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Resilience and Responsibility

Dear Readers,

Every edition of PRAVASI INDIANS is a journey across ideas, voices, and experiences
that shape our times. This August issue brings together eleven powerful narratives —
each distinct, yet all bound by a common thread: resilience, responsibility, and the search
for meaning in a changing world.

Our Cover Story, penned by Ambassador SANJAY KUMAR VERMA, reminds us that
humanitarian assistance is more than compassion — it is credibility. From the Indian
Ocean tsunami to Vaccine Maitri, India’s evolution from recipient to dependable respond-
er reflects a new grammar of diplomacy, where solidarity itself becomes strategy.

In National Awakening, SUDHANSHU RANJAN revisits Bal Gangadhar Tilak, whose
Gitd Rahasya transformed philosophy into politics. Tilak’s insistence on Karmayoga gave
India’s freedom struggle a moral foundation, reminding us that ideas can ignite revolu-
tions as surely as actions.

The Economy section captures India at a turning point. DR. NILAY RANJAN SINGH
explains how the RBI’s concessional swap facilities defend the rupee amid global storms.
SATISH SINGH explores the debate over polymer banknotes, asking whether trust can
be printed on tougher, cleaner currency. And B. SHEKHAR situates India in the global
supply chain, not as a mere consumer market but as a trusted producer — exporting resil-
ience as much as goods.

Our Book Review by DR. VED MITRA SHUKLA introduces Neera Kashyap’s Cracks
in the Wall, a debut in adult fiction that etches lives fractured by violence and loneliness,
yet illuminated by resilience and hope. Literature, here, becomes both mirror and balm.

In Behind the Curtain, MADHU SEN’s interview with SANDEEP DUTTA reveals the
artistry of light design. His work reminds us that illumination is not technical support but
storytelling itself — a philosophy that earned him the Sangeet Natak Akademi Award.

The Mohammed Rafi essay by DR. VENKATESJ GANAPATHY traces how a boy imitat-
ing a fakir’s chant became the voice of generations. Rafi’s journey from Punjab to Bom-
bay’s studios is a testament to discipline, devotion, and the power of song to define an era.

Heritage finds its place in SUNITA DWIVEDI’s piece on the Piprahawa relics. The
return of the Peppe Collection jewels to India is not just preservation — it is reclamation,
recentering Kapilvastu in the global Buddhist imagination.

Our Hindi features deepen the edition’s range. DR. PRASHANT SINHA'’s

g confronts the mounting crisis of urban waste, reminding us that garbage is
not merely filth but a reflection of lifestyle and responsibility. And in I[fSte], ACHA-
RYA DINAIK explains astrology as a guide to selfunderstanding, where the Janam
Kundli becomes a map of opportunities and challenges rather than fixed destiny.

Together, these eleven stories form a mosaic of India — a nation negotiating crises,
rediscovering heritage, reimagining philosophy, and exporting trust. They remind us that
resilience is not only about surviving adversity but about transforming it into strength,
whether through diplomacy, economics, literature, or art.

As Publisher, I invite you to read this edition not as a collection of articles but as a con-
versation — between past and present, between India and the world, between struggle and
hope. May these stories inspire reflection, responsibility, and renewal.

Happy reading PRAVASI INDIANS!
ﬂg&w
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We would love to hear from you. We also invite diaspora members to
write for us and share their experiences
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COVER STORY

SANJAY KUMAR VERMA, a 1988batch Indian Foreign Service officer
and former Ambassador to Sudan, Japan, and Canada, argues that
e when disaster strikes, the world notices aircraft, ships, and rescue
teams rushing in. Yet behind those dramatic images lies something
deeper: humanitarian assistance as a measure of credibility, com-
passion, and international responsibility. “This journey,” he notes,
"has been shaped by recurring crises at home and a civilisational
ethos of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam. From the Indian Ocean tsunami
to Vaccine Maitri, India’s evolution from recipient to dependable
responder reflects not just resilience, but a new grammar of diplo-
macy — one where solidarity becomes strategy, and relief becomes
a bridge to global leadership”

12-14 18-19

Mumbaibased banking commentator SATISH

H E R |TAG E SINGH writes that India’s currency is more than a

SUNITA DWIVEDI, who has travelled and covered the Buddhist medium of exchange — it is a symbol of trust. "As
heritage along the Asian Silk Road and authored five travel- the Reserve Bank of India reexamines the case for
ogues, says the sacred Piprahawa relics’ return to India marks polymer banknotes, the debate goes beyond paper
a watershed moment in the preservation of Buddhist heritage, versus plastic. The real question is whether tough-
adding “For the first time in more than a century, the jewels er, cleaner notes can withstand India’s climate
from the Peppe Collection — once threatened by auction and cashintensive economy, while balancing cost,
abroad — now stand reunited with relics preserved in India, convenience, and security.”

displayed in a stupa like pavilion at Delhi's Qila Rai Pithora.”

This grand exposition, The Light and the Lotus: Relics of the 2 0' 2 3

Awakened One, not only showcases treasures spanning over o Our Bengaluru Bureau

Chief B. SHEKHAR ob-
serves: "History is once
again at a turning point.
) | After America’s post-
el war dominance, Japan’s

two millennia but also recenters Kapilvastu, the ancient home-
land of the Buddha, in the global Buddhist imagination.

15-17

ECO N O MY industrial miracle, South Korea's rise, and China's
Dubaibased CEO of State Bank of India, DIFC, DR. NILAY RAN- transformation into the factory of the world, the
JAN SINGH, argues that India’s external finances have rarely spotlight is now shifting to India. No longer just
faced such a perfect storm: wardriven oil spikes, collapsing FDI, a vast consumer market, India is emerging as a
and relentless portfolio outflows. In mid2026, with reserves trusted producer — from premium smartphones
sliding and the rupee under siege, the RBI revived a familiar but and aerospace components to pharmaceuticals
potent weapon — concessional swap facilities. By mobiliz- and specialty chemicals. Redefining global supply
ing diaspora deposits and leveraging foreign borrowings, the chains with scale, skill, and reliability in an era
central bank sought to defend the currency without choking where resilience matters more than cost, trust has
growth, reviving a playbook that has steadied India before. become India’s greatest export.”
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24-25

BOOK REVIEW

DR. VED MITRA SHUKLA, Associate Professor of
English at Rajdhani College, University of Delhi,
reviews Neera Kashyap's debut in adult fiction.
Cracks in the Wallis both lyrical and unsettling.
Drawing on her journalistic eye and literary craft,
Kashyap etches lives fractured by violence, lone-
liness, and spiritual longing — yet illuminated by
resilience and hope. "Her collection confronts un-
comfortable truths while reminding us that even
through the deepest cracks, light can stream in.”

28-29
MOHAMMED RAFI

DR. VENKATESH GANAPATHY, Faculty Member
at ICFAI Business School, traces how Moham-
med Rafi — a boy from a small Punjabi village
imitating a wandering fakir's chant — became
the voice that defined generations. “From a
humble beginning to the bustling studios of
Bombay, Rafi's journey was marked by disci-
pline, devotion, and a rare gift that would soon
captivate millions." This essay explores the
formative years that shaped Rafi into the soul
of Indian cinema.

30-32
NATIONAL AWAKENING

Senior journalist and columnist SUDHANSHU RANJAN remembers
Bal Gangadhar Tilak on his death anniversary, describing him as
more than a fiery nationalist — a thinker who reimagined scripture
as a call to action. "In his Gita Rahasya, written during his Mandalay
jail term, Tilak rejected centuries of renunciatory interpretations
and proclaimed the Gita's true essence as Karmayoga. By turning
philosophy into politics, he gave India’s freedom struggle a mor-

al foundation, transforming the sacred text into a manifesto for
Swaraj.”

34-37
BEHIND THE CURTAIN

Delhi-based senior journalist, MADHU SEN, interviews the mas-
ter of spot light design, SANDEEP DUTTA on behalf of PRAVAS/
INDIANS magazine. Known for blending technology with artistic
nuance, Dutta has transformed performances across dance and
theatre. His artistry earned him the prestigious Sangeet Natak
Akademi Award in 2023 for stage light design.

38-39
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VASUDHAIV KUTUMBAKAM

INDIA'
HUMANITARIAN
DIPLOMACY

When disaster strikes, the world notices the aircraft, ships, and
rescue teams that rush in. Yet behind those dramatic images
lies something deeper: humanitarian assistance as a measure of
credibility, compassion, and international responsibility. For India,
this journey has been shaped by recurring crises at home and a
civilisational ethos of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam. From the Indian
Ocean tsunami to Vaccine Maitri, India's evolution from recipient
to dependable responder reflects not just resilience, but a new
grammar of diplomacy — one where solidarity becomes strategy, and
relief becomes a bridge to global leadership.

=

‘ & BY SANJAY KUMAR VERMA
T

With a diplomatic career spanning 37 years, the author served as
India’'s Ambassador to Sudan, Japan, and Canada. Until recently,
he was Chairperson of the Research and Information System for
Developing Countries (RIS), a leading think tank, focused on the
Global South and international economic issues. His interests lie
in foreign policy, security, technology, and the global economy.

hen disaster strikes, diplomacy is usually

not the first thing people notice. What they

see instead are military aircraft, naval ships,

rescue teams and field hospitals. Those im-

ages matter. They tell affected societies

something important about the countries that arrive quickly,
stay engaged and help rebuild after the headlines fade.

Humanitarian assistance deserves to be seen a little

6 | PRAVASI INDIANS | AUGUST 2026

differently today. It remains an act of compassion, but it is
also a practical part of international engagement.

World Humanitarian Day, observed every yearon 19 August,
is a useful reminder of that reality. It honours humanitarian
workers who serve, often at great personal risk, in conflict
zones, disaster areas and public health emergencies.

For much of the twentieth century, diplomacy was
understood largely through familiar instruments: political
engagement, economic cooperation and military power.
Development assistance occupied a separate space,
particularly in relations between developed and developing
countries. That distinction has gradually faded.

Today's crises do not fit neatly into diplomatic categories.
Climate change, pandemics, armed conflict and supply-chain
disruptions move across borders quickly, and they often hit
countries far from where the original problem began. In that
sense, humanitarian emergencies are no longer local events.
Their effects travel, and they often travel far.

This changing landscape has altered expectations of
international leadership. Increasingly, countries are judged
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not only by the size of their economies or the sophistication
of their diplomacy, but also by their ability to respond when
others face adversity. The ability to provide assistance
beyond national borders has become an important measure
of international responsibility.

Unlike many other instruments of foreign policy,
humanitarian cooperation is not directed against another
country. A field hospital established after an earthquake,
relief supplies delivered after a cyclone or technical assistance
to improve disaster preparedness do not seek to alter the
balance of power. They seek to reduce human suffering. Yet
they often produce lasting political consequences. Countries
seldom forget those who stand beside them in moments of
national adversity. During nearly four decades in diplomacy, |
came to appreciate that governments negotiate agreements,
but societies remember solidarity. In international relations,
that distinction matters.

There is another, less discussed, dimension to this
evolution. The idea of providing global public goods,
whether through public health, disaster
preparedness, climate resilience, maritime
security or capacity building is no longer

is not this underlying philosophy, but the scale, speed and
institutional capability with which India can now translate
that philosophy into action.

The turning point came in December 2004.

The Indian Ocean tsunami caused immense devastation
across the region. Indiaitself suffered heavily along its eastern
coastline and in the Andaman and Nicobar Islands. Yet even
while responding to the disaster at home, it dispatched naval
ships, aircraft, medical teams and relief supplies to Sri Lanka,
the Maldives and Indonesia.

Looking back, the significance of that moment lay less in
the volume of assistance than in what it revealed. India had
reached a stage where it could manage a major humanitarian
emergency at home while simultaneously assisting others.
That marked more than the success of a relief operation.
It reflected the emergence of a new confidence in India's
regional role.

Over the following two decades, humanitarian assistance
ceased to be an occasional response to exceptional
circumstances. It became an increasingly
visible expression of India’s engagement
with its neighbourhood, the Indian Ocean

confined to economic theory. It has Governments Region and, progressively, the wider
become an increasingly relevant measure negotiate developing world.

of international engagement. The common India's emergence as a dependable
thread is not charity. It is responsibility. ag reements, humanitarian responder was not accidental.

This shift has particular significance for
the developing world.

A growing number of countries in
the Global South now possess the
institutions, operational experience and
technological capabilities to assist others
while continuing to address significant
developmental challenges at home.

India's evolution over the past two
decades offers an illuminating example of
this broader change.

For much of its post-Independence
history, India figured prominently in
international humanitarian discussions because of the scale
of disasters it confronted within its own borders. Earthquakes,
cyclones, floods, droughts and, more recently, public health
emergencies repeatedly tested national institutions. Those
experiences were often painful, but they also became
powerful teachers. Disaster management gradually evolved
from an administrative responsibility into a national capability.
Institutions became stronger. Scientific forecasting improved.
Civil-military coordination deepened. The establishment of
the National Disaster Management Authority and the National
Disaster Response Force reflected a growing recognition that
effective disaster response required permanent capabilities
rather than ad hoc arrangements.

India’s humanitarian outlook, however, is based on the
age old civilisational adage — Vasudhaiv Kutumbakam. Its
contemporary disaster-response capabilities rest on this
older foundation. What has changed over the last decade

8 | PRAVASI INDIANS | AUGUST 2026

but societies
remember solidarity.
Humanitarian
missions are more
than relief — they
are expressions of
national credibility.

It was the outcome of decades of learning
from its own vulnerabilities.

many countries, disasters are
exceptional events. For India, they have
been recurring realities. Cyclones along the
eastern coast, earthquakesin the Himalayas,
floods across the Indo-Gangetic plains,
droughts, tsunamis and, more recently,
the COVID-19 pandemic have repeatedly
tested national institutions. Every crisis
exposed weaknesses. Equally, every crisis
compelled improvements in preparedness,
coordination and institutional capacity.

Over time, those repeated experiences changed India’s
disaster-management system in a very real way. What
began as a response to emergencies at home gradually
became a broader national strength. The National Disaster
Response Force acquired specialised expertise. The Indian Air
Force refined its strategic airlift capability. The Indian Navy
expanded its role as a first responder across the Indian Ocean.
Scientific forecasting, communications and civil-military
coordination improved steadily. None of these developments
was undertaken with humanitarian diplomacy in mind. Their
original purpose was domestic resilience. Yet capabilities
developed for national emergencies inevitably expanded
India’s ability to respond beyond its borders.

There is another dimension that is likely to shape the
future of humanitarian cooperation. Technology is steadily
transforming the way disasters are anticipated, managed
and recovered from. Satellite imagery now enables rapid



damage assessment. Artificial intelligence is improving
risk modelling and resource allocation. Drones are reaching
communities cut off by floods and earthquakes. Digital public
infrastructure is helping governments identify beneficiaries
and deliver assistance more efficiently. India’s strengths in
space technology, digital public infrastructure, affordable
innovation and public health place it in a favourable position
to share practical solutions that many developing countries
can adapt to their own circumstances. The future of
humanitarian cooperation will depend not only on the speed
with which relief reaches affected communities, but also on
the intelligence, connectivity and resilience that technology
can provide before disaster strikes.

The operations that followed reflected this evolution.

Operation Maitri, launched after the devastating
Nepal earthquake in 2015, demonstrated the value of
preparedness, proximity and trust. Geography undoubtedly
helped. So did decades of close political, cultural and
people-to-people ties. The speed of India’s response was
important. Equally significant was the confidence with
which the operation was received.

Operation Rahat, undertaken later that year during the
conflict in Yemen, illustrated a different aspect of India’s
approach. The evacuation of 6,688 Indian nationals was
itself a major logistical achievement. Less noticed, but
equally significant, was the evacuation of 1,947 citizens
from more than forty other countries. Every government has
an obligation to protect its own citizens. The willingness to
extend that protection to others, wherever circumstances

www.pravasindians.com

permit, carries a different diplomatic resonance.

For the Indian diaspora, humanitarian missions carry
an additional significance. They reinforce confidence that
India possesses both the capability and the political will to
protect its citizens overseas while also extending assistance
to others. That reassurance strengthens emotional bonds
with India and enhances the country’'s reputation among
communities that often serve as informal ambassadors of
India’s values and capabilities.

Operation Dost, following the earthquakes in Tirkiye
and Syria in 2023, reaffirmed that India had moved well
beyond ad hoc humanitarian responses. Specialised search-
and-rescue teams, field hospitals and relief supplies were
mobilised over considerable distances within remarkably
short timelines. Such operations are possible only when
institutional capabilities have matured over many years.

The COVID-19 pandemic presented a different test
altogether. The challenge was not evacuation or disaster
relief but global public health. As one of the world's largest
producers of vaccines and generic medicines, India assumed
responsibilities that extended well beyond its own borders.
Through Vaccine Maitri, vaccines, medicines and medical
equipment reached partner countries at a time when access
to essential supplies remained deeply unequal.

Humanitarian operations often capture public attention
because they are dramatic. Aircraft land amid damaged
infrastructure. Naval ships arrive carrying relief supplies.
Medical teams begin work within hours of a disaster.
Such images communicate compassion. They also reveal
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something less obvious: institutional competence.

During my diplomatic career, | came to appreciate that
countries judge one another not only by their declarations but
by their ability to deliver when circumstances become difficult.
A humanitarian mission is therefore much more than an
operational exercise. It is an expression of national credibility.

That helps explain why humanitarian cooperation has
become a valuable diplomatic asset.

Its significance lies not simply in the assistance delivered
but in the confidence it generates. Credibility, after all, cannot
be improvised during a crisis. It is accumulated through
consistency, professionalism and the quiet assurance that
commitments made in ordinary times will be honoured when
circumstances become extraordinary.

India’s humanitarian engagement reflects this philosophy.
Assistance has generally been extended without political
conditionalities or ideological expectations. That does not
suggest humanitarian action is detached from national
interest. No country’s foreign policy operates in that manner.
Rather, it reflects an understanding that durable influence
grows more readily from reliability than from dependency.

There is another aspect that deserves greater attention.

Most discussions of humanitarian assistance focus on
emergency response. However, the more enduring contribution
lies elsewhere. Training disaster-management professionals,

10 | PRAVASI INDIANS | AUGUST 2026
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strengthening early warning systems, sharing technological
solutions and helping partner countries develop their own
institutional capacities may not generate dramatic headlines,
but they often produce far greater long-term impact.

Relief saves lives.

Capacity building changes futures.

That simple distinction may ultimately define the next
phase of India's humanitarian engagement. It also provides
the bridge to a broader question: how does humanitarian
cooperation fit within India’s larger engagement with the
Global South and the evolving architecture of international
relations?

If India's humanitarian engagement has acquired greater
visibility over the past decade, it is also because the
international environment has changed in profound ways.

The worldis witnessing a return of geopolitical competition.
Rivalries among major powers increasingly shape debates on
trade, technology, critical minerals, maritime security and
supply chains. Yet these contests unfold against a backdrop
of shared vulnerabilities. Climate change respects no political
boundaries. Pandemics spread irrespective of ideology.
Earthquakes and cyclones spare neither allies nor adversaries.
Governments, more and more, find themselves navigating
a world in which strategic competition and humanitarian
cooperation coexist.



This has altered the grammar of diplomacy.

For much of the twentieth century, diplomacy was primarily
about negotiating differences. Today, it must also manage
common challenges. The ability to cooperate during crises
has become almost as important as the ability to compete
during periods of strategic rivalry. Humanitarian cooperation
is one of the few areas where national interests and collective
interests often reinforce rather than contradict one another.

That is precisely why it deserves to be viewed as an
investment in long-term stability rather than simply as
emergency assistance.

India has generally sought to respond to requests
rather than prescribe solutions. Assistance has tended to
complement national priorities identified by partner countries
rather than impose externally determined conditions. Equally
important, emergency relief has been accompanied by
training, technology sharing, institutional cooperation and
capacity building.

A relief aircraft eventually returns home. A field hospital
is dismantled once the emergency has
passed. Training imparted to disaster
managers, technologies adapted to local
conditions and institutions strengthened
through cooperation continue to serve
societies long after international headlines
have faded.

Perhaps that is where
comparative advantage lies.

For more than six decades, the Indian
Technical and Economic Cooperation
(ITEC) programme has quietly trained
professionals from all over the world.
The subjects have ranged from public
administration and information
technology to renewable energy, public
health, disaster management and
governance. These programmes rarely
attract the attention that accompanies high-profile relief
missions. Yet their cumulative impact on institutional
capacity has been considerable.

The same philosophyis visible in India’s wider development
partnerships.

Whether through the Development Partnership
Administration, the MNeighbourhood First policy, SAGAR
and its more recent articulation through MAHASAGAR, or
initiatives undertaken during India’'s G20 Presidency and the
Voice of Global South Summit, a common thread becomes
evident. Each seeks, in different ways, to expand the
capacities of partner countries rather than merely respond
to immediate needs.

Seen individually, these initiatives belong to different
policy domains. Taken together, they reveal something
more significant. They point towards an expanding Indian
contribution to what are increasingly described as global
public goods.

The expression is often associated with economics.

India’s

India’s humanitarian
engagement shows
that Whlle emergency ountries instinctively understand.
aid is vital, the
greater legacy lies in
training, technology
sharing, and building
institutions that
endure beyond crises contributing something equally significant:

e Www,pravasmdians. com

Increasingly, it belongs equally to diplomacy.

Vaccines that arrest the spread of disease beyond national
borders, digital public infrastructure that improves financial
inclusion, satellite-based early warning systems, maritime
safety, resilient infrastructure, affordable medicines and
technical training all generate benefits extending well beyond
the country that provides them. Their value lies not only in
what they deliver today, but also in the vulnerabilities they
reduce tomorrow.

This is where humanitarian engagement acquires a larger
strategic meaning.

For many countries across the Global South, the challenge
is no longer simply recovering from disasters. It is preventing
recurring disasters from reversing decades of development
gains. Climate resilience, disaster preparedness, public health
security and institutional capability have become integral to
economic development itself.

India’s own experience gives it a measure of credibility
in addressing these concerns. It speaks not from the
perspective of a country that has escaped
such challenges, but from that of a society
that has repeatedly confronted them and
gradually built stronger institutions in
response.

That is a perspective many developing

It also suggests a broader evolution in
India’s foreign policy.

For decades, India argued that the voices
of developing countries deserved greater
representation in international decision-
making. That remains an important
objective. Increasingly, however, India is

practical solutions shaped by its own
developmental experience.
Representation remains important.

Contribution is becoming indispensable.
The distinction is subtle, but it reflects a deeper
transformation. Leadership in the twenty-first century is
likely to depend less on the ability to speak for others and
more on the ability to work with them in addressing common
challenges.

For many countries across the Global South, the
challenge is not only recovering from disasters. It is making
sure that one crisis does not erase years of development
progress. Climate resilience, disaster preparedness, public
health security and institutional capability are now part of
development itself.

That is where India's experience carries weight. It
speaks not as a country untouched by these problems, but
as one that has repeatedly faced them and built stronger
institutions in response. In that sense, India's growing role
in humanitarian diplomacy reflects something larger than a
widening diplomatic footprint. It reflects a different way of
thinking about international responsibility. l
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KAPILVASTU ON WORLD
BUDDHIST MAP

The return of the sacred Piprahawa relics to India marks a
watershed moment in the preservation of Buddhist heritage. For the first
time in more than a century, the jewels from the Peppe Collection — once

threatened by auction abroad — now stand reunited with relics
preserved in India, displayed in a stupa like pavilion at Delhi's Qila
Rai Pithora. This grand exposition, The Light and the Lotus: Relics of
the Awakened One, not only showcases treasures spanning over two
millennia but also re centers Kapilvastu, the ancient homeland
of the Buddha, in the global Buddhist imagination.

BY SUNITA DWIVEDI

Author has travelled and covered the Buddhist heritage along
the Asian Silk Road and authored five travelogues — Buddha in
Gandhara [2020]; Buddha in Central Asia- A Travelogue [2014];
Buddhist Heritage Sites of India [2017, 2005]; /n Quest of the
Buddha: A Journey on the Silk Road [2009], and On the Buddha's
Trail in Bangladesh (April, 2026).

he ongoing International Ex-

position of the Piprahawa

Relics from Kapilvastu, or-

ganized by the Ministry of
Culture in Delhi, marks a landmark
moment in India’'s cultural history.
For the first time in over a century,
the sacred Piprahawa Jewels from
the Peppe Collection have returned
to their homeland, reunited with
relics preserved in India. Displayed
in a stupalike structure within
the gardens of Qila Rai Pithora, the
exhibition brings together master-
pieces of Buddhist art from the Na-
tional Museum, the Indian Museum,
and the Archaeological Survey of In-
dia, in collaboration with the Inter-
national Buddhist Confederation and
the Indira Gandhi National Centre for
the Arts.
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A Landmark Exposition

Titled The Light and the Lotus: Relics
of the Awakened One, the exhibition
was inaugurated by Prime Minister
Narendra Modi in January 2026 and
runs through July. Featuring over 80
objects spanning the 6th century
BCE to the present, it includes relics
from the Piprahawa excavations of
1898 and 1972, sculptures, manu-
scripts, thangkas, and ritual objects
— all narrating stories from the life of
the Buddha.

The Government of India's deci-
sive intervention in 2025 halted the
proposed auction of the Piprahawa
Jewels in Hong Kong by descendants
of W.C. Peppe through Southby's.
Legal action was threatened in In-
dian and Hong Kong courts, as well
as through international bodies, on

grounds that the relics constituted
inalienable religious and cultural her-
itage. The auction was dropped, and
the jewels returned to India, exempli-
fying the nation’s resolve to protect
and restore its treasures.

Piprahawa and Kapilvastu
The exposition highlights the importance
of Piprahawa village in Siddharthnagar
district, Uttar Pradesh, believed to be the
burial site of a portion of the Buddha's
ashes. Though part of the Buddha Marg
pilgrimage route, Piprahawa has not yet
achieved the prominence of Kushinagar,
the site of the Buddha's Mahaparinirva-
na, and still lacks infrastructure for pil-
grims and tourists.

The relics preserved at the Indian
Museum in Kolkata are believed to be
2,300 vears old. They were uncovered



in 1898 by W.C. Peppe, who found a
sandstone chamber containing cas-
kets — one of crystal holding ashes
and bone fragments believed to be of
the Buddha. Most of the 1,800 gems
went to Kolkata, while Peppe retained
about a fifth, including amethysts,
corals, garnets, pearls, rock crystals,
shells, and gold.

Buddhists believe these gems, bur-
ied in the stupa around 240-200 BCE
with the Buddha's cremated remains,
are imbued with his presence and must
be treated as corporeal relics.

Kapilvastu: The Great Departure

Kapilvastu rose to fame as the site of
the Buddha's Great Renunciation —
his departure from palace life to seek
Enlightenment. Nestled in the Hima-
layan foothills, Kapilvastu was the

o0
The return of the
Piprahawa Jewels is
more than a cultural
triumph —itis a
reclamation of India’s
Buddhist heritage
and a reaffirmation of
Kapilvastu's place in
the global imagination.

capital of the Sakyan kingdom in the
6th century BCE, named after sage
Kapila. Here Prince Siddharth spent 29
years before leaving for ascetic life.

www.pravasindians.com

Excavations at Piprahawa by
Peppe in 1898 revealed a relic cas-
ket inscribed with references to the
Buddha's relics and the stupa
built by the Sakyas. Later excavations
by the ASI (1971-77) led by Dr. K.M.
Srivastava uncovered more reliquaries
and inscriptions, including “Om Deva-
putra Vihare Kapilvastu Bhikkhu
Sanghasa’”

Surrounding the stupa are ruins
of viharas, with cells arranged around
courtyards, storerooms, kitchens, and
bathing places. Excavations at nearby
Ganwaria uncovered palace ruins and
viharas, believed to represent the an-
cient township of Kapilvastu.

The Kapilvastu Controversy

The location of Kapilvastu remains
contested. Indian  archaeologists
identify Piprahawa as the site, while
Nepali scholars, notably Prof. Basant
Bidari, argue for Tilaurakot, 27 km
from Lumbini. Nepal has conducted
extensive excavations at Tilaurakot,
uncovering citadel walls, palace struc-
tures, monastic complexes, coins,
terracotta figurines, and a Mauryan-
period brick tank. UNESCO, with sup-
port from Japan, initiated a multidis-
ciplinary project in 2014 to conserve
and investigate Tilaurakot, now on its
Tentative World Heritage List.

Visitors to Tilaurakot today see
fortified walls, gateways, palace ruins,
viharas, and ancient water bodies. The
site’s grid iron layout and Kushanera
coins attest to its antiquity.

Two Sites, One Legacy

Piprahawa in India and Tilaurakot
in Nepal lie less than 70 km apart,
easily traversed across the Indo-Ne-
pal border. Their contiguity suggests
they may represent parts of the
same Kapilvastu. As historian Deba-
la Mitra noted, however, the remains
of Kapilvastu may be sought in the
mounds around Piprahawa rather
than at Tilaurakot.

Conclusion

The Piprahawa relics, now reunited in
India, embody both the sanctity of the
Buddha's corporeal remains and the en-
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during debates over Kapilvastu's loca-
tion. Whether Piprahawa or Tilaurakot,
both sites illuminate the Buddha's early
life and the Sakyan republic’s history.
The Delhi exposition not only restores
national treasures but also reaffirms In-
dia’s role in safeguarding Buddhist heri-
tage for the global community.

(Article is based on author's visit to
the villages of Piprahawa and Gan-
waria in Uttar Pradesh, India and Ti-
laurakot in Nepal.)

References:

Southby’s Hong Kong postpones the
auction of Piphrawa Gems of the
Historical Buddha scheduled on May
7.2025 'In light of the matters raised
by the Government of India and with

o0
Whether Piprahawa
in India or Tilaurakot
in Nepal, Kapilvastu

endures as the
sacred landscape of
the Buddha’s Great
Renunciation — a site
where history, faith,
and archaeology
converge.

the agreement of the consignors, al-
lowing fresh discussion between the
parties (https:/www.pib.gov.in).

Also, see Batty Davi's article on
The Guardian on Auction of Piphar-
wa Gems of the Buddha postponed
after India’s legal threat (https:/
www.theguardian.comword/2025/
may/07/)

The Union Ministry of Culture
issued a legal notice dated May
5.2025 to Sotheby’s Hong Kong and
Mr. Chris Peppé, the heirs of William
Claxton Peppé, demanding immediate
halt of the ‘The Piprahwa Gems of the
Historical Buddha' auction. (available
on Instagram). @
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RBI'S DIASPORA LIFELINE:
CONCESSIONAL SWAPS
TO SHIELD THE RUPEE

India’s external finances have rarely faced such a perfect storm:
wardriven oil spikes, collapsing FDI, and relentless portfolio outflows.
In mid2026, with reserves sliding and the rupee under siege, the RBI
reached for a familiar but potent weapon — concessional swap facilities.
By mobilizing diaspora deposits and leveraging foreign borrowings, the
central bank sought to defend the currency without choking growth,
reviving a playbook that has steadied India before.

BY DR NILAY
RANJAN SINGH
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%

With 22 years of experience in
banking, the author currently serves
as the Chief Executive Officer of
State Bank of India, DIFC, Dubai. He
has authored a collection of Hindi
poems titled Kaner Ke Phool and
contributed to a management book
and World Encyclopaedia on UN
SDGs. He has also received several
international accolades, including
the recent ‘CEO of the Year’ award in
the Middle East.

he Iran—America war of 2026
dealt a severe blow to global
economies. Oil prices surged
past $100 per barrel, supply
chains were disrupted, and most cur-
rencies came under pressure while
the dollar strengthened. By June, In-
dia's foreign reserves had slipped
from a February peak of $728 billion
to around $682 billion. The rupee
crossed 96 against the dollar and hov-

ered near 95, briefly stabilizing before
sliding again. With Brent crude elevat-
ed due to the Hormuz crisis, the Re-
serve Bank of India (RBI) turned to a
familiar but rarely used strategy: tap-
ping the diaspora through concession-
al swap facilities to shore up reserves
and stabilize the rupee.

A Familiar Tool Revived

The RBI unveiled a concessional for-
eign exchange swap facility for FCN-
R(B) deposits and External Commercial
Borrowings (ECBs). Running until Sep-
tember 30, 2026, the scheme aimed to
attract foreign currency inflows, stabi-
lize the rupee, and strengthen external
finances without resorting to interest
rate hikes that could dampen growth
and sentiment. This was not the first
time the central bank had relied on
such a measure; similar schemes had
been deployed in 1998, 2000, and
2013 during earlier crises.

The FCNR(B) Swap Facility
Under the 2026 scheme, banks can
raise fresh foreign currency deposits

from NRIs, OCls, and Persons of Indian
Origin with maturities of three to five
years. Mobilization runs from June 8 to
September 30. Banks sell the dollars to
the RBI at the prevailing reference rate
and agree to buy them back at maturi-
ty at the same rate. The RBI bears the
hedging cost—roughly 3—-3.5% annual-
ly—eliminating swap costs for banks.
Key features include:

o Oneyear lockin period for deposits.

e Swaps cannot be cancelled before
maturity.

e Deposits exempt from CRR and SLR
requirements.

e Window open until October 16,
2026, for deposits mobilized by Sep-
tember 30.

This structure makes FCNR(B) deposits
highly attractive, both for banks and
for depositors, by removing the usual
hedging burden.

The ECB Swap Facility

In parallel, the RBI offered a conces-
sional swap for eligible ECBs raised by
public sector undertakings with matur-
ities of three years or more. Drawn be-
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tween June 8 and December 31, 2026,
the swap is available at a fixed 1.5%
per annum—well below the market
hedging cost of 3.5-4%. This window
remains open until January 15, 2027.
Together, the FCNR(B) and ECB facili-
ties represent a coordinated attempt to
attract foreign capital without destabi-
lizing domestic interest rates.

Why Now?

The timing reflected extraordinary pres-
sures: tariff shocks, collapsing net FDI,
and the Iran—America war. The most
immediate trigger was the dramatic fall
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in FCNR(B) inflows—from $7.08 billion
in FY25 to just $946 million in FY26, an
86% decline. Portfolio outflows of $45
billion since CY24, elevated crude prices,
and geopolitical tensions compounded
the rupee’s weakness.

Declining FDI

Gross FDI inflows rose to $94.53 billion
in FY26, but net FDI fell to just $7.65
billion after accounting for capital out-
flows and repatriation. Monthly net FDI
even dipped into negative territory in
May. With 70% of gross inflows being
retained earnings of existing firms, only

30% represented fresh capital. This
erosion of net inflows heightened the
urgency for RBI intervention.

Avoiding Rate Hikes

The RBI chose swap subsidies over
interest rate hikes. Inflation was sup-
plyside driven by oil, not excess demand.
Raising rates would have worsened in-
flation and slowed growth. By incen-
tivizing banks to attract NRI deposits,
the RBI sought to strengthen reserves
without undermining investment and
consumption. This approach allowed
the central bank to address balanceof-



payments pressures while preserving
growth momentum.

The Leverage Proposition
The scheme's twist lies in lever-
age. NRIs can borrow multiple times
their own capital and deposit the
combined sum in FCNR(B) accounts.
For example, $1 million of equity
plus $9 millionborrowedfundsyieldsa
$10 million deposit. At 6-7% returns,
leveraged gains can reach 9-18%
annually.

Expected inflows: $50-80 billion,
largely through leveraged loans. Banks

have raised FCNR(B) rates by 200-300
basis points to 6—7% for threetofiveyear
maturities. This combination of high-
er rates and subsidized hedging costs
makes the scheme particularly attrac-
tive.

Historical Precedents
e 1998 Resurgent India Bonds (RIBs):
Raised $4.23 billion amid sanctions
and crisis.
e 2000 India Millennium Bonds:
Raised $5 billion.
e 2013 FCNR(B) Swap Window: An-
nounced by Raghuram Rajan, attracted
$34 billion, stabilized the rupee, and
proved remarkably successful.

Each scheme leveraged diaspo-
ra capital to defend the rupee and
strengthen reserves. The 2026 initia-

o0
By reviving
concessional swap
facilities, the RBI turned
to India’s diaspora as
a financial lifeline —
stabilizing the rupee,
strengthening reserves,
and proving once again
that resilience can
be mobilized across
borders.

tive builds on this legacy, offering even
more generous terms.

Impact on GDP and Growth

The scheme influences GDP through
multiple channels:

e Currency stabilization: Prevents
sharp depreciation, inflation, and im-
port cost escalation.

o Reserves: Expected to rise to $720-
750 billion, bolstering monetary stabil-
ity.

e Banking liquidity: Deposit growth
projected to rise 14—16% in FY27, nar-
rowing the creditdeposit gap by nearly

e WWW.pravasindians.com

1 lakh crore.

o Credit growth: FCNR(B)backed lend-
ing improves profitability and supports
economic activity.

The RBI projects FY27 GDP growth at
6.2—-6.5%, driven by resilient consump-
tion and improved external financing.
Stabilized reserves and stronger bank-
ing liquidity are expected to underpin
this growth trajectory.

Banking Sector Relief

Banks benefit from spreads of 60-65
basis points on FCNRbacked lending
versus wholesale deposits. Liquidity
pressures ease, borrowing costs soft-
en, and profitability improves. Chal-
lenges remain in arranging liquidity for
leveraged deposits, but the scheme
strengthens the sector’s resilience. By
narrowing the creditdeposit gap, banks
can support broader economic activity
without resorting to expensive whole-
sale borrowing.

Many Chapters, One Playbook

The 1998 RIBs, 2013 FCNR(B) swap,
and 2026 scheme are chapters in the
same playbook: India's distinctive
strategy of mobilizing diaspora capital
during crises. Each adapted to its era—
high coupons in 1998, concessional
swaps in 2013, and zero hedging costs
with leverage in 2026.

The common thread is leverage:
banks multiplying customer equity to
generate inflows. The impact has con-
sistently been positive—stabilizing the
rupee, strengthening reserves, financ-
ing deficits, and restoring confidence.

Conclusion

As India faces volatile global condi-
tions, the FCNR leverage loan tem-
plate remains a powerful instrument
in the RBI's arsenal. It underscores
the enduring financial bond between
India and its diaspora and highlights
the country’s ability to craft creative
solutions to external sector chal-
lenges. By reviving a tested strategy,
the RBI has once again demonstrat-
ed its capacity to defend the rupee,
stabilize reserves, and support
growth without compromising do-
mestic stability. H
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POLYMER NOTES

PROMISE AND
PRACTICALITY FOR INDIA

India’s currency is more than a medium of exchange — it is a symbol of
trust. As the Reserve Bank of India re examines the case for polymer
banknotes, the debate goes beyond paper versus plastic. The real
question is whether tougher, cleaner notes can withstand India's climate
and cash intensive economy, while balancing cost, convenience, and
security. Polymer notes promise durability and advanced anti counterfeit
features, but their practicality lies in careful calibration, phased adoption,

BY SATISH SINGH

A Mumbai-based columnist, the author
currently serves as an Assistant General
Manager with SBI.

he debate on polymer, or

plastic, banknotes is not new

to India. Yet with the Reserve

Bank of India once again ex-
amining the possibility, the question
has acquired fresh relevance in the
larger discourse on currency manage-
ment. The issue is not simply wheth-
er notes should be made of paper or
plastic, but whether polymer notes
are feasible in a country as vast, di-
verse, cashintensive, and climatically
challenging as India. Who would ben-
efit, who might face inconvenience,
and can they meaningfully address
problems such as black money, cor-
ruption, hawala transactions, or ter-
ror financing?

What Polymer Notes Are

India’s existing notes are printed on
specialised cottonbased paper, not
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and realistic expectations.

ordinary paper. Polymer notes, by con-
trast, use a plastic substrate. Countries
such as Australia, Canada, the UK, and
New Zealand have adopted them, cit-
ing durability, resistance to moisture
and dirt, and stronger security features
against counterfeiting.

Climate and Durability

India’s climate and cashintensive econ-
omy provide the strongest argument
in favour. Humidity, rain, sweat, dust,
heat, and high turnover shorten the life
of notes. In mandis, bus stands, railway
stations, and rural markets, notes pass
from hand to hand at extraordinary
speed. Polymer notes do not tear eas-
ily, resist water damage, and remain
cleaner for longer. This could reduce
the cost of withdrawing, sorting, and
replacing soiled notes.

Systemic Adjustments

Feasibility, however, goes beyond
printing. India’s vast currency ecosys-
tem — ATMs, cash vans, notesort-
ing machines, vending machines, and
cashprocessing centres — would all
need recalibration. Thickness, friction,
flexibility, and machinereadable fea-

tures differ from cotton notes. Banks,
shopkeepers, and the public would
need education on identifying and han-
dling the new notes.

Costs and Denominations
Polymer notes are costlier to print
initially, but last two to three times

Polymer notes should
neither be hailed
as a miracle nor

dismissed as a fad.
They can improve
cash management
if introduced with
prudence, preparation,
and public trust.
o0

longer. Over their life cycle, they may
prove cheaper. India would need to
assess which denominations offer the
highest benefit. Lowervalue, highcir-
culation notes may be the best start-



ing point to test durability, machine
compatibility, and public convenience.

Impact on Currency Management
Polymer notes would not directly affect
GDP or inflation. Their impact would be
administrative: cleaner notes, fewer
replacements, reduced costs for banks,
and improved quality of cash in circu-
lation. Small traders and rural consum-
ers would benefit from fewer disputes
over torn or dirty notes.

Limits Against Black Money

Expectations must remain realistic.
Polymer notes may be harder to coun-
terfeit, but they cannot eliminate black
money or corruption. These arise from
opaque transactions, benami assets,

tax evasion, and weak enforcement —
not from the material of a banknote.
Polymer notes can raise the techno-
logical barrier against counterfeiters,
but hawala and terror networks often
shift to alternative routes such as gold,
crypto, or trade-based laundering.

Banks and Public Use

Banks would benefit from fewer soiled
notes, but face initial costs in recali-
brating machines and training staff.
Customers would need guidance on
identifying genuine polymer notes. For
everyday users, advantages include
durability and cleanliness, but incon-
veniences may include slipperiness,
sticking while counting, and difficulty
folding. For visually impaired citizens,
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tactile markers and note sizes would
require careful design.

Environmental Concerns

Polymer notes are plastic, but their
longer life and recyclability may reduce
environmental costs. If recycling chains
are weak, however, disposal could cre-
ate new problems. A full lifecycle en-
vironmental assessment is essential
before adoption.

Cleaner, more durable
notes may ease
disputes in mandis
and rural markets, but
the real cleansing of
the economy comes
not from plastic or
paper — it comes from
policy, transparency,
and enforcement.

The Way Forward

The most practical path is a phased ex-
periment. A pilot project should begin
with limited denominations in selected
regions — humid cities, hilly areas, hot
zones, metropolitan markets, and rural
cash centres. Independent evaluation
should measure note life, counterfeit
detection, ATM compatibility, public re-
sponse, banking costs, recycling feasi-
bility, and security impact.

Conclusion

Polymer notes should neither be hailed
as a miracle nor dismissed as a fad.
They can improve the quality of cash
management if introduced with pru-
dence, preparation, and public trust. In
India, currency is not just a medium of
payment; it is a symbol of confidence.
Any new note must be convenientin the
pocket, acceptable in machines, eco-
nomical for banks, difficult for criminals,
and trustworthy for citizens. l
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MANUFACTURING

THE WORLD KNOCKS AT
INDIA'S DOOR

History is once again at a turning point. After America’s post war
dominance, Japan's industrial miracle, South Korea's rise, and China’s
transformation into the factory of the world, the spotlight is now shifting.
India is no longer just a vast consumer market—it is emerging as the
trusted producer the world needs. From premium smartphones and
aerospace components to pharmaceuticals and specialty chemicals, India
is redefining global supply chains with scale, skill, and reliability. In an
era where resilience matters more than cost, trust has become India’s

' BY B SHEKHAR

The author, based in Bengaluru, is our
South India Bureau Chief.

istory occasionally witness-

es moments when economic

gravity shifts. The postwar

decades belonged to Amer-
ica. Later, Japan and South Korea
emerged as industrial marvels. The
first two decades of the twentyfirst
century were dominated by China’s
rise as the factory of the world.

Today, another transformation is
underway. India is steadily positioning
itself as the world's most reliable sourc-
ing destination for products, services,
technology, engineering capabilities and
innovationled manufacturing. What be-
gan as a lowcost outsourcing model has
evolved into a sophisticated ecosystem
serving global supply chains across mul-
tiple strategic sectors.

India as the “Plus One”

Geopolitical tensions are reshaping
trade routes and supply chains. Multi-
national corporations are unwilling to
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greatest export

depend excessively on a single geogra-
phy. The concept of “China Plus One”
has moved from boardrooms into glob-
al business strategy. Increasingly, India
is emerging as the preferred “Plus One”
destination.

This transformation is not acciden-
tal. It is the result of policy reforms,
digital infrastructure, demographic
advantages, entrepreneurial energy,
improved ease of doing business and
growing investor confidence.

Manufacturing Renaissance
India’'s manufacturing resurgence is
visible across sectors once consid-
ered difficult to build domestical-
ly—electronics, aerospace, defence
systems, pharmaceuticals, specialty
chemicals, automotive components,
solar equipment, engineering goods,
toys, rail infrastructure and advanced
IT products.

The world now views India not
merely as a market of 1.4 billion con-
sumers but as a trusted producer.

Trust is becoming India’s greatest
export.

Apple's expanding footprint in India
is perhaps the strongest endorse-

Global Top 10 Manufacturing
Countries 2026
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ment. A decade ago, manufactur-
ing premium iPhones in India for
global markets seemed improbable.
Today, India produces the entire
iPhone lineup, including premium
models, for export.

Global consumer brands—from
Sensodyne to Unilever, Nestlé, GSK,
Cummins, Caterpillar and Bosch—are
sourcing from Indian facilities. The
complexity of products being man-



ufactured reflects rising confidence.
India is no longer exporting only la-
bourintensive products; it is exporting
intelligence-intensive products.

Defence, Railways and Chemicals

India’s defence manufacturing has
gained international buyers for indig-
enous missile systems, naval plat-
forms, aerospace components and
defence electronics. The railways
ecosystem is supplying locomotives
and engineering expertise abroad.

Global corporations
now see India not just
as a vast consumer
market but as a
dependable producer
anchoring resilient
supply chains.

www.pravasindians.com

Notably, Jupiter Tatravagonka Rail-
wheel Factory (JTRWF) signed a
10year, ¥1,000-1,500 crore contract
with Slovakian giant Tatravagonka to
supply 50,000 wheelsets annually to
Europe from 2027.

Specialty chemicals are another
success story. Driven by "China+1" di-
versification and local demand, the In-
dian market is projected to reach $100
billion, creating immense opportunities
for exports and innovation.

Anchored by Policy and Talent

India’s rise as a premier manufacturing
alternative is anchored by Production-
Linked Incentive (PLI) schemes across
14 strategic sectors, establishing
hubs in Noida, Hosur and Sriperum-
budur. Global supply chains benefit
from India’s vast technical talent pool
and compliance frameworks designed
to foster resilience.

The pharmaceutical industry of-
fers perhaps the clearest example.
During global health crises, countries
discovered their dependence on Indian
pharmaceutical manufacturing. That
experience altered perceptions—In-
dia was no longer just a supplier, but a
strategic partner.
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The Five Dimensions of
Competitiveness
Modern supply chains now evaluate
countries on five critical dimensions:

e Trustinreliable deliveries

e Quality consistency

e Scalability of production

e  Compliance with global stan-

dards

e Innovation & Sustainability
India’s future as a sourcing hub will de-
pend less on being cheaper and more
on being better.

What began as low
cost outsourcing
has evolved into

a sophisticated
ecosystem spanning
electronics, defence,

pharmaceuticals,
chemicals and rail

infrastructure.
o0

The Mindset Shift

India’s next leap requires a transforma-

tion of mindset:

e Manufacturing Leaders: Compet-
ing solely on price must end. Quality
should be a competitive advantage.
Factories must evolve into innova-
tion centres, prioritising R&D, au-
tomation, digitisation, sustainability
and workforce training.

e Bureaucracy: Government must
shift from regulator to facilitator.
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“India has become one of
Apple’s most important
growth and manufacturing
destinations, with a steadily
expanding role in the
company’s global supply
chain. Apple’s growing
production footprint
demonstrates confidence
in India’s long-term
manufacturing capabilities.”
-Tim Cook, CEO, Apple

“India can take the lead”
in applying advanced
technologies such as Artificial
Intelligence across industries
including manufacturing,
supply chains, life sciences
and enterprise operations. He
cites India’'s talent pool and
digital infrastructure as major
advantages.”

-Christian Klein, CEO, SAP

Key Indicators

» India has emerged among the
world’s largest manufacturing
economies.

» Manufacturing exports have
expanded significantly across
electronics, engineering goods,
pharmaceuticals, specialty
chemicals, defence products and
auto components.

» Engineering goods remain
among India’s largest export
categories.

» Smartphone exports have
become one of India’s fastest-
growing export segments.

» Apple assembled approximately
55 million iPhones in India
during 2025, representing nearly
25% of global iPhone production,
compared to about 36 million
units in 2024.

» Research firms estimate
India’s share of global iPhone
manufacturing has risen from
approximately 6% in 2022 to
nearly one-fourth of global
output by 2025-26.

» India has become one of the
world's largest exporters of
pharmaceuticals, supplying
medicines to more than 200
countries.

» The country is among the largest
producers of vaccines globally
and remains a critical supplier
to international healthcare
systems.

India on the Rise

» Manufacturing continues to
expand across sectors, with
8 percent growth recorded
in November 2025, led by
automobiles, pharmaceuticals
and metals.

» Industrial activity remains
robust, with IIP growth reaching
7.8 percent in December 2025,
the highest in over two years,
followed by 4.8 percent growth
in January 2026, driven by
manufacturing expansion.

» India’s total exports reached
arecord Rs. 69.76 lakh crore
(US$ 825.30 billion) in FY25,
registering a 6.1 percent year-
on-year growth, driven primarily
by robust growth in services
exports which experienced a
13.6 (YoY) increase.



“India has the potential to
become a great
superpower. Understanding
and removing barriers
can enable companies to
establish themselves for
trade, manufacturing, or any
type of business in
India. The combination of a
simplified business
environment, overall
prosperity growth, and
population growth represents
a very powerful
engine.”

-Sundar Pichai CEO, Google

“Make-In-Indiais aLion’s
Step. FDI for me is First
Develop India and then
Foreign Direct Investment.
Industrialists don't come
because of incentives, need
to create development and
growth-oriented environment.”
-Prime Minister Narendra Modi

India is moving
beyond labour
intensive goods
to premium
smartphones,
aerospace
components, missile
systems and
specialty chemicals

Speed, predictability and transpar-
ency are as important as incentives.
¢ Political Leadership: Industrial pol-
icy must transcend electoral cycles.
Investors seek continuity and sta-
bility in infrastructure, education,
energy security and logistics.

o Workforce: Demographic advantage
must be matched by skills. Workers
must manage automation, analyse
data, ensure quality and contribute
to innovation. Continuous learning
must become cultural.

Sustainability Imperative

The next generation of sourcing will
be defined not only by productivity but
also by responsibility. Global custom-
ers expect environmental stewardship,

www.pravasindians.com

ethical labour practices and sustainable
manufacturing. India's rise must there-
fore be accompanied by leadership in
green manufacturing, renewable energy
adoption, water conservation and circu-
lar economy practices.

The countries that dominate the future
will not be those that manufacture the most,
but those that manufacture responsibly.

Conclusion

India stands at a historic inflection
point. The world is searching for trust-
ed partners capable of supporting re-
silient, diversified and innovationdriven
supply chains. Few nations possess In-
dia's unique combination of scale, tal-
ent, democracy, entrepreneurial energy
and technological capability.

The opportunity is not merely to
become another manufacturing des-
tination, but to become the world's
most trusted sourcing hub. Achieving
this vision will require discipline, quality
consciousness, policy consistency, in-
frastructure excellence and relentless
commitment to global standards.

If China became the factory of the
world through scale, India can be-
come the sourcing partner of the world
through trust, innovation and reliabil-
ity. The coming decade may well be
remembered as the period when India
moved from participating in global sup-
ply chains to shaping them. ll
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| BOOK REVIEW

THROUGH THE CRACKS

In Cracks in the Wall, Author Neera Kashyap steps boldly into adult
fiction with stories that are as lyrical as they are unsettling. Drawing
on her journalistic eye and literary craft, she etches lives fractured
by violence, loneliness, and spiritual longing — yet illuminated
by resilience and hope. This finely wrought collection confronts
uncomfortable truths while reminding us that even through the
deepest cracks, light can stream in.

- -J
| BY DR. VED MITRA
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Though an Associate Professor of
English at Rajdhani College, University
of Delhi, the author is equally proficient
in English and Hindi.

eera Kashyap, by profes-

sion a journalist with long

experience in print and de-

velopmental journalism, has
also made a significant mark in Indi-
an English literature. Her background
in social and health communication
informs her writing, while her literary
contributions span children’s stories,
young adult fiction, poetry, short fic-
tion, essays, and reviews. This breadth
of work demonstrates her refusal to
be confined to a single genre or age
group. Kashyap's prose often carries
the cadence of poetry, with imagery
and lyrical lines woven seamlessly
into her narratives. As Gita Hariha-
ran aptly notes on the book’s cover:
“In language both precise and poetic,
Neera Kashyap's stories are fine etch-
ings of the visible and secret lives of
people, places and events.”

A Debut in Adult Fiction

Cracks in the Wall marks Kashyap's
debut in adult fiction. The collection
comprises twentysix short stories, ac-
companied by a glossary and kinship
terms — a thoughtful addition, given
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the regional flavor of the narratives.
Hindi, Bangla, Urdu, Sanskrit, and oth-
er linguistic elements enrich the tex-
ture of the book, grounding the stories
in India’s diverse cultural milieu.

Most of these stories first appeared
in respected journals and magazines
such as Out of Print, Muse India, Setu,
The Bombay Literary Magazine, Border-

In twenty six finely
etched stories, Neera
Kashyap confronts
domestic violence,
loneliness, and spiritual
quests — revealing
cracks in families and
society, yet letting light
stream through.
o0

less Journal, and Indian Review. Their
prior publication underscores the time
and care invested in shaping them, as
well as the critical feedback Kashyap
absorbed from editors across platforms.

Themes and Social Strata

Drawing on her journalistic eye, Kashy-
ap writes with a keen awareness
of ground realities. Her characters
emerge from varied classes, cultures,
and genders, their dialogues alive with
authenticity. The stories collectively at-

tempt to capture life in its multiplicity
— familial, societal, and psychological
struggles, as well as spiritual quests
and dreams that deepen our under-
standing of the human psyche.

The blurb summarizes the collec-
tion's intent: “Cracks in the Wall is a
collection of short stories that deal
with attempts to heal. It reveals mul-
tifaceted struggles — mental, familial,
societal — individuals confront as they
navigate their fears, traumas and de-
sires through their lives.”

The Title Story

The eponymous story, Cracks in the
Wall, is particularly compelling. It
addresses gender inequality and do-
mestic violence with sensitivity and
layered analysis. The narrative begins
with proceedings of a women's court,
where Gulabi lodges a complaint
against her husband Ram Prasad. The
abuse depicted is not limited to phys-
ical violence but extends to verbal
humiliation, suspicion, fear, and psy-
chological control. Kashyap does not
shy away from realism: abusive epi-
thets like kuttiya, randi, and daayan
are used to capture the harshness of
Gulabi's predicament.

Dialogues sharpen the story's fo-
cus. One villager asserts: “We know
how to put our women in their place.
Physical, mental and all that doesn’t
matter. They must obey, not answer
back, not go astray like this.” To which
Anandi, a counsellor, responds: “Show-



Pages: 300 pages

ing a woman her place is different from
crushing a woman in that place.”(p. 83).

Gulabi embodies the dilemma of
countless village women — trapped
by economic dependence, responsibil-
ity for children, and parental reluctance
to support daughters. Ram Prasad,
meanwhile, symbolizes entrenched
patriarchy, intent on controlling a
woman'’s individuality and dignity.

The story's power lies in its mul-

CRACKS IN THE WALL

Author: Neera Kashyap

Publisher: Olive Turtle, a Niyogi Books Pvt Ltd publication
Year of Publication: Dec 2025

Price: 595/- (Paperback)

400.90/- (Kindle Edition) Category: Stories
ISBN:978-81-19626-45-8
(Also available on Amazon Asia-Pacific Holdings Pvt Limited)

tilayered portrayal: even Sushama,
a social activist advocating for Gu-
labi, is herself a victim of domestic
abuse. Kashyap reveals how women
fighting for justice externally may
remain silent sufferers within their
own homes. The metaphorical title
resonates deeply: the “cracks” signify
fractures in families, marriages, com-
munities, and within women them-
selves. Yet, the conclusion offers a
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glimmer of hope — light streaming
through the cracks as counsellors ar-
rive to support Sushama.

Other Stories

While Cracks in the Wall anchors the
collection in women's discourse, other
stories broaden its thematic canvas.
Narratives that Live explores loneli-
ness and spirituality; The Silent Tree
delves into a child's psychology and
inner conflict; Where Love is No Driv-
er critiques materialistic love; Mother
of All Beings reflects on the relation-

From village courts to
inner conflicts, Cracks
in the Wall captures
women's dilemmas and
human struggles with
poetic precision, leaving
readers with questions
that linger long after the
last page.

o0

ship between nature and humanity.
Across these narratives, Kashyap con-
sistently foregrounds human values,
environmental consciousness, gender
equality, and the supremacy of spiri-
tuality over materialism.

Conclusion
Neera Kashyap's Cracks in the Wallis a
finely wrought collection that combines
journalistic insight with literary craft.
Her stories are not only about women'’s
struggles but about the fractures and
healing processes within Indian society
at large. They leave readers with un-
comfortable questions — and therein
lies their success.

This debut in adult fiction deserves
a place in contemporary Indian English
literature, both in academia and among
lovers of fiction. Kashyap's voice is pre-
cise, poetic, and deeply humane, mak-
ing Cracks in the Walla significant con-
tribution to the short story form.
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| SPOTLIGHT

MADHYA PRADESH TOURISM

A LIVING HERITAGE ON
THE WORLD STAGE

Madhya Pradesh has taken another significant step towards global recognition
of its rich living heritage. The inclusion of the Maihar Band, the Agaria
iron-smelting tradition and Nimari cuisine in India’s National Inventory of
Intangible Cultural Heritage not only celebrates the state’s extraordinary
cultural diversity but also strengthens its case for future UNESCO recognition.

PRAVASI INDIANS BUREAU (PIB)

nder the leadership of Chief

Minister Dr Mohan Yadav,

Madhya Pradesh continues

to reinforce its identity as
India’s cultural heartland by preserving
and promoting its rich living traditions.
In a significant achievement, three of the
state’s unique cultural practices—the Mai-
har Band, the Agaria (Loh) iron-smelting
tradition, and Nimari cuisine—have been
inscribed in India’s National Inventory of
Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) by the
Sangeet Natak Akademi, the Government
of India’s nodal agency for safeguarding
intangible cultural heritage.

The recognition marks a major mile-
stone in preserving India’s living tradi-
tions while significantly strengthening
Madhya Pradesh’s prospects for even-
tual inscription on UNESCO’s Repre-
sentative List of the Intangible Cultural
Heritage of Humanity.

Expressing pride over the achieve-
ment, Dr Ilayaraja T., Secretary, Tour-
ism, Government of Madhya Pradesh,
and Managing Director, Madhya Pradesh
Tourism Board, said the inclusion re-
affirms the state’s commitment to safe-
guarding its living heritage and further
enhances its credentials for future UNES-
CO recognition.

Mr Abhay Arvind Bedekar, Ad-
ditional Managing Director, Madhya
Pradesh Tourism Board, described
the recognition as a celebration of
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cultur-
knowledge

the  state’s
al diversity,
systems and community traditions. He
noted that the inscription would

extraordinary
indigenous

not only  strengthen
conservation  efforts
but also provide a
major impetus to
heritage, cultural
and  experiential
tourism.

Agaria

Tradition
Practised for centuries by the Agaria
tribal ~ community, this  ancient
indigenous iron-smelting tradition con-
tinues to survive through traditional
furnaces, locally sourced iron ore and
charcoal, without modern industrial

Iron-Smelting —

technology. Beyond metallurgy, it re-
flects deep scientific knowledge of natu-
ral resources, sustainable production and

craftsmanship.
Skills such as ore selection, furnace
construction, temperature regulation

and metal refinement are still trans-
mitted orally through the traditional
guru-shishya system, making the practice
a remarkable example of India’s ancient
technological heritage.

Maihar Band: A Century of Musical
Excellence
Founded in 1918 by the legendary
Ustad Allauddin Khan under the patron-
age of Maharaja Brijnath Singh Judeo,
the Maihar Band is widely regarded
as the world’s first Indian classical
orchestra.
For over a century, the
.. ensemble has blended Indian
%, and Western instruments—
including the sitar, sarod,
esraj, violin, cello, harmoni-
um and tabla—while nurtur-
ing generations of accomplished
musicians. Its most distinctive
creation is the Nal Tarang, an innovative
percussion instrument fashioned from
tuned sections of discarded gun barrels,
found nowhere else in the world.
Following its acclaimed performance
at the Bhatkhande Music Festival in Luc-
know in 1924, the Maihar Band became
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a symbol of Madhya Pradesh’s rich mu-
sical heritage. In 2016, it received the
state’s highest cultural honour, the Shi-
khar Samman.

Nimari Cuisine: A Living Culinary
Tradition

The culinary heritage of the Nimar re-
gion, spanning Barwani, Khargone and
Burhanpur, reflects generations of tradi-
tional knowledge rooted in local agricul-
ture and community life.

Regional favourites such as
Dal-Pania, Bafla and Bhutte-ki-Kees
are prepared using indigenous recipes,
seasonal produce and traditional spice
blends. Served during festivals, family
gatherings and religious occasions, these
dishes embody the region’s hospitality,
cultural identity and enduring connec-
tion with its land.

( X )

From the Maihar Band
to Nimari cuisine,
Madhya Pradesh’s

living traditions now
shine on the world
tourism map —
strengthening its case
for future UNESCO

recognition.
o0

Strengthening Cultural Tourism

The inclusion of these three traditions in
India’s National Inventory of Intangible
Cultural Heritage further establishes Mad-
hya Pradesh as one of the country’s rich-
est repositories of living heritage. Beyond
national recognition, the inscription is ex-
pected to encourage conservation, empow-
er local communities, preserve traditional
knowledge and create new opportunities
for heritage and experiential tourism.

As the state continues to cele-
brate and safeguard its cultural legacy,
this achievement marks another import-
ant step towards global recognition,
further enhancing Madhya Pradesh’s
stature as one of India’s foremost
cultural destinations. H
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MOHAMMED RAFI

THE DAWN OF A LEGEND

Before he became the voice that defined generations, Mohammed
Rafi was a boy from a small Punjabi village, imitating a wandering
fakir's chant. From those humble beginnings to the bustling
studios of Bombay, his journey was marked by discipline, devotion,
and a rare gift that would soon captivate millions. This part traces
the formative years that shaped Rafi into the singer who would
become the soul of Indian cinemaome the soul of Indian cinema.

BY DR. VENKATESH
-~ GANAPATHY

Author is a Faculty Member, ICFAI
Business School, Bengaluru.

he Early Years

Mohammed Rafi's story begins in the
rustic village of Kotla Sultan Singh
near Amritsar, Punjab, where he was
born on 24 December 1924. The vil-
lage was modest, but it was alive with
the sounds of folk songs, devotional
chants, and the rhythms of daily life.
These sounds seeped into the young
boy’s consciousness, shaping his
musical instincts long before he ever
dreamed of cinema.

Childhood Influences

Rafi's earliest memory of music was
not from a formal stage but from
a wandering fakir. The fakir's soul-
ful chant echoed through the village
lanes, and young Rafi, barely a child,
began imitating the melody. At a local
fair, he repeated the chant with such
uncanny accuracy that the crowd
erupted in applause. That moment
revealed his gift — a voice that could

28 | PRAVASI INDIANS | AUGUST 2026




move hearts even without training.

His elder brother Hamid recog-
nized the spark and encouraged him
to pursue music seriously. Soon, Rafi
was learning under Ustad Bade Ghu-
lam Ali Khan and later Ustad Abdul
Wahid Khan, absorbing the intricacies
of classical ragas. This grounding in
classical music would later give him
the versatility to glide effortlessly
between devotional bhajans, roman-
tic ballads, patriotic anthems, and
playful duets.

Lahore Days

By the early 1940s, Rafi had moved
to Lahore, then a thriving cultural hub.
He sang for All India Radio Lahore,
performed at public concerts, and be-
gan to attract attention. His first play-
back opportunity came in 1944 with
the Punjabi film Gu/ Baloch. Though
modest, it marked the beginning of his
cinematic journey.

One anecdote from this period
captures his humility: after a perfor-
mance, a senior musician remarked,
“This boy's voice is like a river — it will
find its way to every shore!” Rafi, shy
and softspoken, simply smiled, un-
aware that destiny was already pre-
paring him for greatness.

Migration to Bombay
The turning point came in 1944 when
Rafi migrated to Bombay (now Mum-
bai). The city was buzzing with film
studios, composers, and actors. Intro-
duced to leading composers like Nau-
shad, Rafi quickly became part of the
vibrant film industry. His first Hindi film
song was for Gaon Ki Gori (1945), but
it was Naushad's Anmol Ghadi (1946)
that truly showcased his potential.
Naushad later recalled: “Rafi’s
voice had sweetness and strength. He
could sing with the innocence of a boy
and the depth of a sage. That duality
made him unique.”

Rising Star

By the late 1940s, Rafi was already
being recognized as a rising star. His
voice carried a rare blend of clarity
and emotion, capable of expressing
youthful exuberance and profound

From a fakir's haunting
chant in Kotla Sultan
Singh to the courtyards of
Lahore, Rafi's voice carried
the sincerity of Punjab’s

soil — a gift that would one

day enthral millions.
o0

The boy who mimicked

birds, carts, and mystics

became the man whose
voice embodied both
poetry and prayer —

Mohammed Rafi's roots in
Punjab shaped a
voice eternal.
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sorrow. In an era dominated by stal-
warts like K.L. Saigal, Rafi's adapt-
ability set him apart. He could sing
for any actor, any mood, any genre —
and make it believable.

Audiences began to notice. His
songs were not just melodies; they
were experiences. Whether it was
a romantic serenade or a patriotic
anthem, Rafi's voice seemed to em-
body the collective emotions of
a nation finding its identity after in-
dependence.

Emotional Depth

One of the most striking qualities of
Rafi's early singing was his emotional
depth. He once said, A singer must feel
the song before singing it. If | cannot feel
it, how will the listener? This philosophy
became his hallmark. Even in his early
years, he treated every song as a story,
every note as a heartbeat. l

TO BE CONTINUED...
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BAL GANGADHAR TILAK

GALVANIZING THE
COUNTRY THROUGH

THE GITA

Bal Gangadhar Tilak was more than a fiery nationalist; he was a thinker
who re imagined scripture as a call to action. In his Gita Rahasya, written
in Mandalay jail, Tilak rejected centuries of renunciatory interpretations
and proclaimed the Gita's true essence as Karmayoga — selfless duty. By
turning philosophy into politics, he gave India's freedom struggle a moral
foundation, transforming the sacred text into a manifesto for Swaraj.

BY SUDHANSHU RANJAN

The author is a senior journalist, columnist, and prolific writer who
retired from Doordarshan and All India Radio; he has authored

several books, notably Justice, Judocracy, and Democracy:

Boundaries and Breaches (Routledge) and Justice versus Judiciary:
Justice Enthroned or Entangled in India (Oxford).

al Gangadhar Tilak was a mul-

tifaceted personality endowed

with revolutionary ardour and

rare intellectual firepower. The
man who coined the slogan “Swaraj is
my birthright and | will have it” blazed
a trail through struggle and sacrifice to
make it a reality, so much so that Valen-
tine Chirol called him "the father of Indi-
an unrest.” Tilak fought with both sword
and pen, writing articles that aroused
people against unjust colonial rule, for
which he was sentenced to long terms
of imprisonment on charges of sedition.

A New Interpretation of the Gita

Tilak's masterpiece was the Sri
Bhagavadgita Rahasya, written during
hisincarcerationin Mandalayjail (1908—
1914). In it, he exploded the myth that
the Gita teaches sannyasa (renuncia-
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tion). This traditional exposition suited
the imperial government, encouraging
passivity. Tilak argued instead that the
Gita's essence is KarmaYoga — selfless
action without attachment to results. It
is Nikdma KarmaYoga (desireless ac-
tion), not renunciation.

This interpretation gave religious
sanction to the freedom struggle. Writ-
ten in Marathi as Gita Rahasya (also
called Karmayoga Shastra), it was quick-
ly translated into many Indian languages
and became a rallying point for Swaraj.
Tilak rejected the Buddhist doctrine of
conquering anger with nonanger, insist-
ing politics was a worldly game, not for
saints. He echoed Clausewitz's dictum
that war is politics by other means, in-
terpreting Krishna's words to mean that
if someone comes with a sword, one
must fight with a sword.

Mahatma Gandhi, however, inter-
preted the same verse as embodying
nonviolence and equal respect for all
religions. His exegesis was diametri-
cally opposite to Tilak's, though both
sought moral grounding in the Gita.

Rejection of Earlier Exegesis
Tilak rejected earlier commentaries
dominated by niv ttimarg (renuncia-
tion). He questioned why a text meant
toinduce Arjuna to fight should empha-
size only moksha marga. He inveighed
against Adi Sankara's Bhagavad Gita
Bhaya, which emphasized Advaita
Jnana — realizing "I am Brahman. For
Sankara, action cleanses the mind but
does not liberate. Tilak found this in-
congruous with the Gita’s context.
Sankara later moved towards de-
votion, as seen in Saundarya Lahiri, but
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Tilak remained silent on this shift. Other
exponents like Ramanuja emphasized
bhakti and Sara agati (total surrender).
Tilak, however, insisted that reviling
prav tti (active engagement) had led to
centuries of slavery. For him, the Gita
preached Karmayoga, making Jnana
and Bhakti recessive.

Writing in Jail

Tilak refused conditional release from
Mandalay, declaring he would not ef-
face himself from public life. He buried
himself in study, amassing 400 books,
learning Pali, German, and French,
and reading European Indologists. He
wrote Gita Rahasya in five months
(Nov 1910-Mar 1911), joining the
ranks of Bunyan, Voltaire, and Paine
who produced classics in prison.

Tilak concluded that the Gita is a book
of Karmayoga. Earlier commentators, he
argued, misinterpreted it to align with the
Prasthantrayi (Upani ads, Brahmasutra,
Gita), which emphasized renunciation. He
insisted the Gita’s tradition was congru-
ous only with the Bhagavata religion, not
renunciatory paths.

Conflict of Action and Renunciation
Tilak dwelt on whether a sthitaprajna
(steadyinmind sage) should contin-
ue performing action after attaining
knowledge. He explained that both
abandoning action and performing it
without desire for fruits are possible,
but Krishna unequivocally told Arjuna
that nobody can escape action.

Tilak cited parallels in Yogal/asiStha,
Ganesa Gita, and Aristotle, who argued
that both philosophy and political ac-
tivity are proper, but nonaction is not
superior. Tilak concluded that even a
sage must perform prescribed duties
with a disinterested mind, and that
Karmayoga and renunciation are equal-
ly valid paths to liberation.

o0
By redefining the Gita as a call to Karmayoga,

Varnasrama and Swadharma
Tilak spoke of action in terms of duties

Tilak gave India’s freedom struggle a moral of the four castes (var asrama dharma).
foundation — turning scripture into a Sankara too supported this system but
interpreted caste as an upadhi (illusory

manifesto fOI" Swaraj, equipment), not ultimate reality. Vino-

ba Bhave emphasized swadharma —

. . one's natural duty — warning against
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Rejecting centuries of passive exegesis,
Tilak insisted that selfless duty, not withdrawal,
was the true path — electrifying a nation to

rise against colonial rule.
o0

adopting another’s dharma. He illus-
trated with metaphors: a fish cannot
survive in milk, only in water.

Vinoba stressed that desireless
action benefits both individual and
society, while Gandhi echoed that
selfless service purifies. Vlivekananda
emphasized harmony with personal
dharma, while Aurobindo clarified that
the Gita's mention of caturvarna re-
ferred to ancient ideals, not the rigid
caste system.

Not Feasible to Give Up Karma

Tilak argued it is impossible to abandon
action altogether, as some actions are
natureborn. Wordsworth too empha-
sized wisdom gained from direct inter-
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action with nature over bookish knowl-
edge, showing that apparent inactivity
can still be meaningful action.

Gandhi’s Counter to Tilak

Gandhi contradicted Tilak on violence.
Writing Anasaktiyoga in Yerwada Jail
(1929), he kept Tilak's Gita Rahasya by
his side. Gandhi agreed that one must
renounce attachment, not action, but
insisted that detachment makes vio-
lence impossible. For him, the warinthe
Gita was allegorical — an inner conflict
between nable and ignoble tendencies.
He exhorted killing inner enemies like
anger and greed. Gandhi emphasized
the 26 godly virtues in Chapter 16, with
nonviolence foremost.

Using the Gita for the National
Movement
Tilak converted the Gita from a text of
personal salvation to one of national
action. Its new interpretation galva-
nized Indians to fight colonial rule.
Released from Mandalay, Tilak was
dismayed at Congress’s passivity. He
electrified youth with speeches:
“Freedom is my birthright...We ask
for Home Rule and we must get it. The
science which ends in Home Rule is
the science of politics and not the one
which ends in slavery. You have a soul
and | only want to wake it up.”

Conclusion

Tilak used the Gita to instill confidence in
a demoralized people, disabusing them
of guilt for engaging in worldly duties. His
reinterpretation gave philosophical le-
gitimacy to political action, transforming
the Gita into a weapon of national awak-
ening. Gandhi disagreed on violence but
shared Tilak's emphasis on selfless duty.
Together, their readings ensured the Gita
remained central to India’s moral and po-
litical imagination. Il
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| BEHIND THE CURTAIN

LIGHTS ON — AND THE
MAGIC BEGINS..

AN g

On stage, SANDEEP DUTTA emerges as the master of light design. In
this free wheeling conversation with PRAVASI INDIANS'
MADHU SEN, his exceptional talent shines through — blending
technology with artistic nuance to transform performers and their
craft. For reimagining the focus of spotlights and turning illumination
into storytelling, Dutta has been honoured with numerous awards,
including the coveted National Sangeet Natak Akademi Award,
2023, for stage light design. Excerpts...

34 | PRAVASI INDIANS | AUGUST 2026




What inspired you to opt for a career
in light design for events?

My inspiration came from watching
Ram Lila and other cultural perfor-
mances during Durga Puja celebra-
tions as a child.

When | came to Delhi in the late
1980s, | was fortunate to meet my
mentor and guide, Gautam Bhat-
tacharya, a renowned light designer.
He introduced me to R. K. Dhingra,
one of the founders of Modern Stage
Service, among the leading light

i
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and sound equipment house with
360-degree in-house facilities. Un-
der his guidance, | learnt both stage
lighting and sound, while immersing
myself in dance, theatre, and music
performances.

I soon realized how a single beam of
light could transform the entire mood
of a performance. In Indian culture,
light means ‘prakash’—that which re-
veals truth, beauty, and emotion. | was
taught not merely to illuminate the
stage, but to reveal the story through
light. That philosophy drew me into the
world of lighting design and continues
to guide my work and since has ever
remained my passion.

How have art and artists shaped your
concept about light design? Could you
share an anecdote or two?
Artists have been my greatest teachers.
During a rehearsal, the celebrated
Odissi dancer, Ranjana Gauhar, once
told me, "Your blue wash is washing
out my ‘abhinaya’ (nuanced expres-
sions). | need the audience to see the
tear in my eye!” That one sentence
taught me that lighting for dance must
first serve expression and clarity, and
only then beauty.

Not merely to
illuminate, but to reveal
the story — that is the

true dharma of light.
o0

On another occasion, while work-
ing with the renowned Bharatanatyam
artist, Geeta Chandran, on a
Bharatanatyam piece depicting ‘raudra
rasa, (The fierce expression) she asked
me to eliminate all white light. We used
only deep amber tones and shadows.

e Www.pravas/ndians. com

The result was stunningly powerful—
the makeup, expressions, and move-
ments acquired a far greater emotional
depth and intensity.

These kinds of experiences taught
me that every art form has its own
grammar of light, and a lighting design-
er must first understand the language
of the performance.

What are the challenges that creative
light designers face, and how do you
navigate such complex situations?

The biggest challenges are limited
time, limited budgets, and venues that
are not designed for dance or theatre
productions.

There are occasions when we have
barely twenty minutes to focus fifty
or more lights before a performance
begins. In such situations, prioritiza-
tion becomes essential. | always ask
myself: What are the three things the
audience must see? The performer’s
face, the costume, and the stage floor.
Everything else is secondary.

Equally important is early com-
munication with the choreographer
or director. Lighting should never be
an afterthought—it should evolve
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alongside the choreography and become
an integral part of the performance.

Could you share one of your most
challenging moments and the lessons
learned from it?

During an outdoor festival, the power
failed just five minutes before the per-
formance. When the system restarted,
our lighting console had lost all the
programmed cues. We had no choice
but to operate the entire performance
manually.

We quickly reworked the produc-
tion using only three carefully posi-
tioned pools of light. Surprisingly, the
performance received tremendous ap-
preciation from both the audience and
the artists.

That experience reinforced an im-
portant lesson: constraints do not di-
minish creativity—they refine it. Since
then, | have always ensured that every
production has a simple emergency
lighting plot as a backup.

Your experience spans more than
twenty years in this specialized field.
How receptive has the artistic frater-
nity been to technological changes
where digital and multimedia are re-
packaging performances?
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A sudden power
failure forced him to
improvise with just
three pools of light —
and the performance
won greater applause

than ever.
(X

The artistic fraternity is far more recep-
tive today than it was two decades ago.
Twenty years ago, many artists had
only begun to appreciate the creative
potential of stage lighting. Later, when
LEDs, digital projections, and multime-
dia entered the scene, there was some
hesitation. Many feared that technolo-
gy would make classical performances
appear overly theatrical or “filmy."

On the contrary, today, younger
dancers and theatre practitioners ac-
tively explore multimedia possibilities.
However, the key lies in balance. Tech-
nology should deepen the experience
of ‘rasa, not overshadow it. Whether
it is a projected temple backdrop for
an Odissi performance or subtle vi-

sual textures in contemporary dance,
technology must remain a sensitive
collaborator rather than becoming the
focal point.

The performer should always re-
main at the heart of the presentation.

Technically, what are the advance-
ments in stage light design, and how
have you used them to enhance per-
formances?

Stage lighting technology has evolved
tremendously over the years. Some of
the advancements regularly used by
me include:

* High-CRI LED fixtures, which repro-
duce skin tones, silk costumes, and
intricate textiles with remarkable accu-
racy while generating far less heat than
traditional tungsten lights.

* Wireless DMX systems and moving
wash fixtures, which offer greater flexi-
bility, especially for touring productions
across diverse venues.

* Projection mapping and gobos, which
help create architectural and scenic en-
vironments without relying on elabo-
rate physical sets.

* Pixel control and media servers,
which enable subtle visual textures
and dynamic backgrounds, particularly
in contemporary productions.

While these technologies expand
creative possibilities, my guiding prin-
ciple remains unchanged: technology
should enhance the mood and story-
telling without diverting attention from
the artist.

How is light a synergizing element in
the overall stage presentation?
Light is the invisible force that unifies
every element of a performance.

Music creates rhythm, dance
gives form, and the stage design cre-
ates space—but light brings focus,
atmosphere, and emotional depth.
It directs the audience’'s attention,
shapes their emotional journey,
and influences what they ultimately
remember.

A thoughtfully designed lighting
plan allows the performers, music, cos-
tumes, and stage design to exist as one
harmonious visual experience.

Without light, there is no stage.



With light, even an empty space can
become an entire world.

You are the recipient of several rec-
ognitions, including the National San-
geet Natak Akademi Award, 2023.
What do these honours mean to you?
Receiving the National Sangeet
Natak Akademi Award, 2023 was

deeply humbling and immensely
meaningful.
For many vears, lighting was

viewed merely as technical support.
This recognition acknowledges lighting
design as a genuine artistic discipline
within Indian performing arts.

For me, the honour extends far be-
yond personal recognition. It celebrates
every lighting designer, programmer,
technician, and operator who has
worked behind the scenes with dedica-
tion and passion. Most importantly, it
tells young people that lighting can be
pursued as a lifelong artistic 'sadhana’
(Life-long devotion).

You have been associated with many
cultural institutions and iconic artists.
Whom do you look up to in particular?
| have had the privilege of learning
from gurus and performers across
Bharatanatyam, Kathak, Odissi, the-
atre, and many repertory companies.

| especially admire artists who con-
sider light as a creative collaborator rath-
er than merely a technical necessity.

Pandit Birju Maharaj Ji often
spoke about how even a single 'deep-
ak’ (Lamp), placed thoughtfully, could
evoke profound devotion. That simple
yet profound philosophy continues to
influence my own approach to light-
ing design.

o0
From Ranjana
Gauhar’s tear to
Geeta Chandran’s
raudra rasa,
Dutta shows
how light must
serve the artist's
expression
before beauty.

Where do you see Indian performing
arts five years from now and its global
presence?
| believe Indian performing arts will
have an even stronger global presence
over the next five years—not merely
as traditional or ethnic expressions, but
as contemporary world art.

With digital platforms, live stream-
ing, and international touring, a perfor-
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mance staged in Delhi can now reach
audiences in Berlin, Tokyo, or New York
and other countries in real time.

Our challenge will be to preserve
the soul of our artistic traditions
while adapting to global performance
environments. Sensitive lighting de-
sign will play an important role in
translating Indian aesthetics effec-
tively across cultures and stages
worldwide.

You have travelled to several coun-
tries. How is the Indian art shaping
our nation’s global image?

| have had the opportunity and priv-
ilege to work in numerous countries
through festivals and international col-
laborations. Wherever, | have travelled,
audiences have connected deeply with
Indian performing arts because of their
spirituality, discipline, and timeless
storytelling.

Indian art represents one of our
country's greatest forms of soft pow-
er. Whether an audience witnesses a
Kathak ‘tukra’ (small dance piece) or
a Mohiniyattam ‘padam’ (signifies a
shift from Nritya to Abhinaya), pre-
sented with thoughtful lighting, they
experience an India that is both an-
cient in its wisdom and vibrantly alive
in the present.

Lighting helps bridge cultures by
making these artistic experiences uni-
versally accessible.

What is your take on self, lights, and
action? Could you share your vision or
mission?

For me, ‘You' is the artist. ‘Action’ is the
performance. ‘Lights’ is my dharma—
to reveal both truthfully, sensitively,
and with integrity.

My dream is that, in the coming
years, artists will no longer say, “Light
theek kar do” (“Just fix the lights"). In-
stead, they will say, “Let's design the
light” That makes all the difference.

Because when light is created with
understanding, empathy, and artistic
intent, it does far more than illuminate
a performance. It becomes an insepa-
rable part of the storytelling—and re-
mains in the audience’s memory long
after the curtain falls. l
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JOURNEYS WRITTEN IN THE STARS

Humanity has looked to the heavens for guidance since the dawn of
civilisation. Across cultures and centuries, astrology has evolved as
a traditional discipline that seeks to interpret the subtle relationship
between celestial movements and human experience. Its foundation
ts the Janam Kundli, or birth chart, which records the planetary
configuration at the exact moment of birth. Rather than portraying
destiny as fixed, astrology attempts to identify life's opportunities
and challenges, encouraging greater self-understanding while
prescribing practices such as meditation, mantra, charity, fasting and
gemstones to foster balance and positive living.

BY ACHARYA DINAIK

+91-9779027873

Astrology Science Dk can be contacted on

With over fifteen years of dedicated practice in astrology,

the author brings a deep engagement with classical
astrological principles, offering interpretations that are

thoughtful, grounded, and insightful.
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Experience the Sacred
Month of

The heart ol
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In Madhya Pradesh
= This Monsoon < -
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As the sacred month of Shravan unfolds, centuries-old
chants of Har Har Mahadev once again echo across
the temple towns, river ghats and ancient pilgrimage

routes of Madhya Pradesh. With the arrival of the
monsoon, rivers swell, landscapes turn lush and
temple bells resonate across historic cities. It is a time
when devotion deepens and travel transforms into a
spiritual experience.

UJJAIN
Where Devotion Takes
Centre Stage

OMKARESHWAR
and the Sacred
_ Narmada

MAHESHWAR
Heritage and
~ = Tradition

MANDU
Rain Saked Forts and

s “Fimeless Charm
/

The Auspicious Month of

Shravan

Shravan is one of the most sacred months
in the Hindu calendar, dedicated to Lord
Shiva. Across Madhya Pradesh, villages
and temple towns come alive with rituals,
bhajans, community processions and
traditions lovingly preserved for genera-
tions. Mist-covered hills, flowing rivers
and rain-washed heritage sites create a
stunning backdrop for this season of
devotion.

Ujjain: Where Devotion Takes
Centre Stage

At the centre of this spiritual landscape is
the Mahakaleshwar Temple in Ujjain,
one of the twelve Jyotirlingas. Devotees
gather for the famed pre-dawn Bhasma
Aarti, while on select

Follow MP Tourism on:

aemo

Mondays, the  Mahakal  Sawari
transforms the city into a grand celebra-
tion of faith with music, decorated
processions and chants accompanying
the deity through the streets. A few hours
away, the Omkareshwar Temple stands
on an island shaped like the sacred
symbol Om. During Shravan, pilgrims
carry holy water from the Narmada to
offer at Shiva temples, while evening
aartis along the ghats create moments of
quiet reflection. The nearby Statue of
Oneness, dedicated to Adi Shankaracha-
rya, adds a deeper philosophical dimen-
sion to the pilgrimage.

Where Rivers and Faith Meet

The Narmada remains central to Madhya
Pradesh's spiritual identity, flowing from
Amarkantak through Maheshwar and
Jabalpur. Beyond the celebrated Jyotirl-
ingas, revered shrines such as Bhojesh-
war Mahadev

__spirituality, cu

For more information please visit: www.mptourism.com |
www.tourism.mp.gov.in | info@mp.gov.in
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in Bhojpur, Jatashankar Temple in

Pachmarhi, Chitrakoot and Orchha
enrich this interconnected sacred
landscape.

A Monsoon Pilgrimage

This spiritual journey aligns beautifully
with Madhya Pradesh'smonsoon
circuit—Indore, Ujjain, Omkareshwar,
Maheshwar and Mandu. Along the way,
travellers can witness evening aartis,
explore the Ahilya Bai Fort, discover
Maheshwari textiles, savour regional
cuisine and conclude amid the mist-cov-
ered forts and rain-soaked beauty of
Mandu.

From Shravan to Festive
Celebrations

As Shravan gives way to the festive
season, Raksha Bandhan, Janmashtami
and Ganesh Chaturthi bring families and
communities together in celebration.

In Madhya Pradesh, Shravan is more
than a month of worship, it is a living
tradition where sacred rivers, Jyotirlin-
gas, ancient temples, local customs and
the rejuvenating monsoon come together
in one seamless journey, making the
Heart of India a destination where
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