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The albatross of con-
trolling the energy con-
tained within an atom –

capableofannihilatinghuman
civilisation in mere moments
–wasseared inhistorywhen J.
Robert Oppenheimer said,
“Now I am become death, the
destroyer of worlds.” In 1945,
thedetonationatAlamogordo
marked the beginning of the
nuclear age, a new epoch in
which humanity crossed the
thresholdofbothtechnological
possibilityandunprecedented
responsibility.
Theterrorunleashedby Fat

Man and Little Boy, which
claimedaround200,000lives
and left generations scarred
byradiation,madeitclearthat
weapons of mass destruction
couldnotbeleftunchecked.In
1968,seekingtoavert anuclear
Armageddon,theinternation-
al community came up with
the Treaty on the Non-Prolif-
eration of Nuclear Weapons
(NPT), which formally ac-
knowledgedfivenuclear-weap-
on stateswhile committingall
otherstorefrainfromdevelop-
ingsucharsenals.
Surprisingly, the world has

so far maintained a degree
of nuclear stability. While
nuclear technology has
reached numerous coun-
tries, only a few have chosen
to weaponise it. John F. Ken-
nedy, the 35th President of
the United States, predicted
in the 1960s that there would
be around 25 countries with
nuclear weapons by the
1970s.Yettoday,thereareonly
nine ofthem –largelybecause
of concerted global action to
curbproliferation.
Almost six decades have

passed, and the world has
benefitted from an effective
non-proliferation regime –
one with an established set of
rules, institutions, and norms
thathave,toalargeextent,dis-
couraged nuclear armament.
Yet, in an era of rapid geopo-
litical shifts, where FionaHill,
the policy analyst and adviser
to the UK government on its
imminent strategic review, ar-
gues that “the thirdworldwar
has already started”, will this
globalnon-proliferationframe-
worksurvive,orwillwewitness
greaterproliferationinstead?
FollowingWorldWar II, Ja-

pan and Germany, along with
manyNATOandEastAsianal-
lies, relinquished their pursuit
of nuclear weapons under the
protectionofAmerica’s nucle-
arumbrella.Thisextendedde-
terrencewasdeemedsufficient
for decades. However, the in-
creasing unpredictability dur-
ing Donald Trump’s second
presidency has shaken con-
fidence in US commitments.
As a result, analysts nowwarn
that several allies, equipped
with the requisite technology
and capital, could potential-
ly develop nuclear weapons
within a relatively short time

frame, and hence consid-
er them as de facto nuclear
states, thoughsignificantlegal,
technical,andpoliticalbarriers
remain.
The memories of the

1994BudapestMemorandum
remain fresh in their minds,
where Ukraine received only
non-binding political assur-
ances from the US, the UK,
andRussia,andsurrendereda
massive Soviet-era nuclear ar-
senal. Thoseassurances, how-
ever, failed to prevent the
invasion,triggeringare-evalu-
ation of nuclear disarmament
decisions. Today, countries
such as Japan, South Korea,
Germany,andPolandarereas-
sessingtheir strategicoptions,
in part out of fear that relying
on political guarantees could
leavethemvulnerable.

Flawedbut
indispensable
According to some analysts,
nuclear proliferation could
paradoxically benefit global
politics. Just as nuclear weap-
ons sustained a fragile pru-
dencebetweentheUSandthe
Soviet Union during the Cold
War, similar arsenals today
could, in theory, help stabilise
regional power balances. But
this approach of “more nucle-
arweaponsequalsmorestabil-
ity” depends on crucial condi-
tions, like having leaders who
are patient, risk-averse, and
uninterested in expansionist
ambitions. Unfortunately, the
currentinternationalclimateis
markedbyterritorialdisputes,
revisionist agendas, and un-
predictable leadership, mak-
ing such stability far less likely
thaninthebipolarera.
The war in Ukraine, the

conflictinGaza,escalatingten-
sions in the Middle East, and
persistent hostility between
India andPakistan all point to
thefactthatthepost-ColdWar
order is fraying,withgeopolit-
ical rivalries multiplying rap-
idly. These developments are
testingtheresilienceoftreaties
suchastheNPTandarms-con-
trol agreements originally
craftedforabipolarUS-Soviet
rivalry. Such frameworks are
ill-suited to the realities of a
multipolar world marked by
shifting alliances, emerging
nuclear-capable states, and
the blurring of conventional
andunconventionalwarfare.
Yet, even with their flaws,

these treaties remain indis-
pensablepillarsofglobalstabil-
ity. The acquisition of nuclear
weaponsdoesn’talwayselevate
a state’s political stature, and
decades of non-proliferation
efforts have shown that the
spread of nuclear technology
remains a persistent chal-
lenge.Theserealitieshighlight
the urgency of strengthening,
rather than abandoning, the
non-proliferationregime,mod-
ernising it to meet the threats
of the 21st century. In an in-
ternational system defined by
anarchy, as realists argue, ad-
herence to such treaties is not
optional but essential because
once their foundations begin
tocrumble,restoringtrustand
strategicstabilitycouldbecome
exceedinglyarduous.

(The writer is a research
student affiliated with the
DepartmentofPoliticalScience
atStStephen’sCollege, Delhi)
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TheWesternprejudice
Apropos ‘Rajnath: Somedon’t like
India’s dynamiceconomy’(Aug 11),
DefenceMinisterRajnathSingh’s
remark that somedislike India’s
dynamiceconomyholdsundeniable
truth.Despite India’s remarkable
progress,many in theWest con-
tinue toview it throughprejudiced
lenses, associating itwithpoverty
andunderdevelopment. India’s rapid
strides towardsbecoming theworld’s
third-largest economy, trailingonly
theUSandChina, challenge these
biases andunsettle entrenchedgeo-
political hierarchies.Thenation’s ex-

panding influence, industrial growth,
and technological advancements
are reshaping theglobal economic
order—yet, for some, theseachieve-
ments aremoreacause forunease
thancelebration, as they signal a
shift in thebalanceofpower towards
emergingeconomies like India.
NSadhasivaReddy, Bengaluru

Misrepresentation
Apropos ‘SEPproposals evoke
mixed reactions from stakeholders’
(Aug 10), it appears that the article
highlights individual opinions as
collective sentiment.DShashiKu-

mar’s individual opinion is presented
as representative of all parents and
stakeholders.While his views as
an association representative are
valid, portraying themas universal
consensus ismisleading.Notably,
despite the sub-headline claiming
the language policy “finds no takers,”
not a single parent has been quoted
expressing opposition to the two-lan-
guage policy.
RohitR, Bengaluru

There isaquiet crisis inhighered-
ucation in India that runs deep.
The educational opportuni-

ties for school-leavers are simply not
enough, and those that exist are not
goodenough.Thepocketsofexcellence
are outcomes of the enormous reser-
voir of talent andDarwinian selection
processes. It does little for those with
average abilities or without social op-
portunities. The challenges confront-
inghighereducationinIndiaareclear.
Itneedsamassiveexpansiontoeducate
much larger numbers, butwithout di-
lutingacademicstandards.
It is justas important toraise theav-

erage quality. What is more, in terms
of access, higher education in India
needs to be far more inclusive. And,
it needs some institutions, each with
a certain critical mass, that are exem-
plarsof excellenceatparwith thebest
intheworld.Suchexcellence is largely
missinginIndia,whileit isdiminishing
rapidlyinthefewpocketswhereitexist-
ed.Indeed,intermsofworlduniversity
rankings,whichhavebecomethefash-
ioninrecentyears,ourperformanceis
poor.Forthosewhosethighstandards,
itbordersonthedismal.
QSUniversityRankings2025reveal

thegeographicalcountry-composition
ofthetop100universitiesintheworld:
theUnitedStates(26),WesternEurope
(18),theUnitedKingdom(16),Australia
(8), Hong Kong (6), South Korea (5),
Japan (4), China (4), Singapore (2),
Malaysia (1), and Taiwan (1). Thus, 72
were in the Western world, including
Australia, but there were as many as
23 inAsia. Indiahadnone.
Of course, itmust be said that these

rankings have all the limitations of
composite index numbers, since it is
difficult tomeasure qualitative attrib-
uteswhileweightsassignedtodifferent
componentsshaperesults.Evenso,itis
obviousthatouruniversitieshavemiles
togobeforereachingworldstandards.
Islandsofexcellence–IITs,IIMs,orthe
IISc – are no consolation. Successive
governments have sought to multiply
the number of IITs and IIMs, but the
inevitable outcome is highly uneven

quality and a dilution of the brand eq-
uity of existing institutions that have
alreadyattainedacademicexcellence.
Moreimportantly,thelifebloodofhigh-
ereducationisnotsmalleliteinstitutes
butlargeuniversitiesprovidingeduca-
tionalopportunities foryoungpeople.
The comparative advantage that

Indiahad,at least ina fewof itsuniver-
sities,hasbeenslowly,yetsurely,squan-
dered over time. And, sadly, even the
littlethatremainsisbeingprogressively
undermined by the growing intrusion
ofpoliticsinuniversities.Butthatisnot
all.Systematicandmindlessunder-re-
sourcing of public higher education is
alsoa reason for the steady regression
inthequalityofuniversities.

The situation ismuchworse than it
was just one decade ago. Universities
have deteriorated rapidly in India,
while universities elsewhere in the
developing world, particularly in Asia
andevenmoreso inChina,havemade
significant progress. There is an obvi-
ous danger. Unless we introduce cor-
rectives, the situation might worsen
furthertotransformusfromerstwhile
leaders into laggards,orworse.

Studentoutflow
There is intense competition among
students for admissions to public uni-
versitieswithasemblanceofstandards
andreputations,despitethedivergence
in quality. The fortunate few, who do
well enough in the Class 12 examina-
tions, take up these limited places,
whilemost,thelessfortunate,makedo
with institutions in the private sector,
wherefeesarealwayshigherand,apart
fromafewexceptions,qualityismostly
poor.Ofcourse,quality isunevenboth
in public institutions and the private

sector. But exceptions to these gener-
alisations simply prove the rule. Only
the privileged few have parents rich
enoughtosendthemabroad instead.
During the past 25 years, the num-

ber of students from India going
abroadforhighereducationincreased
rapidly from roughly 50,000 in 2000
to 200,000 in 2010 and 350,000 in
2015.Thisnumberclimbedto600,000
in2019,whichwas the last yearbefore
the Coronavirus pandemic that shut
down universities across the world. It
rose further to 900,000 in 2023. It is
estimatedthat in2023,of thestudents
goingabroadtostudy,30%wenttothe
US, 25%went toCanada, 20%went to
the UK, while 10% went to Australia
andNewZealand.
If we assume that their average ex-

penditure on fees and maintenance
is $30,000 per student per annum, in
2023, Indian students overseas spent
$27billion,which is about the sameas
India’sforeignexchangeearningsfrom
tourism in 2023.However, annual ex-
pensesonfeesandmaintenanceinrich
countriesare likely tobemuchhigher,
so the costs would be proportionately
higher.
These sums, if made available for

higher education in India, could help
transform at least some universities.
Butthatisnotall.Alargeproportionof
students–around75% –whogoabroad
for higher education do not return to
India.Thenumberof foreignstudents
atuniversitiesinIndia,evenfromSouth
Asian countries, is also much dimin-
ished,ascomparedwiththepast.
Our higher education is caught in a

pincer movement. For one, there is a
belief thatmarkets cansolve theprob-
lem through private players, which is
leadingtoeducationasbusiness, shut-
ting the door on large numbers who
cannot finance themselves, without
regulation that would ensure quality.
This isnosolution.
For another, governments that be-

lieve in themagicofmarketsarevirtu-
al control freakswithrespect topublic
universities. This is motivated by the
desire toexercisepolitical influence in
highereducation forpatronage, ideol-
ogy, rents, or vested interests.This is a
bigproblem.Unlesswe introducecor-
rectiveshereandnow,wewillmortgage
thefutureofyoungIndiaandstifleour
aspirations foradevelopedIndia.

(Thewriter,aneconomist, is
ProfessorEmeritusatJawaharlal
NehruUniversityandformervice
chancellor,UniversityofDelhi)
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India’shighereducation:
Abrokenpromise

Thesteadydeterioration
ofuniversitiescanhavea
severeimpactonIndia’s

developmentgoals
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LETTERSTOTHEEDITOR
PMmust avoid optics, opt for virtual inaugurations

Apropos ‘Disruptions, diversions putmany a travel plan
off track’ (Aug 11), PMNarendraModi’s events inBen-
galuru to inaugurate a newmetro line and threeVande
Bharat trains, as predicted, causedmisery for commut-
ers and other roadusers. The rains andwaterlogging
exacerbated the situation on routes already notorious
for chronic and annoying traffic bottlenecks. Effectively,
the launch of projects intended for people’s convenience
left themextremely frustrated. Even the finest traffic
controlmethods can fail in such situations. Considering

these issues, VVIPpolitical leadersmust restrict their
unnecessarymovements. There is no need for thePrime
Minister to personally open every newmetro line or
VandeBharat train in the countrywhenhe could do it
virtually, andwhen there aremore pressing problems
for him to focus on.Moreover, projects like these,which
are otherwise ready for public use, are often put onhold
until a VVIP is available to formally inaugurate them.
Such senseless optics cost the public exchequer dearly.
KamalLaddha, Bengaluru

RIGHTINTHEMIDDLE

Awalkonthewildside

Thatday I leftmyAirForceunit in
a remotenorthern region earlier
than usual to collect my scooter

from a garage after a routine servic-
ing. Learning that the vehicle would
be ready only the next day and that for
about twohours therewouldbenobus
bound forKrishnaNagar, our residen-
tial area some two kilometres away, I
tookrecoursetowalkinghome,therisk
ofcrossingasprawlingpaddyfieldflank-
ingtheroadasidenotwithstanding.
Settingoutononeofthebanksofthe

paddyfieldsonfoot,Ihadwalkedscarce-
ly half a kilometrewhen Inoticedabig
snake, a cobra by all odds from its ap-
pearance, lyingcoiledupsnuglyacross

thebank,maybeafteraheavy swallow.
Standingafar,Ithumpedmyfeetheavily
onthegroundfor thecreature tomove
away; soon it slid down the bank and
meltedintothefield.
Plucking up courage, I resumed

my walk, recollecting an all but anal-
ogous incident I had experienced in
the past. By then the jaws of darkness
began devouring the brightness of the
day. Walking ahead with heavy steps
along the bank in that gloaming hour,
I reached another bank aside where a
broad well almost full of water -- may
be for the purpose of irrigation of the
fields--andentirelydevoidofaparapet
around it espiedmesmackbang in the
dim moonlight. It was by sheer provi-
dencethatIstoppedshortoftakingeven
astepahead.HadIadvancedbyastepor
two, Iwouldhavebeen in thewell.This
wasmysecondbrush ina rowwithdis-
aster at the same crepuscular hour on
that ill-fatedday.
Standingdazed for awhile, I collect-

edmyself fromtheseriesofshocksand

continued stirring up my stumps, in-
voking our clan deity. As I was steadily
lopingandhoppingfurtheronthebank,
a dim view of Krishna Nagar unfolded
before my eyes, invigorating me to
move fastahead.Hoping that Iwasout
ofthewoods,Iquicklygottoavastplain
groundwhereapackofstraydogscame
runningtomebaying.
A heap of scree, pebbles and loose

stones lying around me came to my
rescue, promptingme topick themup
doublequickandpelt thematthoseca-
nines,forcingthemtorunamile,curling
uptheircaudalappendagebetweenthe
hindlegs;therewasabamboosticklying
amidst the scree as if for my use as an
additional weapon to boot, if needed.
Crossing the succession of hurdles, I,
however, got back home, life and limb,
breathing not aword tomywife about
the hazardous incidents that befellme
thatgloomytwilighthour.
The bloodcurdling experiences

taughtme never to follow shortcuts in
anunfamiliararea.

Thebloodcurdling
experiencestaughtme
nevertofollowshortcuts
inanunfamiliararea
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SPEAKOUT

Apparently, ‘conspiracy stuff’ is now
shorthand for unspeakable truth.

GoreVidal

Iamspeakingtoyouasaformerminister.
Butthereisahugeconspiracy
behindmydismissal,Iknow
whoisbehindthisconspiracy
andwhattheyhavedone…I
willsharethedetailsofthis

conspiracyinthecomingdays...
KNRajanna, Congress leader

TheElectionCommission(EC)’scombativedismissal
of Congress leader Rahul Gandhi’s allegations of
electoral malpractices or “vote chori”, rather than

addressingthemwithtransparency,hasonlyfuelledpublic
scepticism.WhenRahulairedseriousconcernsaboutover
one lakh fraudulent votes in Mahadevapura, including
duplicateregistrations,dubiousaddresses,andbulkvoters
in single-room dwellings, the EC’s response was telling.
Instead of initiating a thorough investigation into its elec-
toral rolls, theverydocuments thatRahul referenced, the
Commission demanded he swear an affidavit under Rule
20 (3)(b) of theRegistration of ElectorsRules, 1960. This
knee-jerk reaction misreads the law. Rule 14 explicitly
allows complaints to be filed either in person or through
registeredpost.Rule20comesintoplaymuchlater,during
evidentiary proceedings, after a preliminary inquiry. By
skippingdueprocessandprematurelyinsistingonoath,the
ECappearedmorekeentoshielditselfthroughprocedural
technicalitiesratherthanprobeintoconcernsrootedinits
databases.
Subsequentmedia fact-checks

have corroborated some of Ra-
hul’sspecificclaims,notablybulk
registrations from a small dwell-
ing. Despite this, the EC offered
onlygeneralrebuttalsanddidnot
address the allegations directly
orprovideconcretedatarefuting
them.ThesecondnoticetoRahul
demandingproofthatavotercast
two ballots further exposes the
Commission’s flawed approach.
While the EC has claimed that
the voterhasdenied this allegation, it hasnot clarified if it
examinedboothlogsorCCTVfootagetoconclusivelyrule
outimpersonation.Byshiftingtheburdenofproofandthe
onusofinvestigationentirelyontothecomplainant,theEC
is abdicating its role as a custodian of electoral integrity.
Meanwhile, in the process of defending theEC, Karnata-
ka BJP leaders have pointed out similar discrepancies in
constituencieswonby theCongress. The commissiondid
notsendthemnotices,nordiditissueveiledthreatsoflegal
action for false claims, as it did with Rahul. This uneven
scrutinyandselectiveoutragecouldundermineEC’sclaims
ofimpartiality.
Beyond legalities, the EC’s reputation hinges on visible

accountability and public perception of its fairness and
responsiveness. The Commission should adopt a more
proactiveapproachbyswiftlyconductingasystemicaudit
ofsuspectconstituenciesandissuingapoint-to-pointclari-
ficationwherepossible.Torestorefaithinitscredibility,the
Commissionshouldadoptatransparentapproachinstead
ofdefensiveopacity and institutional stonewalling.As the
democracy’scornerstone,theECmustremember:Caesar’s
wifemustbeabovesuspicion.

EC’scredibility
hingesonaction

Thebanon25booksbytheJammuandKashmirHome
Department, on the orders ofLieutenantGovernor
ManojSinha,goesagainsttheadministration’sclaims

about the situation in theUnionTerritory and exposes its
insecurities. The bannedbooks includeTheKashmirDis-
pute byAGNoorani,Kashmir in Conflict: India, Pakistan
and the Unending War by Victoria Schofield, Azadi by
Arundhati Roy, andContested Lands by Sumantra Bose.
The notification says that the books propagate a “false
narrative and secessionism”, increase radicalisation and
recruitment intoterrorism,and“woulddeeply impact the
psycheofyouthbypromotingacultureofgrievance,victim-
hood and terrorist heroism”. Themessaging contradicts
thegovernment’s claims, especially after the scrappingof
Article370in2019,thatnormalcyhasreturnedtoKashmir
and that there is no disaffection or discontent. There are
alsoreportsaboutthedeclineinmilitantrecruitment.
Many of the bannedbooks are aboutKashmir’s history,

State overreach, andpeople’s experiencewith the govern-
ment,andoffercriticalperspectivesandnarrativesthatthe
governmentmaynotagreewith.Buta responsibleadmin-
istration should not ban ideas it
doesnotapproveof.Someofthese
booksareproductsofmanyyears
of research, and they have been
in circulation for a long time. Till
now, there has been no criticism
that they have radicalised people
or incited themagainst theState.
Raids have been held across the
UnionTerritorytoseizethebooks.
As it happens when books are
banned,theywillgounderground
andwillbereadmore.
Banningbooks,plays,andfilms

isafamiliartacticemployedbyau-
thoritariangovernmentstocoun-
terinconvenientnarratives.Whendemocraticgovernments
do that, it only exposes their authoritarian tendencies or
theirwishtopleasesomesectionsofsociety.Abanisaviola-
tionoftherighttofreespeechandexpression,andtheright
toknow.TheobjectivescitedbytheKashmiradministration
are unconvincing. The popular government in theUnion
Territory has not supported the administration’s actions.
ChiefMinisterOmarAbdullahhasdistancedhimself from
theban.Thequestiontoaskis–aren’t thesebooksharmful
in other parts of the country? Bans onworks of art and lit-
eraturehaveneveraddressedthe issues theydiscuss. If the
booksoffer “wrong”narratives, theadministration should
counter themwith its narratives and actions, not with a
ban.Thereshouldbefreeplayandexchangeofideas.If the
administration thought thebanwould curbdisaffection, it
iswrong.Unilateral actionsandexcessivecontrol canonly
intensifyit.

Stateandthe
silencingofideas

Thebanon
25books in
Kashmir
undermines free
speechandgoes
againstofficial
claimsof
normalcy in
theUT

TheCommission
must initiatea
systemicaudit
andnotbe
combative, citing
procedural
technicalities


