first cohort born into a fully digital 
world, raised alongside the internet, for whom the 
primary gateway to knowledge was not the page of 
a book, but the illuminated screen of a smartphone. 
Even past midnight, when traditional towns and 
cities drift into sleep, Gen Z’s universe remains 
vibrantly alive through artificial intelligence, social 
media, online learning, gaming, and instantaneous 

Prof. Vimal Minz
Assistant Professor, SSLNT 
Women’s College, Dhanbad
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So when the older generation casually advises, "Just go 
offline for a bit," the prescription is nowhere near as simple 
as it sounds. For a Gen Z youth, going offline doesn't 
just mean stepping away from the internet. It means 
unplugging from their social reality, their education, their 
livelihood, and their professional network all at once. 

This is where the boundary between "digital addiction" 
and "digital existence" becomes profoundly blurred. And 
it is precisely where the next door to understanding Gen 
Z swings open. 

But how did this boundary blur in the first place? To find 
the answer, we have to take another step back. If Gen Z 
experienced the internet not as a tool but as their primary 
ecosystem, when exactly did this immersion begin? In 
college? In school? No. It started much earlier.

Every generation is anchored by its childhood 
architecture. For one, the foundational memory is the 
amber flicker of a kerosene lamp; for another, the crackle 

of a transistor radio. Some retain the collective nostalgia 
of Sunday mornings spent waiting for broadcasts of the 
Ramayana or Mahabharata, while for others, the arrival 
of color television was the definitive leap into modernity. 

But what is the baseline memory for Generation Z? 
Most likely, the cold glow of a smartphone screen. The 
muscle memory of a finger swiping across glass. The 
frictionless autonomy of pausing and rewinding a video 
at will. And perhaps... that specific cultural inflection 
point where a toddler utters the word "YouTube" before 
fully articulating a sentence. 

This might sound like an exaggeration, but flip 
through any family album from the past decade. You 
will see smartphones displacing plastic toys in infants' 
hands long before they learn to walk. This isn't just a shift 
in the imagery of childhood; it is a structural mutation of 
childhood itself. 

A foundational tenet of pedagogy states that a 
human being’s earliest sensory inputs construct the very 
scaffolding of their thought process. If we accept this 
premise, it follows that Gen Z’s cognitive architecture is 
fundamentally distinct from any generation that came 
before them. 

Consider a simple experiment: a child encounters an 
unfamiliar bird and asks what it is. In 1995, their father 
might have pulled a heavy birding guide from the 
shelf. In 2005, he would likely have booted up a digital 
encyclopedia. In 2026? A mobile camera captures the 
bird. Artificial intelligence identifies the species within 
seconds, plays its unique call, maps its migratory route, 
aggregates related ecological data, and—should the 
child wish—connects them instantly with another 
young enthusiast halfway across the world. 

The core inquiry remains identical, but the infrastructure 
of discovery has been entirely revolutionized. This is the 
world Gen Z occupies. For them, knowledge is not a static 
repository to be hoarded; it is a fluid, continuous current. 
A library is no longer a brick-and-mortar destination; it 
is an immersive, decentralized digital experience. They 
privilege the capability to locate information over the 
traditional compulsion to memorize it. 

Unsurprisingly, older generations frequently interpret 
this as a cognitive deficit, lamenting that the youth 
"remember less." Statistically, this may be true. But it is a 
direct consequence of systemic obsolescence: they no 

global connectivity. Gen Z is far more than a passive 
consumer of information; it is actively constructing 
new frameworks for knowledge, expression, and 
opportunity. For this generation, a search engine 
is the initial spark of curiosity, and algorithms form 
the syntax of modern digital life. Transcending 
traditional boundaries, these young minds 
are pioneering fresh dimensions in education, 
entrepreneurship, employment, and creative 
industries. In doing so, they are fundamentally 
redefining the global economy and digital culture 
alike. High technological fluency, a global outlook, 
and rapid adaptability have become their defining 
hallmarks.

To be sure, this generation faces real hurdles—
digital dependence, information overload, and 
emerging mental health challenges. Yet, amidst 
these complexities, Gen Z is positioning itself as the 
primary engine of future economies, breakthrough 
innovation, and meaningful social change. 
Ultimately, Gen Z is not just a new generation; it 
is the harbinger of a transforming world where 
technology and human potential converge to write 
the new grammar of our collective future.



40
। JULY, 2026 ।

COVER STORY

longer need to store data the way their parents did. 

There was a time when an entire family's Rolodex of 
phone numbers was etched permanently into one's 
memory. Today, most individuals cannot recite the 
mobile numbers of their closest kin. When the burden 
of rote memory is offloaded to devices, the human 
brain reallocates its bandwidth to develop new 
cognitive fluencies: real-time synthesis, rapid pattern 
recognition, and the ability to map connections across 
disparate, multi-layered information ecosystems. 

The New Academy: Knowledge hasn't diminished; 
its state of matter has changed. And this phase shift 
is most visible in education. When Aarav was asked 
which educator had influenced him most over the 
past month, he didn't name a tenured university 
professor. He paused, smiled, and said: "A Japanese 
designer, a Canadian data scientist, and an Indian 
YouTuber. I learned more from them this month than 
anyone else. They’ve probably never met. But to me, 
that’s my university." 

This is the reality of Gen Z: their classroom is open 
twenty-four hours a day, attendance is voluntary, and 
its parameters are completely un-institutionalized—
yet the learning is continuous. This presents a profound 
existential challenge to traditional academic systems. 
It does not mean schools and universities are headed 
for obsolescence; rather, their absolute monopoly over 
knowledge has been broken. Where institutions were 
once the sole gatekeepers of intellectual capital, they 
are now simply one node among many. This is not a 
technical upgrade; it is a massive social realignment 
that will redefine the future of labor, education, and 
institutional authority in the coming decades. 

Predictably, this brings us back to the standard 
paradox. This is the cohort written off as the "distracted 
generation," yet they routinely execute multi-source 
lateral learning daily. They listen to technical podcasts 
on their commute, learn complex culinary skills via 
video, master programming languages within peer-
to-peer digital communities, leverage AI to refine their 
prose and debug their code, and wind down at night 
by streaming a lecture from a foreign university. 

Is this cognitive fragmentation, or is it a new 
paradigm of learning? 

The reality is likely both. It is precisely why Gen Z 

resists neat categorization—
they render every definitive 
conclusion incomplete. 
But every evolutionary 
leap brings its own unique 
vulnerabilities. An explosion of 
information is not a guarantee 
of wisdom. Algorithms offer 
unprecedented convenience, 
but they also curate reality. 
What you watch, what you 
agree with, who you dissent 
against—frequently, the 
foundational choices are no 
longer yours; they are pre-
selected by a machine. 

Which forces an unsettling 
question to the surface: Is Gen 
Z truly more liberated... or are 
they simply being steered 
by increasingly invisible 
architectures?

This question extends far 
beyond technology—it is 
deeply political. It touches the 
core of free will itself. Decades 
ago, media theorist Marshall McLuhan famously observed: 
"We shape our tools, and thereafter our tools shape us." 

Gen Z is perhaps the first generation to live this truth 
as a baseline reality. They did not build the smartphone; 
they inherited it as an environment. Yet that very device 
has proceeded to dictate their syntax, the terms of 
their relationships, their political consciousness, their 
imaginations, and their ultimate ambitions. 

And this brings our narrative to its crucial inflection point. 
If childhood has mutated, if the structures of learning 
have shifted, and if public square engagement has been 
digitized—has the human interior transformed as well? 

Does Gen Z look at reality through the same cognitive 
framework as their parents, or has their brain developed 
an entirely new matrix for processing time, information, 
intimacy, and identity? We must look beyond the screen 
now. We must examine the shift occurring not on the 
glass, but inside the human mind. n
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The Second Brain
The Attention Economy, the Algorithm, and the 

Mutation of Consciousness

Aarav sits anchored before his laptop, tasked with 
building a college presentation. PowerPoint occupies the 
center of his screen, flanked immediately by ChatGPT. 
In the bottom right corner, a Spotify playlist hums a low 
melody; his phone buzzes continuously with incoming 
WhatsApp notifications, punctuated by the occasional 
flash of an Instagram preview. Suddenly, a friend video-
calls him. They chat for two minutes. He drops right back 
into his slides, then pivots to YouTube to pull up a five-
minute clip of a lecture by a foreign professor.

Finally, he prompts his AI assistant: "Can you improve this 
presentation?" Roughly forty minutes after he began, the 
task is complete. To Aarav, he has spent the entire block of 
time doing a single, unified piece of work. Had his father 
watched this performance, his takeaway would be entirely 
different: "You didn’t study for a single uninterrupted 
minute in that half hour."

Both are correct within the parameters of their own 
experience. But their baseline definition of "studying" 
has diverged. Older generations learned concentration 

as a linear sequence: one desk, one physical book, one 
subject, one hour. That was the sole architecture of focus.

In Gen Z’s universe, this model has dissolved. Their 
focus is not linear; it is network-based. It migrates 
restlessly from one source to another, loops back, and 
attaches to a third. This is no longer just a habit; it is a 
cognitive behavior engineered by a hyper-connected 
digital habitat.

This cognitive shift underpins the rise of the Attention 
Economy. Once a niche term confined to Silicon Valley 
boardrooms and advertising agencies, it has now 
become the central pivot of psychology, education, and 
modern politics. In the twenty-first century, the ultimate 
currency is no longer oil, gold, or raw data; it is human 
attention. Whoever captures your attention captures 
your time. And whoever commands your time controls 
the trajectory of your choices.

As Shubhankar Sengupta, a former Silicon Valley 
product designer, bluntly frames it:

"If you aren't paying for the product, you are the 
product."

While the maxim sounds cynical, it is the economic 
foundation of the modern digital landscape. Social 
media networks do not buy your time; they harvest 
your attention and convert it into ad revenue and 
data metrics. In this matrix, you are simultaneously the 
consumer and the commodity.

Consequently, Gen Z's defining struggle is not against 
a scarcity of information, but against its sheer, suffocating 
abundance. The modern youth does not suffer from a 
lack of data; they are drowning in it. The challenge is no 
longer deciding what to consume, but mastering what 
to filter out.

During a conversation regarding my seventeen-year-
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old son, my friend Dr. S. K. Singh, a practicing psychiatrist, 
captured the phenomenon perfectly:

"The defining crisis for today's teenagers isn't an absence 
of information; it is the absolute volume of mental noise."

That phrase—mental noise—stuck with me deeply 
because it finally gave the pathology its correct name. A 
relentless, echoing static, both outside and within.

Consider the sensory payload delivered within the first 
five minutes of waking up: ten global headlines, twelve 
personal messages, five viral videos, three work emails, 
two political arguments, a breaking news alert, one friend’s 
promotion, another’s travel vlog, a third’s engagement, 
a fourth’s new job, and a fifth’s cryptic note of sadness. 
The human brain evolved over hundreds of thousands 
of years, yet an informational firehose of this velocity was 
never part of its evolutionary design.

This is the exact threshold where Gen Z’s internal world 
breaks sharply from previous generations. Does this 
imply their capacity for focus has withered entirely? Not 
necessarily. Rather, its distribution has shifted.

A Gen Z youth might reject sitting with a single text 
for three hours, yet that same individual will spend five 
uninterrupted hours plotting strategy inside a complex 
game ecosystem, work through the night editing a video 
project, or obsess over a startup concept for months. 
The issue is not the absence of attention, but its radical 
redistribution.

The Cognitive Friction
•	 Traditional Academic Expectation: Assumes a 

student who can sit passively and absorb a singular 
lecture for forty straight minutes.

•	 Gen Z Cognitive Reality: A brain developed inside a 
decentralized, hyper-stimulated digital ecology.

•	 Takeaway: This is not a standard behavioral 
disciplinary crisis; it is a structural clash between two 
entirely different cognitive cultures.

Look at Aarav’s ten-year-old brother, Aryan. Confronted 
with a difficult math problem, his troubleshooting 
sequence is telling: he queries an AI model first. If the 
text response feels too dense, he searches for a visual 
breakdown on YouTube. If he remains stuck, he video-calls 
a classmate. Only when these digital nodes fail does he 

finally approach his school teacher.

A generation ago, that sequence ran in the exact opposite 
direction: first the teacher, then the textbook, then a 
classmate, and finally, perhaps, the library. It isn't just the 
tools that have changed; the entire human methodology 
of problem-solving has inverted. This inversion is poised 
to become the most profound social narrative of modern 
India.

This forces an uncomfortable question to the surface: Are 
we justified in labeling Gen Z the 'distracted generation,' or 
are we simply unsettled because they refuse to borrow our 
antiquated models of focus? Every era is defined by the 
questions that disrupt its comfort. And Gen Z’s ultimate 
question remains: Is the digital age fundamentally altering 
the operating system of the human mind?

If the answer is 'yes'... the tremors will not be contained 
within the walls of academia. They will reshape democracy, 
rewire the economy, reframe relationships, and perhaps... 
redefine love itself. But if attention is indeed the twenty-
first century's most prized capital, the next question 
becomes inevitable: Who controls it? 

This is the threshold where our narrative migrates from 
psychology into the cold mechanics of the algorithm. 
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When Aarav opens Instagram in the morning, the first video 
that greets him is no accident. The next recommendation 
on YouTube is never random. Netflix, Spotify, Amazon, X, 
and Snapchat—almost every digital platform has already 
scraped his past behaviors, mapped his micro-preferences, 
logged his exact dwell times, and decoded his clicks. 

They don’t merely know what Aarav watched. They have 
begun to predict what he will want to see next. 

This is the ultimate leverage of the modern algorithmic 
empire. It influences our choices not by issuing commands, 
but by curating our options. The defining conflicts of the 
twentieth century were fought over physical territories; the 
fiercest competition of the twenty-first century is waged 
over the precious few seconds of attention available within 
the human mind. 

Every notification is a knock on the door. Every reel, 
an invitation. Every scroll, a fresh pivot. And every 
recommendation acts as an invisible editor, quietly 
deciding the exact environment in which your next 
thought will be born. We often flatter ourselves by thinking 
we are using social media. The reality is far more complex: 
social media is continuously reading us. 

A few years ago, at a tech summit, Nandan Nilekani—
the chief architect of India’s massive biometric identity 
ecosystem, Aadhaar—wryly observed:

"We wanted to make machines act like humans. The 
challenge now is ensuring humans don't start acting like 
machines."

A light ripple of laughter passed through the auditorium, 
but beneath it lay a profound unease. Is that mutation 
actually underway? 

Consider Aarav’s micro-experiment. He opens Instagram 
intending to spend just five minutes on the app. The first 
reel features cricket. The second, artificial intelligence. The 
third, a comedy sketch. The fourth details an international 
university scholarship. The fifth returns to comedy. The 
sixth charts an entrepreneur’s rise, the seventh discusses 
mental health, and the eighth is an advertisement. 

Ten minutes later, he can no longer recall why he 
unlocked the app in the first place. Is this a failure of his 
willpower, or the triumph of an incredibly sophisticated 
design? 

Behavioral science calls this the dopamine loop. 

Whenever the brain encounters novel, unpredictable, 
or potentially rewarding information, it responds at a 
cellular chemical level. This is the exact mechanism that 
pulls us back, relentlessly, to the next reel, the next video, 
the next notification. 

Notice that no digital interface will ever tell you: "That's 
enough for today. Go take a walk outside." The digital 
economy does not optimize for your internal equilibrium; 
it optimizes for your time. And the most reliable conduit 
to your time is the capture of your attention. 

The Generational Equilibrium: Gen Z embodies the 
ultimate modern paradox. They are the most hyper-
connected generation in human history—and arguably 
the most chronically distracted. They are tethered to 
thousands of people globally, yet frequently drift away 
from their own center. They possess an unprecedented 
array of platforms for self-expression, yet the luxury 
of absolute silence is vanishing. They exist in a state of 
perpetual dialogue, yet the internal conversation often 
remains incomplete. 

Psychologists argue this isn't merely a technological 
dilemma; it is a crisis of cognitive ecology—the internal 
mental atmosphere in which a human brain breathes 
day after day. If the baseline environment is saturated 
with constant, high-velocity stimuli, the mind naturally 
adapts its architecture to match those frequencies. This 
structural adaptation explains why Gen Z’s patience, 
their decision-making speeds, their risk profiles, and 
their learning methodologies diverge so sharply from 
older cohorts. 

These traits are not hardwired at birth; they are 
engineered by their habitat. 

Yet the counter-narrative demands equal weight. 
These exact same algorithms are what pluck Aarav out 
of Jaipur and place him in conversation with the world’s 
elite designers. 

This internet is what delivers world-class lectures to 
a student in a forgotten village. This AI is what grants 
unprecedented autonomy to a visually impaired 
scholar, and these digital platforms are what allow 
an independent artist to reach millions without 
the backing of a major studio.  The technology that 
threatens to fracture focus is the very same engine 
opening unprecedented frontiers of opportunity. The 
vulnerability lies not in the tool, but in the terms of the 
human relationship with it. n 



It is 11:30 PM in Kota. Inside room 307 of a cramped, five-story hostel 
in Talwandi, the lights are blazing. In front of twenty-year-old Raghav 
lies a thick physics textbook, surrounded by NCERT volumes, coaching 
institute notes, and registers crammed with formulas. To a casual 
observer, he looks like any traditional competitive exam aspirant deep 
in study, but this picture is incomplete. Propped up between the books 
is a tablet, a mobile stand holds a phone broadcasting a live session 
from an online instructor, the tablet runs ChatGPT in one window, 
and another window displays a Reddit thread where students from 
India, Singapore, and Canada are actively debating the exact physics 
problem Raghav is staring at. For Raghav, these aren't separate media 
platforms, but rather this digital ecosystem is his actual classroom. 

Roughly two thousand kilometers north in Srinagar, Zoya stands 
on her rooftop, pointing her camera toward Dal Lake. Next 
week, she has to submit a project on visual storytelling. Her 
formal evaluator is a professor at Srinagar University, but her 
creative inspiration comes from a photographer based in 
Tokyo, her understanding of color theory is drawn from 
an Italian artist, her video editing workflow is learned 
from an Indian content creator, and her AI-driven 
photo restoration technique comes from a mentor 
in the United States. When asked who her teacher 
is, she pauses, smiles, and answers that there isn't 
just one. 

Simultaneously in Chennai, an intern named 
Meera sits in an AI innovation lab near IIT 
Madras, writing code on her laptop. When 
she hits a roadblock, her troubleshooting 
protocol follows a completely distinct 
path where she does not call over a 
senior engineer. Instead, her sequence 
of problem-solving has fundamentally 

The New Coordinates of 
Knowledge
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inverted: she first searches repository histories on GitHub, 
then queries peer developer forums on Stack Overflow, 
next prompts ChatGPT to isolate syntax errors, follows 
up with the open-source community, and approaches 
her designated human mentor only as a final resort. The 
problem remains identical to what engineers faced a 
generation ago, but the methodology deployed to solve 
it has changed entirely. 

India is changing, but what is changing even faster is 
the structural architecture of learning itself. Historically, 
knowledge had a fixed, geographic address such as a 
school, a university, a library, a laboratory, or a master, 
where information was anchored to a physical space 
and the student had to travel to it. Today, knowledge has 
abandoned its permanent address and flows fluidly from 
mobile to mobile, server to server, continent to continent, 
jumping from a video essay to a podcast, and from an AI 
model to a human guide. The student no longer journeys 
to knowledge, but rather knowledge migrates directly to 
the student. 

In Indian educational tradition, the archetype of the 
Guru has held the highest cultural ground. 

From the philosophical dialogues of 
the Upanishads to the vast residential 
campuses of Nalanda and Taxila, 
education was never conceived as a 
mere transaction of information, but as a 
holistic process of character construction. 
Masters did not simply deliver lectures 
but modeled how to navigate existence, 
which meant the core axis of traditional 
education was the human relationship. 
For Gen Z, the center of gravity has 
shifted from this localized relationship to 
a global network. The human connection 
hasn't been destroyed, but its structural 
geometry has mutated, allowing a single 
student to learn from dozens of mentors 
simultaneously who are entirely unaware 
of one another's existence. As Harvard 
education expert Tony Wagner observed, 
the most critical capacity for the future will 
not be what students know, but how fast 
they can learn something completely new, 
capturing the exact operational thesis of 
twenty-first-century education. 

If this diagnosis is correct, Gen Z is 

already actively running rehearsals for this civilizational 
shift. Consider Kavita, a young student attending a 
modest government school in the remote region of 
Dantewada, whose school’s physical science laboratory 
is bare bones and local internet bandwidth is frequently 
erratic. Yet, she possesses a basic, inexpensive Android 
smartphone and an unyielding intellectual curiosity. At 
night, sitting outside her house, she streams advanced 
science videos, and when the English terminology 
feels foreign, she prompts an AI tool to explain it in 
simple Hindi. Within seconds, the complex conceptual 
framework is translated into her native tongue, which 
looks like pure sorcery to her grandfather but is just 
standard homework to Kavita. 

Here we must acknowledge a critical truth: the core 
educational revolution is not simply the introduction 
of artificial intelligence, but the radical democratization 
of access. For the first time in human development, a 
student in a major metropolitan tech hub and a student 
in a remote, agrarian village can stream the exact same 
lecture, prompt the exact same AI model, and participate 
in the exact same global community of practice. 
Structural inequities in opportunity certainly persist, 
but the asymmetric distribution of raw knowledge has 
narrowed drastically. 

This decentralized reality forces an inevitable question 
onto the horizon: if every student’s teacher is distinct, if 
every learning path is non-linear, and if the curriculum 
is becoming hyper-individualized, what is the modern 
purpose of a school or university Instead of acting as 
traditional information silos or gatekeepers whose 
primary value lay in owning physical libraries and 
lecturing rooms, institutions must transform into co-
existence hubs optimized for intense human dialogue, 
collaboration, shared discipline, and civic interaction. 
Instead of being mere answer repositories that test 
students on their ability to memorize and regurgitate 
standard facts, they must become incubators of wisdom 
that train students to frame deep, precise questions and 
filter signal from noise. 

Ultimately, the highest function of education is 
not to provide static answers, but to teach the art of 
formulating the correct questions. In the digital era, the 
supreme challenge is no longer the acquisition of data, 
but the development of critical wisdom. This is the exact 
frontier that will determine the cognitive future of the 
nation. n
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The New Meaning 
of Work
When the Job Ceased to be the Center of Life

It is nine o’clock in the morning. Inside a co-working 
space in Andheri West, Mumbai, the room is slowly 
waking up. The hum of the coffee machine blends with 
the soft click of opening laptops, punctuated by a peculiar 
silence among the headphone-clad youth. There is no 
punching machine here, no attendance register, and no 
corner cabin bearing the title of "General Manager". 

In one corner, twenty-four-year-old Shubham sits editing 
a video. Right across from him, his colleague is locked 
in an online meeting with a client in Spain. At another 
table, a young woman is designing a user interface for a 
corporation based in South Korea. The four individuals 
occupying this room have four completely different 
employers, yet their physical workplace remains exactly 
the same.  The twentieth-century office looked nothing 
like this. It was defined by rigid walls, strict hierarchies, 
fixed hours, and for most people, a single lifelong job that 
doubled as their entire identity. 

Generation Z did not grow up in that world. They 
watched their parents navigate a shifting landscape 
fractured and reshaped by economic liberalization, 
outsourcing, startups, the gig economy, remote work, and 
the sudden dawn of artificial intelligence. They learned 
by observation that even a supposedly permanent job is 
rarely permanent. Perhaps that is why they view a career 
through a lens entirely different from their parents. As 
Nikhil, a final-year student at Delhi University, puts it: 

"My dad stayed with a single company for thirty years. I 
don’t think I will last three years in the same place."

At first glance, this paradigm shift looks like chronic 
instability. But is it really a lack of discipline, or is it an 
essential adaptation to an economy where change has 

become the only permanent element?  Gen Z changes 
jobs, relocates across cities, switches professions, and 
occasionally leaps into entirely new industries. Their 
identity is shaped far less by the corporate title printed on 
a visiting card and far more by the actual substance of their 
craft. Consequently, their professional vocabulary has 
evolved. Alongside the traditional notion of "job security," 
terms like "work-life balance," "purpose," "flexibility," 
"remote work," "portfolio career," "freelancing," and "digital 
nomad" have entered everyday conversation. 

Older generations dismiss this as volatility; the younger 
generation claims it as independence. Yet, is this freedom 
truly as straightforward as it appears? 

If a traditional job is no longer the ultimate goal of 
existence, what does Gen Z actually want? The question 
seems simple, but the answer is deeply layered. For the 
first time, we are witnessing a generation for whom 
success cannot be bought with a salary slip alone. They 
demand income, but they demand meaning alongside it. 
They want a career, but they refuse to sacrifice life to get it. 
They are intensely ambitious, but they reject the idea that 
lifelong loyalty to a single institution is the sole metric of 
human success. 

Because of this shift, modern corporations are no longer 
just recruiting Gen Z; they are actively trying to decode 
them. Arnav Raj, the founder of a tech startup based in 
Whitefield, Bengaluru, observes: 

"Today, the hardest part of building a company isn't 
securing investment. The real challenge is retaining 
talented youth for the long haul. Before they even look 
at the salary package, they ask: What will I learn here? 
How will I grow? Can I work remotely?" A few years ago, 
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such interview questions would have been deemed 
highly unusual, if not entirely presumptuous. Today, they 
form the baseline expectation. As management expert 
Professor Lynda Gratton noted, work will cease to be 
merely a vehicle for earning a living; it will transform into 
a theater for identity, continuous learning, and the pursuit 
of purpose. 

When we look at contemporary India, examples of this 
transition are everywhere. Twenty-two-year-old Ananya 
from Pune could have easily accepted a conventional 
role at a multinational corporation after completing her 
engineering degree. Instead, she chose a riskier path: 
building a digital marketing platform tailored specifically 
for rural women. It was a financially 
perilous decision, but when asked why 
she took the leap, she smiled and replied: 

"I didn't want to just do a job. I wanted 
to build something that outlasts me."

Ananya's response is not an isolated 
case; it is the echoing voice of Gen Z’s 
changing aspirations.  Yet, the counter-
narrative remains fiercely real. Not every 
young individual is founding a startup, 
not every youth is a digital influencer, 
and millions do not possess the luxury 
of choice. The vast majority of India’s 
youth still spend years preparing for 
competitive examinations, battling for 
secure government posts, and hunting for stability amidst 
a landscape dominated by temporary employment, 
contractual appointments, and cutthroat competition. 

Therefore, viewing Gen Z exclusively through the lens 
of metropolitan coffee shops, startup bubbles, or upscale 
co-working spaces is a grave intellectual error. The student 
grinding in Kota, the civil services aspirant in Prayagraj, 
the graduate searching for options in Darbhanga, the 
researcher in Agartala, and the software engineer in 
Gurugram all belong to the exact same generation. 
However, the social geography of their dreams is starkly 
polarized. This internal divergence is the true complexity 
of modern India.  While there is no singular face to Indian 
Gen Z, they are bound together by a shared psychological 
thread: uncertainty. They face systemic uncertainty 
regarding employment longevity, rapid technological 
obsolescence, shifting skill sets, and the very structure of 
the future. 

In this precise context, Peter Drucker’s famous adage 
carries profound relevance: the best way to predict the 
future is to create it. 

This is exactly why Gen Z rarely sits around waiting for 
opportunity to knock; they attempt to manufacture it 
themselves. Armed with nothing but a smartphone, they 
launch micro-businesses, build YouTube channels, sell 
digital designs, tutor online, develop independent games, 
and freelance across platforms—frequently maintaining 
up to five distinct streams of income simultaneously. This 
isn't merely a quest for extra pocket money; it represents 
an entirely new cognitive model of labor. 

However, this newfound autonomy 
carries a heavy psychological tax.  It is 
now 7:00 PM inside that same Andheri co-
working space. Shubham is still glued to 
his laptop screen. No manager is forcing 
him to stay, yet he finds himself unable 
to pull away. He faces a looming deadline 
for a client based overseas next week, a 
midnight review call with an executive 
in the United States, an early morning 
sync with his Indian team, and the pitch 
for a fresh project in the afternoon. He 
has absolute freedom, but he no longer 
possesses fixed hours. He works entirely 
for himself, but that frequently translates 
into working twenty-four hours a day. 

Historically, the clock determined when the workday 
ended. In the modern era, the work determines when the 
clock stops. This is the darker, unvarnished underbelly of 
the gig economy—a landscape where absolute freedom 
and structural insecurity walk hand in hand. 

And it is precisely at this vulnerable intersection that 
artificial intelligence introduces a deeper existential 
question. If an AI engine can write clean code, compile 
complex visual designs, and edit video streams seamlessly, 
what remains the ultimate role of the human worker? 

This dilemma is no longer confined to engineers. It keeps 
journalists, lawyers, educators, and creative artists awake 
at night. For the first time in modern industrial history, the 
global youth is united by a single, haunting question: Will 
the machines steal our livelihoods, or will they force us to 
invent forms of labor that human imagination has not yet 
conceived?  n
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The New Co-worker
The First Generation Learning to Live with AI

It is eight o’clock in the morning. Inside a small 
apartment in Koramangala, Bengaluru, Meera sits in front 
of her laptop screen. Her coffee mug is still half full. The 
corporate office is located on the exact opposite side 
of the city, but today she is working from home. Three 
distinct windows are open across her display. The first 
contains her code; the second broadcasts her team’s 
online meeting; the third runs ChatGPT. As she writes 
her code, a syntax error flashes. She pauses for a brief 
moment. Instead of messaging a senior engineer, she 
prompts ChatGPT: "Where is the bug in this code?" A few 
seconds later, the solution appears on her screen. She 
reads it, comprehends the mistake, alters the code, and 
resolves the issue. There is no trace of surprise on her face. 

This is not a technological miracle to her; it is just a 
standard part of her workday. Had this exact scene 
occurred in a software firm twenty years ago, a junior 
engineer would have walked over to a senior colleague's 
desk, or perhaps turned to thick, physical programming 
manuals first. Today, her immediate co-worker is a 
machine. This structural shift is arguably the most 
profound workplace transformation of the twenty-first 
century. 

We frequently hear claims that artificial intelligence 
will entirely replace human jobs. While that remains 
a possibility, it has already executed a much larger 
transformation before reaching that point: it has 
completely altered the actual process of labor. Gen Z 
stands as the first generation that has adopted AI not as 
some futuristic novelty, but as an everyday workspace 
collaborator. For them, platforms like ChatGPT, Claude, 
Gemini, and other AI systems are not characters out of 
science fiction. They are standard instruments, serving 
the exact same functional role that calculators, search 
engines, or digital spreadsheets once did for previous 
cohorts. This shared utility is precisely why Gen Z’s 
relationship with AI is fundamentally distinct. 

Older generations constantly ask: "Will AI take away my 
livelihood?"

Gen Z frames the question differently: "How can I 
partner with AI to produce better work?"

This ideological pivot marks the boundary between 
two entirely different epochs. 

S. Ranganathan, a young AI engineer based in Chennai, 
summarized this shift during a mobile conversation:

"We aren't competing against AI. We are building a 
team with it."

While it sounds like a simple observation, it contains the 
entire operational blueprint of future workplace culture. 
Today, universities across the globe find themselves 
locked in a fierce debate: Should students be strictly 
insulated from AI, or should they be actively trained to 
collaborate with it? 

Management expert Professor Ethan Mollick offers a 
compelling middle ground:

"Do not view AI as a mere calculator. Treat it as your 
most capable, yet fundamentally imperfect co-worker."

This is no longer just practical technical advice; it 
is a brand-new philosophy anchoring education, 
employment, and human creativity alike. 

Aarav, the student from Jaipur, no longer fears the 
daunting blank page of a first assignment draft. He 
reads the source material, compiles his baseline notes, 
and then prompts the AI: "My core arguments feel weak 
here. Help me make them robust." Crucially, however, he 
never submits the final output exactly as the machine 
generates it. He has internalised an essential boundary: 
AI can provide answers, but the ethical accountability for 
those answers remains exclusively human. 



50
। JULY, 2026 ।

COVER STORY

In the coming years, educational systems will have to 
learn this exact lesson before anything else. Dr. Dheeraj 
Mishra, an Assistant Professor of Hindi at SSLNT Women’s 
College in Dhanbad, notes with a smile: 

"Previously, I used to ask my students: Did you write this 
essay entirely by yourself? Today, my question has shifted: 
To what extent did you utilize AI assistance to build this?"

This transition goes far beyond modifying examination 
formats; it signals the construction of an entirely new 
architecture of trust. Education can no longer function 
as a system that rewards the rote memorization and 
regurgitation of answers. When a machine can compile 
a standard, comprehensive response within seconds, the 
economic and intellectual value of a human providing 
that standard response drops to zero. The true value of a 
human being will live in their ability to formulate original 
questions, construct entirely new concepts, and view a 
problem through an entirely unique, non-linear lens. 

Consequently, the supreme challenge confronting Gen 
Z is not mastering the technology itself. The ultimate 
challenge is preserving their core humanity. 

As artificial intelligence grows increasingly capable, 
the expectations placed on human beings will rise 
proportionally. Humanity will be called upon to execute 
tasks machines cannot replicate: to imagine wildly, to 
doubt structurally, to make deep moral judgments, and to 
raise the exact philosophical questions that code still fails 
to comprehend. AI isn't just changing how we work; it has 
slowly begun to alter what it fundamentally means to be 
human. 

Which brings us to the most difficult question of our 
era: If artificial intelligence has become our permanent 
co-worker, the question is no longer what the machine 
can execute. The question becomes: What is it that only a 
human being can do? 

Today, this exact inquiry echoes continuously through 
global university halls, research institutions, and 
technology firms. A few years ago, the dominant anxiety 
was that automated machines would replace blue-collar 
labor across factory floors. Today, the discourse has moved 
deep into the territory of intellectual labor. Machines are 
composing music, painting complex canvases, drafting 
binding legal documents, analyzing sophisticated medical 
reports, and actively collaborating in breakthroughs 
within scientific research. This transition changes the 

The Psychology of the  
Digital Age and Gen Z

From a psychological perspective, Generation 
Z is primarily defined by an unyielding search 
for identity, authenticity, and purpose. As 
the first true digital natives, this cohort has 

matured in a hyper-connected environment, 
cultivating deep social consciousness and a 
unprecedented willingness to openly address 
mental health. However, perpetual exposure 
to social media comparisons, the pull of instant 
gratification, and the pursuit of external validation 
leave them distinctly more vulnerable to stress and 
anxiety than previous generations.

For Gen Z, individual freedom, genuine 
relationships, and work that reflects personal values 

absolute definition of cognitive work.  Inside a design 
studio in Lower Parel, Mumbai, twenty-six-year-old 
graphic designer Sana sits with her core team, staring at 
a screen as they map out a major new brand campaign... 
A few years ago, putting together the initial blueprint of 
an advertising campaign would easily take two to three 
days. Today, that exact workflow is executed within a 
matter of minutes. The artificial intelligence suggests five 
distinct design layouts, generates ten alternative taglines, 
and presents a vast array of color combinations at the 
click of a button. Yet, when Sana was asked whether this 
automated efficiency would eventually make human 
designers obsolete, she countered with a definitive 
perspective:

"No, a good designer will become even more 

Dr. Sujata Singh
Assistant Professor, 
Department of Psychology, 
SSLNT Women’s College, 
Dhanbad
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This is precisely why Gen Z chooses to adapt rather 
than reject, integrating artificial intelligence as an active 
extension of their personal skill set. However, every deep 
technological revolution carries an unavoidable ethical 
dilemma. If an AI engine can compose a poignant poem, 
where does the identity of the poet reside? If a machine 
can paint a flawless canvas, what constitutes the true act 
of creation? If an algorithm can seamlessly compile the 
first draft of an academic research paper, what serves as 
the ultimate benchmark for human originality? These 
open-ended questions remain entirely unanswered, 
presenting what is arguably the greatest intellectual 
challenge of our era.

During a recent academic seminar hosted at a 
university in Delhi, a professor of philosophy posed a 
profound question to the assembly of students:

"If a day arrives when artificial intelligence can 
completely replicate your cognitive patterns, what 
specific aspect of being human will you take the greatest 
pride in?"

The auditorium fell into a brief, heavy silence. Then, 
a female student seated at the back offered a quiet 
response:

"Perhaps the fact that I am capable of love... and that I 
am capable of regret."

There was no sudden burst of applause, but a profound 
shift occurred as several individuals quietly transcribed 
those exact words into their personal journals. In that 
singular moment, the collective discourse transcended 
technical mechanics and anchored itself firmly within 
the realm of human essence.

This marks the true entry point of Gen Z's most 
demanding historical examination. Their challenge lies 
not merely in learning how to wield AI, but in developing 
the discernment to know exactly where not to use it. 
They must recognize when the mechanical speed of a 
machine is entirely sufficient, and when the vulnerable 
touch of human empathy is absolute. They must identify 
when data streams are useful for informing a path, and 
when the final executive decision can only be safely 
forged by human moral conscience. As a prominent 
Indian academic remarked during a policy panel, the 
supreme skill of the future will not be coding, but the art 
of asking the right questions and making the right moral 
judgments. n-

indispensable than before. Because a machine can 
present you with endless choices, but it cannot craft an 
identity."

This crucial insight extends far beyond the boundaries 
of graphic design, capturing the core essence of almost 
every creative profession today. As management expert 
Professor Ethan Mollick summarized, AI will not replace 
you, but a person who knows how to effectively utilize 
AI just might. The entire matrix of the coming decade's 
labor market is contained within that single observation. 
The future arena of competition will no longer feature a 
simplistic conflict of Human versus Machine. Instead, the 
standard for excellence will be defined by Human + AI 
versus Human. 

take precedence over mere financial success. They 
are perpetually driven by foundational questions: 
“Who am I? What is my purpose? How can I live 
authentically?” These core inquiries actively shape 
their behavior, aspirations, and overall worldview.

Because their thoughts, emotions, and 
interpersonal dynamics are deeply intertwined 
with technology, digital platforms offer immense 
opportunities for learning and connection. 
Yet, these same spaces impose significant 
psychological strain through information 
overload and the pressure to project an idealized 
self. According to developmental psychology, 
Gen Z is radically redefining success. While 
achievement remains important, mental well-
being, work-life balance, personal autonomy, 
and meaningful connections are deemed equally 
non-negotiable. While navigating a rapidly 
changing world has rendered them remarkably 
adaptable, this constant adaptation frequently 
generates underlying emotional friction.

Ultimately, the psychology of Generation Z 
represents a continuous effort to harmonize 
contrasting forces: connection versus 
comparison, autonomy versus uncertainty, 
and high ambition versus mental health. 
Understanding Gen Z requires recognizing that 
their journey is fundamentally a quest for this 
delicate equilibrium.



Alone in the Crowd
The Digital Geography of Isolation

It is late at night in Powai, Mumbai. Twenty-one-year-old 
Aditi sits on the balcony of her apartment, her smartphone 
glowing in her hand. Across her Instagram account, her 
follower count stands at roughly 1.18 lakhs. Just last week, 
a single video essay she published was viewed by twenty-
eight lakh individuals. Every few minutes, hundreds of 
notifications cascade down her screen:

"Amazing Content!" "Love from Nepal!" "You inspire 
me..." "Please reply..."

The digital interface flashes continuously, yet later 
that night, Aditi opens her physical journal and records a 
single, devastating observation:

"Spoke to so many people today... yet had a conversation 
with no one."

This paradox remains the central emotional axis of 
Generation Z. For the first time in human history, we 
are observing a generation that is structurally the most 
interconnected cohort to ever exist, while simultaneously 
experiencing the most acute, profound levels of 
psychological isolation.

This reality is not a random statistical anomaly; there 
exists a direct, functional relationship between hyper-
connectivity and loneliness.

Consider the morning rush hour on a Sealdah mainline 
suburban train in Kolkata. The compartment is packed to 
capacity; commuters stand so close that their shoulders 
rub against one another with every jolt of the tracks. Yet, 
almost every single gaze is locked onto an independent 
digital screen. One passenger wears wireless earbuds, 
another streams algorithmic reels, a third types a rapid 
message, and a fourth is locked into a video call. At first 
glance, the scene looks like a triumph of total connectivity. 
However, if you observe the cabin for a few minutes, a 
deeper truth emerges: individuals occupying the exact 

same physical space are living inside completely isolated 
digital universes.

Physical proximity has mutated into digital distance. 
Conversely, digital proximity frequently masks a profound 
emotional distance. Dr. Rashmi Sen, a practicing clinical 
psychologist based in Kolkata, summarized this modern 
condition during a clinical consultation:

"The modern youth is not lonely because they lack 
human contact. They are lonely because they are trapped 
in a state of perpetual communication, while experiencing 
a catastrophic decline in deep, meaningful relationships."

This observation is far more than a diagnostic clinical 
note; it is a profound sociological critique of twenty-first-
century existence. The sheer volume of social connections 
and the actual qualitative depth of those connections 
operate on entirely different metrics.

However, the opposing side of this digital coin is equally 
real. Late at night in Jaipur, Aarav plays a complex online 
multiplayer game with his core circle of friends. One 
teammate logs in from a village in Nagaland, another 
connects from Pune, a third operates out of Dhaka, and 
the fourth joins from Kathmandu. Together, they laugh, 
strategize, endure defeats, and celebrate victories.

To an external observer from an older generation, this 
looks like empty screen time: "They are just online friends." 
Yet, last year, when the father of the teammate from 
Nagaland suddenly passed away, the first individuals to 
gather, hold vigil, and offer emotional scaffolding were 
those three online friends via an immediate, hours-long 
video call. They had never once shared a physical space or 
looked each other in the eye outside a lens, yet their grief 
was profoundly shared.

This means the digital ecosystem has not merely 
flattened human relationships; it has engineered entirely 
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new architectures of intimacy. To comprehend Gen Z, the 
traditional sociological lexicon has become completely 
obsolete. A generation ago, the word "friendship" was 
strictly bound by geography—the neighborhood 
park, the school classroom, the university campus, or 
the corporate office floor. Today, the foundation of a 
profound relationship can be rooted entirely in shared 
intellectual or creative resonance. Young adults form 
deep bonds as members of an online literature club, 
comrades in a global gaming community, collaborative 
coders on an open-source repository, or participants in a 
digital mental health support group.

Geography has ceased to be a mandatory prerequisite 
for human intimacy. Algorithms have completely 
systematically eliminated physical distances, but the 
question remains: have they actually engineered 
genuine closeness? Here, the foundational insight of 
American sociologist Sherry Turkle carries immense 
weight:

"Technology doesn't just change what we do; it 
changes who we are to one another."

This single observation encapsulates the grand 
narrative of Gen Z's social reality. The smartphone did 
not merely accelerate the velocity of communication; 
it fundamentally disrupted the human experience 
of waiting, transformed the psychological weight of 
absence, altered the anxiety of an unanswered message, 
rewrote the syntax of romance, and mutated the natural 
rhythm of friendship.

Inevitably, it reshaped the very architecture of 
loneliness.

For millions of young individuals navigating India’s 
small towns and rural provinces, the digital world 
delivered a profound level of social autonomy that their 
immediate physical environments flatly denied them.

Kavita, residing in Dantewada, is no longer isolated as 
a student in a remote village; she is an active participant 
in a global community of amateur scientists. Zoya can 
broadcast her visual documentation of Srinagar directly 
to a global audience without intermediate gatekeepers. 
An independent musician working out of Imphal can 
cultivate an audience of millions without ever setting 
foot in a production studio in Mumbai. The digital 
landscape has not merely constrained relationships; it 
has expanded their horizon exponentially. 

Dr. Dheeraj Mishra
Assistant Professor, 
SSLNT Women’s 
College, Dhanbad

Gen-Z: From Struggle  
to Dreams

On the soot-stained earth of the coal belt, 
the hue of dreams is undergoing a quiet 
revolution. Regions once defined by blaring 
mine sirens and the arduous grit of labor are 

now seeing their future sculpted in the glow of digital 
screens. The majority of our college’s female students 
hail from these very working-class backgrounds. They 
embody far more than a geographic origin; they are 
the vibrant face of Generation Z.

Rather than rejecting tradition, this generation 
redefines it to meet the demands of a new era. 
Unfettered access to education, technology, and 
global information has liberated their aspirations 
from local boundaries, expanding their horizons to 
the world. For these young women, a smartphone 
is not merely a tool for communication—it serves 
as a portal to knowledge, career opportunities, skill 
development, and self-reliance.

Yet, this digital transition carries distinct challenges: 
the search for authentic virtual identities, mental 
health concerns, information reliability, and questions 
of social responsibility. Technical proficiency yields 
true purpose only when nurtured alongside wisdom, 
empathy, and ethical consciousness.

These young women from the coalfields prove that 
a modern civilization is not built solely in glittering 
metropolises. It takes root in modest towns and 
working-class homes where struggle is a lived value 
and education remains the most potent instrument 
of transformation. This emerging consciousness 
forms the true foundation of India's future.
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Yet, expansion does not automatically translate into 
emotional depth. This remains the definitive emotional 
crisis for Gen Z: their primary quest is no longer digital 
connection, but genuine, authentic resonance.

Is the smartphone itself the root cause of this systemic 
fracture? If the dilemma were that simplistic, every 
individual possessing a mobile device would be universally 
lonely. The reality is far more complex. The fundamental 
problem is that technology has dangerously distorted the 
natural pacing of human bonds.

Historically, romance matured slowly across long 
stretches of anticipation and structural absence; today, it 
frequently ignites and burns out through a single interface 
notification. Friendship once required years of shared 
physical vulnerability to solidify; today, it can be initiated 
by a shared algorithmic video and dissolved entirely within 
a week. The family unit, which historically gathered around 
the dinner table to realign after 
a day of fragmented activities, 
now experiences a different 
reality: family members sit in 
the exact same room, yet each 
individual’s consciousness 
is fully deployed inside a 
different digital display. This 
is no longer an isolated urban 
Indian phenomenon; it is the 
universal human condition of 
our era. As social psychologist 
Jonathan Haidt argues, 
civilization has systematically unrooted childhood from 
physical play spaces and re-housed it entirely inside the 
confines of the smartphone.

Haidt's thesis is not a simplistic moral panic about 
social media usage. He argues that previous generations 
developed emotional resilience by navigating the 
physical world's inherent risks—climbing trees, enduring 
physical falls, managing interpersonal conflicts face-to-
face, negotiating truces, and slowly acquiring emotional 
maturity through direct, unmediated human friction. In 
stark contrast, contemporary adolescents acquire the vast 
majority of their social experience through the safety of a 
glass screen. When human interaction is stripped of its real-
time, physical vulnerability, the mutation does not merely 
alter communication styles—it fundamentally alters the 
development of human personality itself.

During a clinical discussion with a veteran psychiatrist in 
Agra, I asked what constituted the single most pervasive 
psychological affliction among the youth entering his 
clinic today.

He answered without citing a single clinical statistic:

"Comparison."

I followed up: "Not clinical depression?"

He smiled somberly: "The road to depression is almost 
always paved with relentless comparison."

This is the most destructive, invisible tax levied by the 
social media ecosystem: it has fundamentally broken the 
geography of human comparison. A generation ago, an 
individual compared themselves to their immediate peers 
within their school, their neighborhood block, or at most, 
their local city tier...

Today, a seventeen-year-old 
student wakes up every single 
morning and immediately 
begins comparing their 
own existence to the most 
successful people on Earth. 
They scroll through someone 
else's viral startup launch, 
someone else's perfected 
physique, someone else's 
international vacation, 
someone else's cinematic 
love story, or someone else's 

unblemished milestone. The algorithm, executing its 
code with clinical precision, continuously feeds them the 
absolute most glamorous iterations of human life.

Gradually, the mind begins to forget a fundamental 
truth: the life displayed on a glass screen is not real life. It is 
a heavily edited version of existence. It is a curated archive 
of carefully selected peaks, not the portrait of a complete 
human being.

Zoya, during a reflective moment in Srinagar, expressed 
this generational weight clearly:

"Sometimes, it feels like the entire world is incredibly 
happy... and I am the only one stuck here struggling."

This profound sense of inadequacy is no longer an 
anomaly. Social media has successfully granted us 
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unprecedented windows 
into the daily lives of others, 
while completely stripping 
away the messy, painful 
context of their internal 
struggles. This structural 
asymmetry is precisely 
why global mental health 
professionals have begun 
evaluating digital well-being 
with the exact same urgency 
historically reserved for 
physical health.

Shashank Tolpadi, a clinical 
psychologist practicing in 
Bengaluru, identifies the core 
of this modern pathology:

"The fundamental problem 
is not that our youth are 
online. The problem is 
that they have begun to 
experience a deep sense of 
guilt whenever they step 
offline."

The statement sounds 
deceptive in its simplicity, 
but it comes alive when 
you closely track the daily 
rhythm of an adolescent. 
Set the smartphone aside, 
and an immediate, visceral 
fear of missing out sets in. 
Delay a text response by a 
few minutes, and the mind 
panics that the recipient will 
take offense. Go a few days 
without publishing content, 
and an existential dread 
creeps in that the digital 
sphere will simply forget you 
exist.

This isn't merely an issue 
of tech dependency; it is the 
crushing weight of a social 
architecture that demands 
perpetual availability. n

It is roughly ten o’clock at night. Aarav sits in his room in Jaipur, watching an online 
panel discussion unfold across his laptop screen. The participants are logging in 
from five different nations: India, Japan, Brazil, Germany, and Kenya. The agenda 
for the evening is "Climate Innovation for the Future."

The entire discourse is conducted in English. Aarav articulates his perspective; 
a student from Brazil expresses immediate agreement; a researcher in Germany 
shares an updated data set; a participant from Japan proposes a targeted technical 
solution. The meeting concludes, and Aarav shuts his laptop.

At that exact moment, his mother’s voice calls out from the kitchen: "Don't forget 
to go to the temple with your grandmother tomorrow." A few moments later, 
his phone chimes with a notification from his family WhatsApp group: "Raksha 
Bandhan is on August 28th."

Just minutes ago, Aarav was an active node in a high-level global dialogue. 
Now, he has pivoted seamlessly back into the immediate matrix of his family, 
his native language, and his deep-rooted cultural traditions. Is there an inherent 
contradiction between these two realities? Or is this dual existence simply the 
most natural condition for a twenty-first-century Indian youth?

For previous generations, the construction of identity followed a relatively linear, 
predictable path. An individual belonged first to their immediate village, then to 
their city, then to their state, and ultimately to their nation. The broader world only 
entered their consciousness much later in life.

Generation Z operates on an entirely re-engineered chronological sequence. 
Within a single day, a Gen Z individual exists simultaneously as a local, a national, 
and a global citizen. They might start their morning streaming Korean music, 
spend the afternoon debating structural tenets of the Indian Constitution, spend 
the evening watching a live-streamed lecture from an American university, and 
end the night listening to their grandmother narrate stories from the Ramayana. 
This is not an identity crisis; it is the blueprint of a brand-new cultural architecture.

Consider how diverse these self-perceptions can be across the exact same 
generation:

•	 Zoya (Srinagar): "I am Kashmiri, I am Indian, and I also feel like I am a citizen of 
the world. I don't see any inherent conflict between these three layers."

Who Am I?
Gen Z’s Quest Between Identity, 
Nation, and Global Citizenship
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•	 Poornima Nair (Chennai): "For me, language is the 
absolute anchor of my identity. No matter where I go in 
the world, Tamil remains the core of who I am."

•	 Kavita (Dantewada): "Previously, it felt like our village 
was completely isolated from the rest of the world. Now, 
the moment I open my mobile phone, it feels like the 
entire world has traveled directly to our village."

While these three individual testimonies point in entirely 
different directions, they are bound by a singular, defining 
thread: identity is no longer singular; it has become profoundly 
plural.

In The Rise of the Network Society, sociologist Manuel Castells 
posited that the digital era would fundamentally shift human 
identity away from pure geography, anchoring it instead 
within distributed networks. In modern India, this academic 
hypothesis is manifesting across multiple social layers. The 
exact same teenager can comfortably listen to ancient Naga 
folk music, participate as a dedicated enthusiast of Japanese 
anime, actively study classical Sanskrit, and simultaneously 
build an AI-driven technology startup. A seamless coexistence 
of such wildly diverse cultural layers has rarely been observed 
in human history. This rapid globalization inevitably provokes 
a crucial question: Does becoming a global citizen require an 
individual to sever ties with their local roots? In the context 
of India, this inquiry holds profound existential weight. India 
is not merely a political state bounded by cartographic 
lines; it operates as a living, breathing civilization. Within 
this ecosystem, the family unit is far more than a basic social 
contract—it acts as the primary custodian of deep cultural 
memory. Festivals are not mere dates on a holiday calendar; 
they serve as living bridges across generations. Consequently, 
the narrative of Gen Z in India diverges sharply from the 
cultural trajectories observed in Europe or North America. The 
struggle of the young Indian is not a simplistic binary choice 
between western modernity and eastern tradition. Instead, 
they stand suspended between two distinct currents of time:

As veteran journalist Sanjay Srivastava observes:

"The youth of India are not abandoning their traditions in the 
manner of the West. They are actively engaged in redefining 
them."

This observation marks the most critical takeaway of this 
generational inquiry. Generation Z does not represent a 
movement toward cultural fragmentation; rather, they are the 
pioneers of a profound new cultural synthesis. n

Recognizing a civilization in its own time is nearly 
impossible. During the Industrial Revolution, no 
one walked around calling themselves a 'citizen of 
the industrial age.' Those living through two World 
Wars had little inkling that they were drafting a 
new blueprint for the global order. Even in the early 
years of the internet, few could have imagined that 
this very technology would one day become the 
most decisive force shaping human relationships, 
politics, economics, education, and culture. 
History’s grandest moments usually appear 
ordinary while they unfold; their extraordinary 
nature is realized only by generations that follow. 
It is quite possible that today, we too stand at such 
a historic crossroads.

Throughout this journey, we encountered many 
faces—Aarav from Jaipur, Meera from Chennai, 
Zoya from Srinagar, Kavita from Dantewada, 
Raghav from Kota, and Aditi from Mumbai. Their 
languages differ, their cultures vary, and their 
life circumstances are distinct. Yet, an invisible 
thread binds them together. They opened 
their eyes to a world where the internet was as 
ubiquitous as the air they breathe. Where artificial 
intelligence was not the future, but the present. 
Where friendship transcended geography. 
Where a career was no longer a single lifelong 
job, but a process of continuous learning. And 
where identity was forged not merely by birth or 
geography, but through networks, communities, 
and experiences. It is this shared reality that makes 
them a generation.

Does this mean Gen Z is superior to previous 
generations? Absolutely not. Does it imply that 
older generations have become irrelevant? Not in 
the slightest. Every generation is a product of its 
time and circumstances.

•	 The Freedom Movement Generation gifted 
us political independence.

•	 The Nation-Building Generation constructed 
our core institutions.

•	 The Economic Liberalization Generation 
unlocked new doors of opportunity.

Now, Gen Z will build an India that breathes in an 
era of artificial intelligence, biotechnology, climate 
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First Citizens of a 
New Civilization
What It Means to Be Human in the Age of Machines
change, and global interdependence. Every generation is 
both an inheritor of its ancestors and an ancestor to the 
future.

Therefore, the defining question of this journey was 
never whether Gen Z is right or wrong. The real question 
is: Do we have the patience to understand them?

The greatest distance between generations is not one 
of ideas, but of lived experience. A father who sees his 
son immersed in a smartphone screen often fails to see 
the world unfolding within it—a world where his child 
is learning, connecting, and shaping an identity. On the 
flip side, a young person who dismisses their parents 
as 'outdated' forgets that this very generation built the 
India upon whose foundations their own dreams stand. 
True dialogue is born only when both sides respectfully 
acknowledge each other's experiences.

India faces a similar crossroads. Merely possessing 
the world’s youngest population is not enough; 
understanding these young people is far more critical.

If our education system fails to keep pace with a 
changing world, if families lose the art of conversation, 
if policymakers view youth as mere statistics, and if 
technology detaches itself from ethics—then our greatest 
demographic strength risks turning into a crisis rather 
than an opportunity.

However, if this same youth moves forward fueled by 
science, curiosity, entrepreneurship, compassion, and 
cultural confidence, the history of India's next century 
will be written quite differently.  Understanding Gen Z 
is not just about understanding the youth; it is about 

understanding the future of India. The India of 2047 will 
be built by the very hands currently scrolling on screens, 
the eyes learning alongside artificial intelligence, and the 
minds viewing the world through a brand-new lens. Even 
amidst the digital noise, this generation is searching for 
meaningful connections, a purposeful life, and a better 
tomorrow. This cover story began with a question—Is 
Gen Z the first generation of a new civilization? At the end 
of this journey, we stand before the same question, but 
its meaning has transformed. This is no longer merely a 
question of technology, but of humanity itself.

Civilizations are not built by machines; they are built by 
human beings. Technology can provide velocity, but not 
direction. Direction is always determined by humanity.

In the coming years, artificial intelligence may grow 
exponentially more powerful. Robots may become 
our colleagues. The boundaries between the virtual 
and physical worlds may blur. Universities, businesses, 
and politics may reshape entirely. Yet, one question will 
endure, just as it did thousands of years ago: What does it 
mean to be human?

Perhaps Gen Z is the first generation tasked with 
answering this question not merely in philosophy 
textbooks, but in their daily lives, their choices, and their 
digital presence. That is their greatest challenge—and 
perhaps their defining historical responsibility.

When a future historian looks back at the third decade 
of the twenty-first century, they may not open their 
narrative with a war, an election, or an invention. They 
might simply write: n



The New Grammar 
of Civilization
Generation Z at the Crossroads 
of Tradition and Technology

Dr. Sanjay Jayswal

Human civilization has always evolved through generations that 
redefine its values, institutions, and ways of life. Every era develops 
its own cultural grammar through which history is later understood. 
Today, among the world’s living generations, none has attracted more 

attention than Generation Z—those born roughly between 1997 and 2012. As 
the first generation to grow up entirely in the digital age, Gen Z symbolizes not 
merely technological advancement but a profound shift in human consciousness, 
cultural identity, and global citizenship.

Unlike earlier generations that adapted to digital technology, Generation Z 
was born into it. Smartphones, social media, artificial intelligence, and instant 
connectivity are not innovations to them but the natural environment in 
which they live. Technology is no longer simply a tool; it shapes how they learn, 
communicate, build relationships, and participate in society.

Although this generation is sometimes criticized for spending more time 
online than in traditional civic spaces, such criticism overlooks how public 
engagement itself has changed. Gen Z increasingly expresses its voice through 
digital platforms, where ideas spread faster than conventional political 
campaigns. Social media has become a space for debate, activism, collaboration, 
and cultural production, allowing young people to influence public discourse 
beyond geographical boundaries.

One of Generation Z’s defining characteristics is its ability to transcend 
distance. Whether living in a remote village or a global metropolis, young people 
today often inhabit the same digital ecosystem. A student in rural India can 
exchange ideas with peers across continents in real time, sharing knowledge, 
entertainment, and opinions. Their identities are shaped not only by local 
traditions but also by an interconnected global culture.

Generation Z is not 
merely the generation of 
the internet and social 
media; it is the defining 
emblem of an evolving 
human consciousness, 
a transformative 
technological culture, and 
an emerging sense of global 
citizenship. Navigating 
the dynamic interplay 
between tradition and 
modernity, this generation 
is harnessing digital 
ecosystems to drive social 
transformation, amplify 
ideological expression, and 
lay the intellectual and 
cultural foundations of a 
new civilizational future.

COVER STORY
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This generation lives at the intersection of imagination 
and reality. Equipped with smartphones and artificial 
intelligence, it has unprecedented access to information 
and opportunity. At the same time, it confronts economic 
uncertainty, climate anxiety, social inequality, and political 
polarization. This duality has made Gen Z both ambitious 
and deeply conscious of contemporary global challenges.

Its relationship with knowledge also differs significantly 
from that of previous generations. Instead of relying 
solely on traditional authorities, Gen Z instinctively 
searches, compares, verifies, and synthesizes information 
through digital platforms. Search engines, AI systems, 
online communities, and creators frequently shape their 
understanding of the world. While this democratizes access 
to knowledge, it also exposes them to misinformation, 
sensationalism, and algorithm-driven narratives.

Generation Z has also internalized the culture of 
algorithms. Recommendation systems influence what 
they watch, read, purchase, and even believe. As a result, 
they value speed, transparency, and efficiency. Raised in an 
era of instant communication, they expect rapid responses 
and visible outcomes. Their patience is often limited, yet 
this urgency also fuels innovation, entrepreneurship, and 
a willingness to challenge outdated institutions.

Unlike earlier generations that drew identity primarily 
from history and inherited traditions, Gen Z focuses more 
on the present and the future. This does not necessarily 
imply indifference toward history; rather, they seek 
traditions that remain relevant to contemporary life. 
Authenticity, inclusion, and practical value often matter 
more than unquestioned continuity.

Digitally connected though they are, Generation Z 
possesses remarkable capacity to shape public opinion. 
Through platforms such as X, Instagram, TikTok, and 
YouTube, young people mobilize around issues including 
climate change, gender equality, racial justice, corruption, 
employment, education, and democratic accountability. 
Memes, short-form videos, podcasts, and visual storytelling 
have become powerful instruments of civic participation.

Global movements demonstrate this influence. Inspired 
by Greta Thunberg, millions of young people participated 
in the Fridays for Future climate movement, transforming 
environmental activism into a worldwide phenomenon. 
Similar digital campaigns have strengthened conversations 
around human rights, social justice, and democratic 
participation. In India, too, Generation Z has actively 

amplified debates on governance, environmental 
conservation, employment, and social equity through 
creative digital expression.

Socially, this generation is more outspoken than its 
predecessors. It is less willing to preserve relationships 
or social conventions merely for the sake of tradition. 
Instead, authenticity, consent, emotional well-being, and 
personal dignity increasingly define its worldview. While 
critics often interpret this as excessive individualism, it 
also reflects a growing commitment to psychological 
freedom and honest self-expression.

At the same time, Generation Z is not disconnected 
from history. Like every generation, it carries influences 
from those before it, particularly Millennials. Generational 
boundaries are never absolute; they evolve gradually 
through social and technological change. What 
distinguishes Gen Z is not the rejection of the past but 
its determination to reinterpret inherited values within 
contemporary realities.

History has repeatedly shown that transformative 
change is driven by youth. Today’s young generation 
continues that tradition through digital rather than 
exclusively physical spaces. Their online engagement 
should not be mistaken for escapism. Instead, virtual 
platforms have become the primary arenas through 
which they seek to reshape real societies.

Despite these challenges, the broader trajectory of 
Generation Z is one of openness and inclusion. It values 
diversity over uniformity, collaboration over isolation, 
and innovation over rigid orthodoxy. Technology, for this 
generation, is not merely a means of consumption but 
a platform for creativity, civic engagement, and cultural 
preservation.

Ultimately, Generation Z should not be viewed 
simply as the “social media generation.” It represents a 
historic civilizational transition in which tradition and 
technology converge rather than compete. Standing at 
this intersection, Generation Z is not witnessing the end 
of an old world—it is actively writing the grammar of a 
new civilization. n

The author is an Associate Professor  
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scholar actively engaged in connecting youth with 
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Truth Under Siege
Indian journalism today stands squarely on a turbulent 
battleground where truth is no longer an objective reality, but a 
hostage to factional loyalties. The three-dimensional partition 
of the media landscape—divided into "Modi Media," "Godi 
Media," and "Buddhi Media"—has permanently fractured the 
sacred grand narrative of news and public information.Sanjay Srivastava

The modern Indian mass communication landscape has reached a critical 
juncture where objectivity exists as little more than a lifeless, archaic entry 
in a dictionary. A deceptively simple question echoing endlessly through 
the corridors of social media—”Which side are you on?”—serves as the 

official progress report of a catastrophic polarization that has segmented the 
information architecture into three distinct camps.

The first category, colloquially termed “Modi Media,” is so thoroughly 
mesmerized by the aura of executive power that it has entirely surrendered its 
critical faculties. The second group, labeled with caustic disdain as “Godi Media,” 
views the relentless, round-the-clock siege of the government as its sole religious 
duty, while maintaining a mysterious, convenient silence regarding the glaring 
inconsistencies of the opposition. These outlets frequently operate as conduits 
for deep-state narratives, where tarnishing the national image through curated 
global statistics is weaponized as the ultimate benchmark of intellectual rigor. 
The third and rapidly endangered species is “Buddhi Media”—that rare, shrinking 
island of independent journalism that insists on evaluating every issue strictly on 
its factual merits. The bitter irony of today’s battleground is that genuine neutrality 
is forcibly shoved into rigid, binary boxes: either secular or saffron, with no room 
left for uncompromised truth.

The Golden Age of Print Culture
Reflecting on this era—marking the 51st anniversary of the 1975 Emergency—

offers a vital opportunity to re-examine a historical journey when journalism was 
defined purely by ink and raw courage. That was the era of print’s unquestioned 
sovereignty. The iconic A.H. Wheeler bookstalls at railway stations across the 
nation were flooded with newspapers and literary periodicals that nourished 
the intellectual appetite of a rising society. Mumbai, long revered as the Mecca 
of Indian media, witnessed publications like Business India establish pioneering 
benchmarks for corporate journalism that remain subjects of academic study to 
this day. In those legacy newsrooms, the convergence of foreign degree holders 
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and ambitious MBAs injected a fresh, analytical energy—
an intellectual vitality strikingly absent from today’s 
clamorous broadcast studios.

In those bygone days, investigative articles were 
meticulously crafted on mechanical typewriters. Teams of 
typists prepared manuscripts using double spacing and 
generous margins, physically guaranteeing the mental and 
spatial room necessary for rigorous editorial evaluation. 
This deliberate, unhurried pace was not a technological 
limitation; it was living proof that journalism once 
considered deep, contemplative reflection an absolute 
imperative

Technological Evolution and the Erosion of Originality 
While technology has indisputably expanded the 
geographical reach of journalism, it has simultaneously 
shriveled its soul. Today’s reporter commands 
instantaneous access to torrential streams of information 
via laptops and smartphones, yet remains fundamentally 
deprived of the foundational grit once earned through 
digging through dusty archives and yellowed clipping 
files. Generative AI tools such as ChatGPT and Gemini have 
reduced investigative research to a mechanical, automated 
process. Digitization has undoubtedly democratized 
information access, but in the relentless, manic rush to go 
viral, the profound depth of truth has been systematically 
displaced.

A Legacy of Institutional Courage
The history of Indian journalism is illuminated by sagas 

of extraordinary individual and institutional courage that 
directly confronted authoritarian overreach. Under the 
legendary stewardship of Ramnath Goenka, The Indian 
Express initiated a “silent rebellion” during the Emergency 
by leaving its editorial columns entirely blank—a 
masterclass in high-diplomatic resistance. Landmark 
investigative feats, such as the 1981 “Kamla” expose that 
blew the lid off human trafficking syndicates, or hard-
hitting exposés on Reliance Industries that shook the 
foundations of corporate boardrooms, belonged to an era 
when journalism was pursued as an unyielding mission. 
Editors of immense stature—such as Arun Shourie, B.G. 
Verghese, and Shekhar Gupta—positioned the press as a 
formidable watch-dog standing vigil before the gates of 
power.

Corporate Takeovers and Distorted Equations 
When major industrial conglomerates aggressively 
entered the media ecosystem in the early 1990s, a new 
structural distortion emerged. Although these corporate 
entities poured vast capital into cutting-edge technology 
and top-tier talent, they fundamentally failed to cultivate 
the authentic credibility that had been the hallmark 
of independent editors. Today, the vast majority of 
media houses operate merely as corporate subsidiaries. 
Consequently, the romanticism of journalism—
characterized by deep newsroom camaraderie and an 
unselfish devotion to the craft—has evaporated. Mass 
downsizing and routine layoffs have become normalized, 
shattering the professional stability and independence of 
the field.

Television, Social Media, and the Spectacle 
In the contemporary media landscape, television news 
has reduced truth to a theatrical farce. The nightly 
cacophony of shouting matches and the defensive refrain 
of “We are not the Lutyens media” are, in truth, the outward 
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manifestations of a deep-seated inferiority complex—
one that consistently fails the basic tests of journalistic 
excellence. News is no longer engineered to inform, but 
to maximize viewer engagement and TRP ratings. While 
fostering national pride is commendable, when journalism 
is driven by unbridled frenzy rather than reasoned intellect, 
it becomes explicitly dangerous to democratic health. 
Social media has so thoroughly poisoned public discourse 
that meaningful dialogue has been replaced entirely by 
personal defamation and political vilification

Access to Power and the Fracture of Institutional Hubris 
A subtle political catalyst behind this institutional decline 
is the sharp termination of easy, privileged access to the 
corridors of power—an unwritten perk long enjoyed by 
elite journalists under previous administrations. Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi’s refusal to hold traditional press 
conferences or take large media contingents on foreign 
visits landed a decisive blow against the hubris of “elite 
journalism,” which had come to view itself as an unelected 
center of policy-making. While critics routinely frame this 

shift as a grave threat to democracy, the reality is that 
it severed a long-standing, cozy nexus that created an 
unhealthy gray zone between state power and the press. 
 
From a Sacred Mission to a Transit Lounge 
Perhaps the most tragic reality today is that the younger 
generation no longer views journalism as a lifelong 
calling, but as a temporary transit lounge. It has become 
a convenient stepping stone from which ambitious 
individuals pivot toward public relations, political strategy, 
or corporate communications. The fierce commitment, 
uncompromising loyalty, and relentless quest for truth 
that once defined the craft are increasingly rare. When 
journalism deteriorates into mere provisional employment, 
it forfeits its sacred capacity to write the first rough draft of 
history. History bears witness that when the foundation of 
the fourth estate crumbles, the entire edifice of democracy 
becomes vulnerable. Today, there is no shortage of ink, but 
there is a devastating famine of vision—the vision required 
to peer through the swirling clouds of dust and discern the 
unvarnished truth. n
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The Dust of Oblivion

Afghanistan 
and the 
Demise of an 
Endless War 

Carter Malkasian

The ash-laden evening of August 2021, when smoke and desperate 
screams drifted across the Kabul sky, marked far more than a chaotic 
military withdrawal. It represented the dramatic collapse of two 
decades of strategic illusion—a twenty-year enterprise that had 
nurtured a colossal phantom fear at the altar of immense bloodshed 
and hundreds of billions of dollars.
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The twenty-year American intervention in 
Afghanistan came to an ignominious conclusion. 
In April 2021, the United States commenced its 
final military drawdown, targeting a complete 

departure of its remaining 2,500 troops by September. 
However, history dictated a far more tumultuous script. 
Within weeks of the American departure, the U.S.-backed 
Afghan National Security Forces collapsed like a house of 
cards, allowing the Taliban to sweep across the provinces 
with devastating velocity. On August 15, 2021, the 
Washington-supported government in Kabul vanished 

entirely. Hundreds of thousands of terrified citizens 
swarmed the perimeter of Hamid Karzai International 
Airport. While the United States and its coalition partners 
managed to evacuate approximately 120,000 individuals, 
the withdrawal ended in tragic carnage. On August 26—
just four days before the final military transport lifted 
off—a suicide bombing at Abbey Gate claimed the lives 
of 13 U.S. service members alongside at least 170 Afghan 
civilians. Two decades of what had been framed as a 
heroic state-building endeavor dissolved into a haze of 
humiliation, grief, and profound strategic doubt.

The Specter of Terror and the Illusion of 
Statistics

The immediate aftermath brought a torrent of 
recrimination and blame. The very organization that had 
sheltered the orchestrators of the September 11 attacks 
was back in the presidential palace. Global observers 
warned that Afghanistan would immediately revert to 
an international sanctuary for transnational terrorism. For 
twenty years, successive American administrations had 
justified a continuous military presence on this precise 
premise: preventing Afghanistan from becoming a safe 
haven for terrorist networks targeting the West.

Yet the stark reality of the years following the 
withdrawal directly contradicted these dire predictions. 
Not a single major attack against the United States or 
its Western allies was planned or executed from Afghan 
soil. To sustain a presence against this hyper-exaggerated 
threat, Washington squandered nearly $1 trillion. Over 
120,000 Afghan civilians were killed or maimed. More 
than 775,000 American service members deployed to 
the rugged terrain; over 20,700 were wounded, and 2,400 
paid the ultimate sacrifice. They fought against a threat 
that, in hindsight, proved vastly inflated.

Had American policymakers and military planners 
understood then what is painfully obvious today, many—
myself included—would have advocated for an exit 
long before the final chaotic collapse. Admitting this 
is uncomfortable, as it sharply indicts the judgment of 
military leadership, the efficacy of diplomatic policy, and 
the overarching moral value of the entire war effort.

The Danger of Collective Amnesia
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Post-withdrawal, the primary danger emanating from 
Afghanistan is not the immediate resurgence of global 
terrorism, but rather the threat of collective national 
amnesia. Within American public discourse, the nation’s 
longest war is rarely mentioned. While citizens occasionally 
offer passing gratitude for the sacrifices made, the political 
establishment appears eager to erase the embarrassing 
memory of those final days in Kabul. The most dangerous 
form of this forgetfulness occurs when 
leaders forget how catastrophic it is 
to accept immense loss of life based 
on exaggerated, fear-driven strategic 
assumptions.

When George W. Bush launched 
Operation Enduring Freedom on 
October 7, 2001, in retribution for 9/11, 
Al-Qaeda was swiftly dismantled and 
Mullah Omar’s regime was ousted within 
months. An interim administration was 
installed under Hamid Karzai, ushering 
in a deceptive period of relative calm. 
This initial, low-cost success lured 
Washington into the hubristic invasion 
of Iraq in 2003, diverting critical 
intelligence, financial resources, and 
military focus away from Central Asia 
for a half-decade. In that strategic 
vacuum, the Taliban systematically 
reorganized. By 2006, they re-emerged 
as an existential challenge to the fragile 
Kabul government.

During that period, the United States 
operated under the intense fervor of 
the Global War on Terror. Although 
ambitious goals like nation-building, 
democratic governance, and women’s 
rights were publicly championed, 
the absolute eradication of terrorism 
remained the core justification for the deployment. For 
soldiers on the ground, this narrative provided the moral 
fortitude required to endure combat losses.

Yet operational realities frequently clashed with high-
level policy rhetoric. Engaging local Taliban fighters armed 

with rocket-propelled grenades and improvised explosive 
devices (IEDs) in barren valleys bore little resemblance to 
fighting an international terrorist syndicate.

Experiences in Helmand and Strategic 
Paralysis

Between 2009 and 2011, while serving as a political officer 
in the Garmsir District of southern Helmand Province, I 

observed firsthand that almost every 
local Afghan assumed the Taliban 
would return the moment foreign 
troops departed. Yet, tangible evidence 
of active Al-Qaeda operational cells in 
the area was virtually non-existent. At 
that time, 100,000 American troops 
were deployed across Afghanistan to 
counter an ill-defined, unmeasurable 
threat.

By 2012, analysts argued that 
maintaining a baseline footprint of 
roughly 25,000 advisers and air support 
personnel was essential to prevent 
the central government from losing 
control over the Pashtun heartlands. 
When President Barack Obama initiated 
troop reductions between 2013 and 
2014, battlefield setbacks suffered by 
the Afghan army in strategic sectors 
like Sangin convinced Washington 
that local forces could not stand alone. 
Following Obama, President Donald 
Trump faced the same inescapable 
dilemma: commit to an open-ended, 
indefinite military presence, or execute 
a withdrawal and risk the immediate 
collapse of the state.

The Taliban Regime and 
Modern Paradoxes

When President Joe Biden assumed office, he inherited 
the Doha Agreement negotiated under the previous 
administration, which set a firm timeline for complete 
troop removal. Senior military leaders advised retaining 
a residual force, but the administration shifted its focus 

Five years after the 
U.S. withdrawal from 

Afghanistan, neither did 
a global catastrophe 

unfold nor did the country 
become the unchallenged 
terrorist sanctuary many 

had predicted. This analysis 
examines the phenomenon 

of "collective amnesia," 
through which nations seek 

to obscure their strategic 
failures beneath the fog of 
forgetfulness—hoping to 
escape accountability and 

the judgment of history.
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toward pressing global priorities: managing the domestic impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic, addressing economic inflation, and reallocating strategic assets toward 
major power competition with China. Following the fall of Kabul in August 2021, 
the Taliban re-established their Islamic Emirate under Supreme Leader Mawlawi 
Hibatullah Akhundzada. Contrary to predictions of widespread chaotic bloodshed, 
the Taliban enforced a stern, centralized stability. Afghanistan experienced a dramatic 
reduction in active armed conflict—a level of baseline security unknown since the 
1979 Soviet invasion. The regime refrained from conducting systematic, state-
sanctioned massacres of former government officials or security personnel who had 
collaborated with foreign forces.

Furthermore, the regime enforced a strict ban on opium cultivation. A illicit trade 
that had funded insurgencies for decades was reduced by roughly 95 percent by 
2023.

However, these structural achievements came at a devastating human cost. The 
Taliban issued draconian decrees severely restricting women’s rights, effectively 
banning female education beyond the primary level and barring women from most 
formal workplaces. An entire generation of women who had grown up exercising 
personal freedom and pursuing higher education was systematically pushed back 
into institutionalized isolation.

The Value of a Soldier’s Life
The war in Afghanistan stands as a stark tragedy of modern foreign policy. The United 

States found it impossible to avoid entering the conflict following 9/11, yet proved 
utterly incapable of engineering an honorable exit for two decades. Today, many 
veterans view the conflict through a lens of disillusionment, feeling misled by senior 

commanders and political 
leaders who maintained a 
failing strategy long after its 
flaws were apparent. Surveys 
conducted around the time of 
the withdrawal indicated that 
a clear majority of veterans 
believed the war was not worth 
fighting.

What is the true measure of 
a soldier’s sacrifice? For most 
of the war, decision-makers 
in Washington operated 
under the assumption that 
the security benefits of 
an indefinite deployment 
outweighed the human 
cost. Today, that calculus has 
collapsed. Just as occurred in 

the aftermath of Vietnam and 
Iraq, the passage of time reveals 
a bitter truth: had the ultimate 
outcome been known at the 
outset, such a heavy price would 
never have been paid.

Nation-states and their 
leadership must not allow 
these hard-learned lessons to 
fade into background noise. 
Before embarking on future 
military interventions, decision-
makers must look back at the 
dust of Afghanistan that covers 
the memory of those 2,400 
fallen service members. History 
demonstrates that when 
military lessons are buried in 
oblivion, nations are doomed 
to repeat the same bloody 
miscalculations. The legacy 
of Afghanistan is not merely 
a record of past regret; it is an 
urgent strategic warning for the 
future. n
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ELECTRICAL 
TRANSITION
The New Horizon of Sovereignty and the 
Battleground of the Grid

For decades, India's energy 
vision remained confined 
to the soot of coal and 
the droplets of oil. But 
the nation's aspiration 
to become a $10 trillion 
economy will be powered 
not by fossil fuels, but 
by the momentum of 
electricity. This is not merely 
a technological transition—
it is a civilizational 
transformation.

Santu Das

For decades, India’s energy discourse pivoted almost exclusively 
around fuel availability. Coal shortages, volatile crude oil prices, 
reliance on imported natural gas, and geopolitical shocks dominated 
policy debates. Successive governments measured energy security 

through barrels of imported oil, tons of mined coal, and strategic petroleum 
reserves. Yet, that historic framework is rapidly becoming obsolete. India’s 
next energy crisis will not stem from a shortage of petrol, but from a far 
more fundamental question: Can the nation generate, store, and distribute 
enough electricity to sustain its economic ambitions?

As India advances toward becoming a $10 trillion economy, electricity—
not oil—will dictate the pace of growth. The national development model 
is shifting inexorably toward an electric future. Internal combustion engines 
are surrendering to electric vehicles (EVs). Escalating summer temperatures 
have transformed air conditioning from a luxury into a basic necessity. 
Data centers powering artificial intelligence demand immense, continuous 
baseload power. Semiconductor fabrication, advanced manufacturing, 
expanding metro networks, and digital infrastructure now treat a reliable 
power supply as a prerequisite for national sovereignty.

A Structural Crisis Driven by Climate and Demand
Electricity demand is surging at a pace unimaginable a decade ago. Recent 

summers have seen India’s peak power demand shatter historic records. 
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Severe heatwaves across northern and central India 
trigger millions of air conditioners simultaneously. Every 
incremental rise in temperature multiplies power usage, 
placing unprecedented strain on generation capacity and 
transmission lines. Climate change is no longer merely 
an environmental concern; it has emerged as a severe 
structural crisis for the energy ecosystem.

Ironically, this surge in consumption coincides with 
extraordinary progress in renewable energy. India has 
emerged as one of the world's fastest-growing solar 
markets alongside significant wind energy expansion. 
Renewable power is now a pillar of India's long-term 
energy strategy, backed by massive corporate capital and 
ambitious government targets.

The Paradox of Renewables and Grid Inertia
However, progress in renewable installation does not 

automatically guarantee electrical security. Solar panels 
generate power only during daylight hours, while wind 
turbines depend on seasonal weather patterns. Unlike 
coal or crude oil, electricity cannot be easily stockpiled 
at a national scale. Every generated unit must either be 

consumed immediately or stored using technologies that 
remain geographically constrained and capital-intensive.

This dynamic creates a profound paradox. Although India 
possesses ample installed capacity on paper, it routinely 
faces peak evening deficits when solar output plummets 
just as domestic consumption reaches its daily zenith. The 
central challenge is no longer merely generating more 
gigawatts, but delivering the right quantum of electricity at 
the exact moment of need.

Consequently, the physical grid is becoming the most 
vulnerable link in the supply chain. Much of the nation’s 
transmission infrastructure was originally engineered 
around massive pithead coal plants located near mining 
belts. Renewable energy has upended that paradigm. 
Massive solar parks now blanket Rajasthan and Gujarat, 
while wind corridors span Tamil Nadu and Karnataka. 
Transporting this variable power across thousands of 
kilometers to distant industrial hubs and sprawling 
metropolises demands a sophisticated, flexible grid. While 
grid modernization efforts are underway, the sheer velocity 
of demand growth threatens to outpace infrastructure 
deployment.

The Storage Bottleneck and Persistent 
Baselines

Energy storage technology remains the defining frontier 
of this transition. While battery energy storage system (BESS) 
costs have dropped globally, scaling them to meet India's 
vast grid requirements demands astronomical investment. 
Pumped hydro storage offers an alternative, but suitable 
geographical sites are scarce, and development timelines 
remain lengthy due to complex environmental approvals. 
Lacking utility-scale storage, intermittent renewables 
cannot yet provide reliable, round-the-clock power.

For the foreseeable future, coal-fired generation remains a 
vital necessity to maintain grid stability and supply baseline 
power during non-solar hours. India’s energy transition 
is therefore not a sudden leap away from fossil fuels, but 
a complex, high-stakes balancing act between green 
ambitions and grid reliability. Navigating this electrical 
transition will ultimately determine whether the nation 
can power its industrial rise while preserving its economic 
sovereignty. n
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The Last  
Human  
Advantage

Artificial intelligence 
can imitate language 
with astonishing  
precision, but  
creativity has never 
been merely about 
words.

Chawa Nandini Meghana

For centuries, literature has been regarded as the ultimate 
expression of human consciousness. Poems emerged from grief, 
novels from memory, and stories from lived experience. Creativity 
was assumed to be inseparable from emotion, imagination and 

personal history. Today, however, generative artificial intelligence has 
unsettled that assumption. Large language models can write sonnets, 
short stories and essays with remarkable fluency, raising a question that 
once belonged to science fiction: if machines can write convincingly, 
what remains uniquely human?

Recent research suggests that this question is more complex than the 
familiar debate over whether AI can replace writers. Rather than drawing 
a simple line between machine and human creativity, emerging evidence 
points towards a more nuanced reality in which artificial intelligence 
excels at some aspects of literary production while continuing to fall 
short in others.  Technically, AI has become an extraordinary creative 
assistant. Trained on vast collections of books, articles and digital 
archives, modern language models recognise linguistic patterns at 
a scale impossible for any individual writer. They can imitate genres, 
reproduce narrative structures, generate dialogue and adapt stylistic 
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nuances within seconds. In controlled experiments, readers 
have often struggled to distinguish AI-generated poems 
from those written by humans, and some machine-written 
works have even received higher ratings for rhythm and 
aesthetic appeal. 

Yet literary creation has never been merely a technical 
exercise. Human writing does not originate from statistical 
probability but from consciousness. It carries memories, 
contradictions, cultural inheritance and emotional scars 
accumulated over a lifetime. A novel is rarely just a sequence 
of well-constructed sentences; it is an interpretation of 
existence. While AI can emulate style with remarkable 
precision, it cannot experience loss, love, exile or hope. 
It can describe grief, but it has never mourned. That 
distinction continues to shape the emotional authenticity 
readers associate with human literature. 

The debate becomes even more intriguing when readers 
themselves enter the equation. Research consistently 
shows that literary judgement is influenced not only by 
the quality of a text but also by perceptions of authorship. 
Identical passages may be evaluated differently depending 
on whether readers believe they were written by a human 
or generated by AI. Human-authored works are frequently 
regarded as more authentic, even when blind evaluations 
reveal little measurable difference in quality. The psychology 
of authorship, it seems, remains as important as the words 
themselves.  This bias reflects a deeper philosophical 
question. Readers do not simply consume language; 
they seek intention behind language. Literature is valued 
because it represents another consciousness reaching 
across time and culture. Knowing that a novel emerged 
from lived experience often enriches its meaning. Machines 
can generate narratives, but they cannot claim ownership 
of experience in the human sense. Their creativity remains 
derivative—not because the output lacks sophistication, 
but because the process lacks subjective awareness.

Even so, dismissing AI as a mere imitation engine 
would underestimate the scale of the technological 
transformation underway. Artificial intelligence already 
performs exceptionally well in brainstorming, editing, 
summarising, stylistic adaptation and language 
refinement. For journalists, researchers and novelists alike, 
AI has become less a competitor than a powerful creative 

instrument. It accelerates routine tasks, broadens stylistic 
possibilities and allows writers to devote greater attention 
to interpretation, structure and original insight.

Indeed, the most compelling finding emerging from 
contemporary research is that the strongest creative 
outcomes often arise not from competition between 
humans and machines, but from collaboration. AI 
contributes speed, linguistic flexibility and computational 
efficiency; human creators contribute judgement, 
emotional intelligence and cultural understanding. 
Together, they can produce work that neither could easily 
achieve independently. 

This collaborative future also reshapes the role of the 
author. Tomorrow's writer may resemble an editor, curator 
and intellectual architect as much as a solitary creator. 
Originality will increasingly depend not on producing 
every sentence unaided but on framing better questions, 
selecting stronger ideas and imbuing machine-assisted 
drafts with distinctly human perspective. In this emerging 
landscape, creativity shifts from the mechanics of writing to 
the architecture of thought.

The larger implication extends beyond literature. Artificial 
intelligence challenges long-held assumptions about what 
creativity actually means. If originality is defined solely 
by novelty, machines are rapidly approaching human 
capability. But if creativity also requires intention, moral 
imagination and lived experience, humanity retains an 
advantage that algorithms cannot simply compute.

The future of literature, therefore, is unlikely to be 
defined by a contest between human authors and artificial 
intelligence. It will be shaped by an evolving partnership in 
which technology expands the boundaries of expression 
while human consciousness continues to supply 
meaning. Machines may learn to write with astonishing 
sophistication, but the stories that endure will still be those 
that illuminate what it means to be human. n

Chawa Nandini Meghana is a research scholar and poet. 
Originally conceived as an academic research paper, this 

article has been editorially curated by the Cult Current team 
to align with the magazine’s long-form narrative style, while 
faithfully retaining the author’s original research, arguments 

and intellectual framework.



T he date of June 16, 2026, will be etched onto the 
global strategic map as a moment of tectonic 
geopolitical shift. On this day, the United States 
Department of Defense finalized a decision that 

effectively reversed the ambitious grand narrative constructed 
in 2018: the celebrated operational structure known as the 
US Indo-Pacific Command. Reverting the title back to its 
historic moniker—US Pacific Command—is far more than 
a routine bureaucratic adjustment. It represents the official 
manifestation of a “strategic contraction” whose echoes have 
reverberated since the inception of Donald Trump’s second 
presidential administration in January 2025.

When the Trump administration initially appended the 
prefix “Indo-” to the Pacific Command in 2018, the gesture 

The Shrinking 
Pacific

The dropping of the term 'Indo' from 
Washington's strategic lexicon is not 
merely a change in nomenclature; 
it is an official acknowledgment of 
the clouds of uncertainty hovering 
over the concept of the Indo-Pacific. 
It bears witness to the widening gap 
between the Potomac's 'transactional 
realism' and its global partnerships.

Anwar Hussain
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was widely hailed as a formal recognition of India’s rising 
maritime stature and a symbolic endorsement of the 
“confluence of the two seas.” Today, however, Washington 
appears to be stepping back from that expansive maritime 
vision. This retreat has induced an acute sense of strategic 
vertigo across the regional capitals that had calibrated their 
defense architectures beneath the protective canopy of 
American power.

Definitional Ambiguity and the Conflict of 
Geography

The conceptual foundation of the Indo-Pacific has always 
perched precariously at the intersection of geographic 
ambiguity and strategic ambition. A definitive consensus 
regarding the precise boundaries of this maritime domain 

never truly materialized. While Washington traditionally 
viewed the Indo-Pacific as extending from the western 
coast of the United States to the western coast of India, 
New Delhi envisioned a far more expansive theater 
stretching all the way to the littoral waters of East Africa. 
This clash of definitions served simultaneously as the 
strategic strength and the structural vulnerability of the 
Indo-Pacific construct.

The deliberate excision of the word “Indo” represents the 
ultimate resolution of this definitional uncertainty. It raises 
a pivotal question: Is the United States actively decoupling 
India from the core strategic axis that was once lauded 
as the defining partnership of the twenty-first century? 
In diplomatic parlance, nomenclature is never merely 
symbolic; it serves as a formal declaration of national 
priority and security commitment. When Washington 
removes the echo of the Indian Ocean from its primary 
military theater, it inadvertently cedes the very strategic 
space that expansionist powers like China have sought to 
claim for decades.

73
। JULY, 2026 ।

73



Transactional Realism in the Trump 2.0 Era
When Donald Trump re-entered the White House in early 

2025, it quickly became apparent that his “America First” 
doctrine would operate with heightened transactional 
intensity. Doubts immediately resurfaced regarding the 
future trajectory of multilateral mechanisms like the 
Quad—comprising India, Japan, Australia, and the United 
States. While defense analysts held out hope for tighter, 
security-centric groupings such as AUKUS and the SQUAD, 
the prevailing philosophy of the administration prioritizes 
burden-sharing and transactional cost over shared 
democratic values.

The renaming of the Pacific Command reflects this 
revived transactional realism. Subtle signals emanating 
from Washington suggesting the possibility of a bilateral 
“G-2” understanding between the United States and China 
reveal that the Indo-Pacific framework may no longer 
function for America as a normative strategic ideal, but 
rather as a flexible economic calculation. This shift delivers 
a sharp wake-up call to allied nations that treated American 
security guarantees as immutable truths. Regional capitals 

are now forced to confront a reality where Washington’s 
military footprint extends primarily to those frontiers where 
direct American commercial interests clearly outweigh 
strategic liabilities.

Institutional Continuity Versus Symbolic 
Realignment

Although official statements from the Pentagon insist that 
the name change carries no operational consequences for 
the command’s mission, geographic area of responsibility, 
or deployment capacity, symbolism in global statecraft 
carries weight equivalent to physical force. Returning to the 
historic “US Pacific Command” resurrects the ghost of the 
late twentieth-century “Asia-Pacific” era—a period when 
India was not integrated as a core structural component of 
the regional security architecture.

If daily military operations are intended to remain 
unchanged, the diplomatic urgency behind altering the 
command’s name demands explanation. The answer lies 
in Washington’s internal imperative to reduce the weight 
of its global security commitments. This institutional 
maneuver serves as the prelude to a broader strategic 
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detachment. Regional powers that spent the last decade 
reorienting their naval doctrines, diplomatic outreach, 
and trade corridors around the Indo-Pacific axis now find 
that foundational pivot trembling beneath them. The 
psychological impact forces regional allies to aggressively 
reassess their own strategic autonomy.

The Legacy of Shinzo Abe under Strain
The contemporary Indo-Pacific concept owes its origin 

to the vision articulated by the late Japanese Prime 
Minister Shinzo Abe in his seminal address regarding 
the “Confluence of the Two Seas.” Abe argued that the 
Indian and Pacific Oceans must be treated as a single, 
interconnected strategic space, noting that dynamic shifts 
in one ocean inevitably impact the shores of the other. 
This strategic philosophy inspired non-regional powers—
including European nations such as Germany, France, and 
the Netherlands—to formulate their own formal Indo-
Pacific guidelines and project naval presences into the 
region.

With the removal of the term “Indo,” Abe’s maritime 
symphony runs the risk of becoming unraveled. If the 

Pacific command detaches its primary strategic identity 
from the Indian Ocean, the integrated maritime security 
framework painfully constructed over the past eight 
years risks fragmentation. Such a structural divide offers a 
strategic windfall to China’s “String of Pearls” strategy—the 
very expansionist network that the Indo-Pacific alliance 
was explicitly engineered to counter.

The Emerging Architecture of Self-Reliance
In this transitional landscape, like-minded regional 

democracies must mentally prepare for a security 
environment less reliant on centralized American 
leadership. Diversifying defense partnerships has shifted 
from a diplomatic preference to an existential requirement. 
If the United States chooses to contract its primary focus 
back to the Pacific theater, India and its regional partners 
must accelerate the development of an independent, 
resilient security architecture across the Indian Ocean 
basin. Regardless of the reassuring language contained 
in Pentagon press releases, the broader reality indicates a 
return to strategic isolationism. The renaming of the Pacific 
Command may well mark the beginning of the end for 
the post-World War II rules-based international order that 
Washington spearheaded for over eight decades.

A Diminishing Horizon and the Path Ahead
Ultimately, this structural pivot exposes a sobering 

truth: the “Indo-Pacific” risks reverting to a mere political 
catchphrase if regional stakeholders do not step up to 
sustain it. Washington’s recalibration demonstrates that 
while the strategic commitments of superpowers remain 
fluid, core national interests are eternal. The disappearance 
of “Indo” from the command’s title sends a clear message 
to New Delhi: the protection of Indian Ocean sea lines of 
communication cannot wait on decisions made along the 
banks of the Potomac.

If the region is to maintain a cohesive, balanced 
equilibrium, the primary engine of strategic initiative 
must shift away from Washington toward a multipolar axis 
anchored by New Delhi, Tokyo, and Canberra. Rather than 
viewing the shrinking of the Pacific as a setback, regional 
powers can treat this moment of strategic contraction as 
a vital catalyst for mature, self-directed security leadership 
across the Indo-Pacific. n
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FLIX

IS TRISHA 
QUITTING 
MOVIES?

Hold your breath, south 
cinema lovers! The internet 
went into a complete 
meltdown over rumors 

that screen queen Trisha Krishnan 
is bowing out of showbiz. Out of 
nowhere, social media was flooded 
with wild whispers claiming the 
stunning actress was hanging up her 
acting boots for good. Heartbroken 
fans were already penning tearful 
goodbyes, thinking it was the end 
of an era! But hold the drama—the 
diva herself stepped in to shut down 
the chatter before it got out of hand! 
Serving top-tier sass, Trisha laughed 
off the retirement rumors with a 
hilarious response, making it crystal 
clear that she isn't going anywhere 
anytime soon. Talk about popping 
that gossip bubble! Naturally, the 
internet did what it does best: 
exploded with epic memes. One fan 
quipped, "It’s the rumors that need 
to retire, not Trisha!" From total 
panic to full-blown comedy, this viral 
frenzy proves once again that while 
movie town churns out wild rumors 
faster than light, Trisha knows 
exactly how to slay the narrative! 
Spill the tea, girl! n






