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Flash floods in Uttarakhand leave four dead

Many feared washed away after water from Kheer
Ganga river swept through Dharali in Uttarkashi

Ishita Mishra
NEW DELHI

t least four persons
A were killed and do-
zens feared washed

away in Uttarkashi district
of Uttarakhand after flash
floods triggered by torren-
tial rain hit the Kheer Gan-
ga river on Tuesday
afternoon.

The floods hit hotels
and residential buildings in
Dharali town, situated
8,600 feet above sea level,
where video footage re-
corded by residents
showed giant waves of wa-
ter gushing through the
area and swallowing eve-
rything in their way, in-
cluding people and homes.

Residents were heard
yelling warnings to their
acquaintances to run for
their lives. The entire mar-
ket area of the popular tou-
rist town was washed away
in minutes, leaving the

3TUST & BRI

place looking like a sludge-
filled river bed.

At least 25 establish-
ments, including hotels,
guest houses, and homes
were completely des-
troyed. A rough estimate
by the district administra-
tion says that around 60-70
people are missing or
might be trapped in the
area. As many as nine Ar-
my personnel are feared
missing, said Lieutenant-
Colonel Manish Shrivasta-
va, the Army’s Public Rela-
tions Officer at Dehradun.
Army rescued around 20
people in the first three
hours of the rescue opera-
tion, he added.

Heavy losses
Uttarkashi District Magis-
trate Prashant Arya said
that the floods, which hit
the town around 1.45 p.m.,
had caused heavy losses of
life and property.

Sources in the Indo-Ti-
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Local authorities estimate that around 60-70
people are missing or trapped in the area
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ows floodwater surging downhill and destroying buildings in

Dharali town, located 8,600 feet above sea level, in Uttarakhand, on Tuesday. pTi

betan Border Police (ITBP)
in the area said that 32 peo-
ple were rescued by diffe-
rent teams.

As many as 120 people
were rescued and given
first aid till the time of filing
this report.

The administration has

also set up relief camps for
those affected. Hospitals in
the area have been asked
to reserve a separate wing
for the treatment of in-
jured people, and medical
teams have been asked to
be ready with beds, oxy-
gen, and medicines.

“There has been heavy
destruction in the area
around the Harshil heli-
pad, another popular tou-
rist spot which also houses
an Army and [Indo-Tibetan
Border Police] ITBP camp.
Teams of State Disaster
Response Force, Army and

ITBP were immediately
rushed to the spot to carry
out rescue operations on a
war footing,” Mr. Arya said.

Given the poor weather
conditions and further
predictions of heavy rains
over the next couple of
days, the administration
has announced that all
schools will be shut on July
6.

Disaster management
officials have been asked to
use loudspeakers and si-
rens to alert people living
in villages near the river, in
the Chilyanisaur, Bhatwari,
and Dunda blocks, asking
them to evacuate their
homes for safer locations.
Trekking permits in Uttar-
kashi have also been de-
nied until further notice.

CM condoles losses

Uttarakhand Chief Minister
Pushkar Singh Dhami con-
doled the losses and or-
dered the administration

Nine Army personnel feared missing, 20 people
rescued in first three hours, Army officer says

to ensure speedy rescue
and rehabilitation. “Iam in
constant contact with se-
nior officials, and the situa-
tion is being closely moni-
tored. I pray to God for
everyone’s safety,” the CM
said.

Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi and Home Minis-
ter Amit Shah also spoke to
Mr. Dhami and took stock
of the situation and the res-
cue operation. The Union
government has assured
the State of its help in the
rescue efforts.

Hours after Dharali, in-
formation of flash floods
triggered by rains was re-
cieved from Sukhi top,
another tourists destina-
tion in Uttarkashi, said Vi-
nay Shankar Pandey, divi-
sional commissioner of
Garhwal region. He added
that no loss of life was re-
ported from the spot but
the water level in the river
increased drastically.
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India-Philippines relations
elevated to level of strategic
partnership, says PM Modi

Kallol Bhattacherjee
NEW DELHI

India and the Philippines
have decided to boost their
defence and maritime
links, begin direct flights,
and start negotiating a new
trade deal as they upgrade
their ties to the level of a
“strategic  partnership”,
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi said on Tuesday.

Welcoming visiting Fili-
pino President Ferdinand
Romualdez Marcos Jr., Mr.
Modi said that as both
countries support “free-
dom of navigation”, coop-
eration in the maritime do-
main is “natural and
essential.” The two sides al-
so announced the com-
mencement of talks for a
preferential trade agree-
ment.

“We have been consis-
tently working together in
areas such as humanitar-
ian assistance, disaster re-
lief, and search and rescue
operations. Today, as the
President is visiting India,
three Indian naval ships
are, for the very first time,
participating in a naval ex-
ercise in the Philippines.
India’s hydrography ship is
also a part of this impor-
tant engagement,” the
Prime Minister said. He al-
so expressed his “sincere
gratitude” to the govern-
ment of the Philippines for
condemning the terror at-
tack in Pahalgam on April
22,

The Prime Minister dis-
cussed regional and global
issues with the Filipino
President, and hinted at In-
dia’s position on the dis-
putes in the South China
Sea.

“We remain committed
to peace, security, prosper-
ity, and a rules-based order
in the Indo-Pacific region.
We support freedom of na-

Prime Minister Narendra Modi with Filipino President Ferdinand
Romualdez Marcos Jr. in New Delhi on Tuesday. SHIV KUMAR PUSHPAKAR

vigation in accordance
with international law,” he
said.

Mr. Modi described the
Philippines as an “impor-
tant partner” in India’s Act
East Policy. “I am happy to
share that we have decided
to upgrade our ties to a
strategic partnership. We
have also prepared a de-
tailed action plan to turn
this partnership’s potential
into outcomes,” he said.
The Prime Minister also
announced that direct
flights between India and
the Philippines will begin
this year, while India will
extend a free e-tourist visa
facility to Filipino nationals
for a period of one year,
starting August 2025.

Defence cooperation
The two countries agreed
on a number of defence-re-
lated mechanisms includ-
ing the finalisation of the
Terms of Reference bet-
ween their armies, navies
and air forces.

These agreements will
cover “capacity building,
joint maritime activities,
exchange of training pro-
grammes between our offi-
cials, and all standard ele-
ments when we talk about
defence cooperation”, ac-
cording to P. Kumaran, Se-
cretary (East) of the Minis-

try of External Affairs. The
two countries also agreed
on the Terms of Reference
for enhanced maritime
cooperation between the
Indian Coast Guard and
the Philippine  Coast
Guard.

Mr. Kumaran also reiter-
ated India’s position on the
South China Sea. “We con-
sider the South China Sea
as a part of the global com-
mons. We support free-
dom of navigation and
overflight in the region,
and legitimate commerce
through the waters of the
South China Sea. India has
an abiding interest in
peace and stability in the
region and our position is
based on the UN Conven-
tion of the Law of the Seas,
1982,” he said.

India and the Philip-
pines sealed a treaty on
mutual legal assistance in
criminal matters and
another treaty on the
transfer of sentenced per-
sons.

India announced that it
will extend its support to a
pilot project to set up the
infrastructure needed for
the Philippines Sovereign
Data Cloud. India also in-
vited the Philippines to
participate in its Informa-
tion Fusion Centre for the
Indian Ocean Region.
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India may change stance amid Trump’s threat of more
U.S. tariffs, European Union sanctions over Russian oil

NEWS ANALYSIS

Suhasini Haidar
NEW DELHI

The statement by the Mi-
nistry of External Affairs
on Monday, defending In-
dia’s purchases of Russian
oil, is its most explicit since
Russia’s invasion of Uk-
raine in 2022, making it
clear that India will take
“all necessary measures”
to safeguard its interests.

The MEA’s response fol-
lowed the new threats by
U.S. President Donald
Trump to impose penalty
tariffs over and above the
massive 25% reciprocal ta-
riffs the U.S. will impose on
Indian goods as tariffs kick
in worldwide on Thursday.
It also followed EU sanc-
tions imposed in July
against Rosneft’s partially-
owned Vadinar refinery
and other Indian compa-
nies engaged in reprocess-
ing Russian oil.

On Monday, Mr. Trump
said India was selling “mas-
sive amounts” of Russian
oil for “big profits” without
“caring how many people
in Ukraine are being killed
by the Russian war ma-
chine”, which was why he
would raise tariffs “sub-

ggYfH ok weH

Weighing options: India could continue to buy crude from Russia
or seek alternative partners. FILE PHOTO

stantially”. The MEA state-
ment called out both the
U.S. and the European Un-
ion for their double stan-
dard, given they them-
selves continued  to
purchase Russian energy,
critical minerals, fertiliz-
ers, iron and steel.

India shifted its oil pur-
chases to Russia after 2022,
when Ural imports made
up less than a per cent of
its oil imports, increasing
to as much as 40% by 2023.
However, the MEA state-
ment said that India’s pur-
chases are “compelled” by
the global market and the
need for affordable energy
costs. It added that in com-
parison the U.S. and EU im-
ports from Russia were not
even a “vital national com-
pulsion”, calling the target-
ing of India “unjustified

and unreasonable”.

The statement left other
double standard unsaid,
such as the U.S. and Eu-
rope’s funding and arming
Israel’s war in Gaza, that
has led to the killing of at
least 60,000 Palestinians,
including 18,000 children.
Nor did it point out that the
U.S. has not announced pe-
nalties on China, a bigger
buyer of Russian oil. Mean-
while, Mr. Trump himself,
just a few months ago was
much less critical of the
Russian war, and had even
threatened Ukrainian Pre-
sident Volodymyr directly
for not engaging with Rus-
sia. “Like any major eco-
nomy, India will take all ne-
cessary  measures  to
safeguard its national inter-
ests and economic securi-
ty,” said the MEA.

This marks a shift from
the past when New Delhi’s
response to low-impact
U.S. and EU sanctions of
Indian companies for Rus-
sian transactions was sub-
missive. In 2017, the Modi
government agreed to “ze-
ro out” all its oil imports
from Iran and Venezuela,
even though they were
cheaper and of higher
quality, after threats from
the previous Trump admi-
nistration. In 2022, India
refused to submit to
threats from the Biden ad-
ministration, possibly as it
did not believe it would
carry out those threats, as
Mr. Trump is quite clearly
capable of doing.

Changing tack
The MEA’s statement could
indicate that it is prepared
to change to a third tack —
that of considering “mea-
sures” against any further
costs imposed by the West,
even though Indian oil
companies have begun re-
ducing their Russian in-
take. These measures, ac-
cording to experts could be
three-fold: maintaining sta-
tus quo, looking for alter-
native partners, and reta-
liatory actions.

The first option would
be to continue to buy Rus-

sian energy at competitive
prices and even double
down on them, while
weathering sanctions im-
posed by the U.S. and the
EU, and continuing to pur-
sue free trade agreements
with both in the hope
these would lessen such
penalties. This is the strate-
gy that the government has
employed thus far.

The next option, to
search for alternative op-
tions for trading to circum-
vent U.S.-EU sanctions,
could include moving to
quickly conclude FTA ne-
gotiations ongoing with the
GCC, EAEU, Australia, New
Zealand, and so on. It
could also conclude talks
on revising the ASEAN-In-
dia Trade in Goods Agree-
ment or even a re-look at
joining  the  15-nation
ASEAN-led Regional Com-
prehensive Economic Part-
nership that India with-
drew from in 2019, largely
due to concerns about Chi-
na. While this was not a
possibility even a few
weeks ago, when Com-
merce and Industries Mi-
nister Piyush Goyal re-
ferred to ASEAN as the
“B-team of China”, and the
AITIGA as a “mistake”, the
government’s outlook may
change given Mr. Trump’s

relentless tirades.
The third option, of
countermeasures, could

involve suspending talks
with the EU on the BTIA,
and with the U.S. on trade,
nuclear energy, defence
purchases and others until
they prove more reasona-
ble on the issue.

India could also consid-
er restarting Iran and Ve-
nezuela oil supplies, which
could prove cost-effective,
but could also incur furth-
er sanctions. Experts also
point out that the Russian
penalties are only one of a
barrage of actions by
Washington that may lead
New Delhi to reconsider its
ties with the U.S. in other
spheres as well — with di-
vergences emerging on
trade and investment, re-
percussions on technology
transfer, counter-terrorism
strategy (given Mr.
Trump’s moves with Pakis-
tan and counter-narrative
on Operation Sindoor),
and multilateralism with
Mr. Trump’s threats
against BRICS. All eyes are
now on whether the turbu-
lence will impact the stron-
gest pillar of India-U.S. ties
— their shared Indo-Pacific
strategy and the Quad
summit that India is due to
host this year.
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How should money laundering be tackled?

What did the Finance Minister report with respect to the number of cases under the Prevention of Money Laundering Act? What are the three stages through
which money is laundered? How will the Double Taxation Avoidance Agreement help to stop illegal transfer of money?

EXPLAINER

C. B. P. Srivastava

The story so far:
report submitted by the
Finance Minister in the Rajya
Sabha states that 5,892 cases
were taken up by the
Enforcement Directorate (ED) under the
Prevention of Money Laundering Act
(PMLA) 2002, since 2015. Of these cases,
only 15 convictions have yet been ordered
by special courts. The government claims
that investigations have been initiated in
more or less all cases, and that
Enforcement Case Information Reports
(ECIRs) have been issued to initiate
proceedings. However, these figures raise
two important aspects. First, that the
number of convictions vis-a-vis total cases
is far from satisfactory and secondly, that
money laundering cases have been rising
signalling that the government has not
been able to check such financial crimes.

‘What is a laundromat?

The term is said to have originated from
the use of laundromats by organised
crime syndicates in the U.S. as cover for
their crimes and under-the-table dealings.
A laundromat is an all-purpose financial
vehicle. It may be set up by a bank or any
other company engaged in providing
financial services. However, it can also
help clients launder the proceeds of
crime, hide ownership of assets,
embezzle funds from companies, evade
taxes or currency restrictions and move
money offshore.

How is money laundered?
Money laundering, as defined under
Section 3 of PMLA, is an act through
which processes or activities connected to
the proceeds of crime are concealed,
possessed, acquired, or used and
projected as untainted property or
claiming to be untainted property.

In the first stage called placement, the
launderer introduces money into the

financial system which might be done by
breaking up large amounts of cash into
smaller sums (a process called smurfing).
In the second stage, that is layering,
money is shifted to other locations
through investments and transactions.
And finally in the integration stage, the
laundered money is brought into the
financial system through real estate,
business or asset formation etc. The
Supreme Court in P. Chidambaram versus
Enforcement Directorate (2019) held that
hiding the illegal source of money affects
the financial system and also the
sovereignty and integrity of the nation.
Other impacts of money laundering
include expansion of money supply
which might prove detrimental to
monetary stability of the country

uferar 3R gAifaal & qwgE
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ultimately impacting inflation. Moreover,
it may also affect trading, according to the
Financial Action Task Force (FATF).

‘When about the PMLA?

In line with the UN Political Declaration
and Global Programme of Action
(adopted by the UN General Assembly in
February 1990), the law has been made to
prevent money laundering and to
confiscate the property involved or
obtained. The most significant part of the
statute is that the burden of proof is on
the accused. Another feature is that the
ECIR is sufficient to initiate proceedings
which has also been reiterated by the
Supreme Court in Vir Bhadra Singh versus
ED (2017) — that no FIR is required to
initiate proceedings under the Act. The

 tiunua & guR, 39 uftkar # 69 =1 i &

only requirement as per the top court was
that a scheduled offence (offence against
the state) be essential for the offence of
money laundering. However, despite
being such a stringent law, the offence has
become rampant.

‘What are the issues to be addressed?
The number of money laundering cases is
seriously increasing, questioning the
efficacy of the implementation of the law.
Moreover, on many occasions, the law has
been abused by authority which has been
seen and referred to by the Supreme
Court as well. In Vijay Madanlal
Chaudhury versus Union of India (2022)
the Court held that to initiate prosecution
under Section 3 of the PMLA, registration
as scheduled offence is a pre requisite but
for initiating attachment of property
under Section 5, there need not be a
pre-registered criminal case. This view
has been very often misused by
authorities with politically motivated
intentions.

It is important that the authorities
follow the recommendations of the FATF
and ensure that money laundering cases
are handled with care and caution so that
misuse could be checked, and genuine
cases reported and investigated properly
to enhance the rate of conviction. Money
laundering is a serious offence as it has a
direct linkage with terror activities and is
a major source of terror financing. Instead
of political motives, the law should be
used to address the issues and concerns
involved in a genuine manner. Though
India has signed the Double Taxation
Avoidance Agreement (DTAA) with about
85 countries, which helps to check money
laundering, things are not yet in the right
direction and much needs to be done.
These agreements promote the exchange
of financial and tax-related information
between tax authorities of participating
countries. This facilitates the enforcement
of tax regulations and helps prevent
illegal activities like tax evasion and
money laundering.

C. B. P. Srivastava is President of the
Centre for Applied Research in Governance.
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Money laundering, as defined
under Section 3 of PMLA, is an
act through which processes or
activities connected to the
proceeds of crime are
concealed, possessed,
acquired, or used and
projected as untainted
property or claiming to be
untainted property.

v

The number of money
laundering cases is seriously
increasing, questioning the
efficacy of the implementation
of the law.

v

Though India has signed the
Double Taxation Avoidance
Agreement (DTAA) with about
85 countries, which helps to
check money laundering,
things are not yet in the right
direction and much needs to
be done.
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Necropolitics: who is allowed
to live and who may die

Necropolitics is a theory that examines how modern nation states determine whose lives are disposable and
may be sacrificed in the name of security. threat, or political control

ave you ever noticed how an

airstrike in Mumbai triggers

national outrage, but a similar

attack in Kashmir rarely
breaks through the noise? We're so
accustomed to hearing about violence
there that it barely feels like news. It's as if
deaths in these regions are already
anticipated and normalised. These aren't
just accidents of geography. They are
symptoms of a deeper system, a politics
that decides whose lives are worth
grieving and whose deaths are simply
part of the landscape.

Necropolitics is the use of political
power to determine who is allowed to live
and who can be made to die. It describes
how states and institutions manage death
by exposing certain popn].«mons such as
refugees xhe poor, or racialised

to violence, ab
or structural neglect.

Coined by Cameroonian historian
Achille Mbembe in a 2003 essay and later
expanded in his book Necropolitics (2019),
the concept builds on Michel Foucault’s
notion of biopolitics but shifts the focus.
While biopolitics is concerned with
managing life and populations,
necropolitics interrogates the power to let
people die, deciding who is disposable,
who may be sacrificed, and whose
suffering is structurally ignored.

Biopolitics versus necropolitics
Foucault traces how the organisation of
power changed over time: from sovereign
power, where rulers exercised authority
through public spectacles of death, to
isciplinary power, which works through
itutions like schools and prisons to
train individuals using surveillance and
routine. This evolved into biopower - the
control of entire populations through the
optimisation of life via vaccination,
sanitation, census-taking, and
reproductive governance. Biopower
appears progressive, but as Foucault
warned, it carries within it the power to
“make live and let die.”

Mbembe takes this further. He asks: if
biopolitics is truly about preserving life,
why are so many still dying? Why are
certain lives treated as expendable?
Biopolitics tells only h.lll‘ the >lury The
other half is necropoli

Sanctioned death: A man who was shot while seeking food aid at an Israeli and U.S.-backed

exposure of certain pnpulanons to death,
not by accident but by design. While
biopolitics governs life, necropolitics
governs death. It does not merely ignore
suffering; it produces it with calculated
precision. Necropolitics is not about
letting people die, but about making them

Unlike sovereign power, necropolitics
does not rely on the will of a single ruler

not killed through spectacle but through
slow, structural abandonment. Death is
normalised and bodies become data. The
people, whether in borders, refugee
camps, or detention centres, are
managed, contained, and forgotten. For
instance, during the HIV/AIDS crisis of the
1980s and *90s, queer people, especially
Black brown, trans, and worlung class
iduals, were abands

It operates through policies, i
and global indifference that erases the
value of some lives. These lives are
stripped of dignity, reduced to statistics,
and rendered disposable. This logic,
Mbembe argues, has deep colonial roots.
Consider the Bengal famine of 1943.
Millions died not due to a lack of food, but
because British colonial policies
prioritised imperial interests over Indian
lives. Death was systemic, not accidental.
People were treated as tools for the
empire, valued only in relation to others’
survival.

In necropolitical systems, people are

VISHV UMIYA FOUNDATION INSTITUTE FOR CIVIL SERVICES (VUFICS)
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healthcare systems and denied dignity. As
scholars like Judith Butler and Jasbir Puar
note, only queer lives made respectable
through whiteness or middle-class
identity were grieved.

Puar calls this queer necropolitics,
where some queer lives are protected
while others are left to die.

ics of

point,is carried on a motorcycle in the central Gaza Strip on July 27. a7p

suppresses dissent through surveillance,
violence, imprisonment, or eli tion,
even within democracies. Second, states
collaborate with private militias or
criminal groups, blurring the line
between state and non-state violence.
Third, enmity becomes a governing
principle, making the right to killa
measure of authority. Fourth, war and
terror become self-sustaining economies,
fuelling global surveillance and arms
markets. Fifth, active predation of certain
social groups displaces entire
communities, as seen in resource
extraction projects. Sixth, death is
administered in varied forms like torture,
drone strikes, starvation, and
disappearance. Finally, these acts are
morally ]usuhed through ideologies like

religion, or utilitarianism.

Necropolitics operates through several
defining features that together create a
system where certain lives are
systematically devalued. First, state terror

Creating a state of exception
Necropolitics is sustained not only
through violence but through the

systematic invention of enemies. Modern
states are driven by the desire for an
enemy onto whom fear and blame can be
projected. This enemy need not be real —
the fantasy alone justifies surveillance,
exclusion, and elimination. In neoliberal
regimes, the threat turns inward,
prompting expanded policing and
emergency laws that target not just the
accused but also those who resemble
them.

Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben
calls this condition the state of exception,
when the law suspends itself in the name
of preserving itself. Mbembe expands this
to show how, for many populations, the
exception is not temporary but
permanent.

In such spaces, legality becomes
hollow and rights are applied selectively.
What governs is not justice but logistics,
such as who gets care, who receives
compensation, who can cross a border,
and who is punished for trying. These
decisions may seem administrative, but
they are deeply necropolitical, revealing
how life and death are unequally
distributed.

The living dead

Mbembe also introduces a haunting
concept within necropolitical thought —
the living dead: people who are not killed
outright but are forced to live in
conditions so degraded, unstable, and
violent that life becomes a slow,

c dying. These are i

and communities who may remain
biologically alive but are stripped of
political, social, and moral recognition.

We saw this during India’s COVID-19
lockdown, when migrant workers were
left to walk for days without food, shelter,
or transport. Many collapsed and died on
highways or railway tracks, not from the
virus, but from state neglect. Their deaths
were quietly processed and
bureaucratically explained and largely
unmourned.

Mbembe calls these zones death
worlds — spaces where populations are
exposed to abandonment or sudden
violence. Drawing from Agamben’s “state
of exception,” Mbembe shows how these
spaces operate outside the usual rule of
law. Here, death is not a breakdown of
governance but its very method.

Gaza is one of the starkest examples.
After the Hamas attack on October 7,
2023, Israeli strikes flattened hospitals,
aid centres, and homes. Even the deaths
of children were dismissed as collateral
damage. The silence that followed reveals
necropolitics at its clearest: some deaths
are not just permitted but framed as
necessary for political strategy and
national security.

In everyday life

Necropolitics does not always come with
bombs or guns. More often, it takes the
form of law, policy, and bureaucracy
sterilisation drives targeting Dalit and
Adivasi women, police databases that
profile Muslim names or Black people,
drone strikes that label civilians as
“targets,” or detention centres where
children sleep on cold floors. These are
not failures of a protective system, but
features of one designed to discard.

It also exists in silence ~ in the world,
including states and global institutions
looking away as thousands of civilians,
including women and children, are killed
in places like Gaza, while the rest of us
carry on with our daily lives.

s not confined to war
the slow violence of
poverty, caste, racism, and displacement.

So, if power today functions through
abandonment and death, what does
resistance look like? The goal must not
simply be to survive, but to live lives that
ised, valued, and grieved.
Rose Varghese is a freelance

Jjournalist.
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The technocratic calculus of India’s welfare state

ith a billion Aadhaar enrollments,
w 1,206 schemes integrated into the

Direct Benefit Transfer system, and 36
grievance portals across States/Union Territories,
India’s welfare orientation is transitioning into a
technocratic calculus. The promise to deliver
social welfare at scale, bypassing leaky pipelines
and eliminating ghost beneficiaries, might have
led to a ‘re-casting’ that delivers ‘efficiency’ and
‘coverage’ at the cost of ‘democratic norms’ and
‘political accountability’.

An offloading

Are we witnessing the emergence of a post-rights
based welfare regime? Is the Indian digital welfare
state headed towards a systemic impasse? What is
the technocratic calculus behind all this? Recent
game-theoretic work shows that technocratic rule
thrives where parties are polarised. Evidently,
our questions have changed. We have shifted
from “who deserves support and why?” to “how
do we minimise leakage and maximise
coverage?” Our politicians across party lines have
rationally offloaded hard-choices onto
data-driven algorithms without questioning the
complexities of constitutional values.

Contextualising Habermas’s ‘technocratic
consciousness’ and Foucault’s ‘governmentality’,
India’s welfare architecture is increasingly shaped
by measurable, auditable, and depoliticised
rationality. Schemes such as E-SHRAM and PM
KISAN embody a uni-directional, innovation-led
logic that is streamlined, measurable, and
intolerant of ambiguity or error. Conversely, we
have deliberative calls for participatory planning
and local feedback embodying the long forgotten
core of democratic thinking resonating Giorgio
Agamben’s notion of homo sacer — a life stripped
of political agency.

Seemingly, welfare, in the contemporary
context, has ceased to exist as a site of democratic
deliberations. On a microscopic level, a
rights-bearing citizen has been replaced by the
auditable beneficiary. Thus, it calls for an urgent
need for the state to revisit (in a Rancierean
sense) whether it is curating who is visible, who
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can complain, and whose suffering is
computable. Despite claims of a ‘socialistic state’,
we observe a decade-low decline in India’s social
sector spending that has dwindled to 17% in
2024-25 from the 2014-24 average of 21%. Further,
there are some interesting observations beyond
plain statistics. Key social sector schemes have
borne the brunt of such decline where minorities,
labour, employment, nutrition and social security
welfare saw a significant decline from 11% (in the
pre-COVID-19 phase) to 3% (in post-COVID-19
phase).

Parallely, social commentators often comment
the Right to Information (RTI) regime to be in
‘existential crisis’ and further uncovering the
cloak on RTI exposes a critical issue within the
institution of dysfunctional information
commissions. As of June 30, 2024, the number of
pending cases crossed the four lakh tally across
29 Information Commission’s (ICs), and eight CIC
posts were vacant (annual report of CIC,
2023-24).

The Indian welfare regime must recover its
capacity for reflexivity and situated knowledge,
elements that are very peculiar to gram sabhas
and frontline bureaucratic discretions. To draw
Ranciére’s critique on democracy, we highlight
one major impending concern, that “democracy
depends on whose suffering is rendered visible
and contestable, not merely computable”. This
concern is further highlighted in Justice D.Y
Chandrachud’s Aadhaar dissent (2018), that
warned precisely against such
decontextualisation of identity which served as a
caution against reducing citizens to
disembedded, machinic data who are devoid of
care, context, or even constitutional assurance in
some cases.

Another instance of algorithmic insulation
Another worrisome trend is the Centralised
Public Grievance Redress and Monitoring
System’s flattening of the federal hierarchies into
ticket-tracking systems. Although it is a novel
initiative resolving tickets and routing complaints
across state agencies, empirical data show that

lakhs of grievances were disposed of between
2022-24. But on a closer examination it might just
be centralising the visibility but not the
responsibility — a form of algorithmic insulation
that renders political accountability increasingly
elusive.

These observations are not to dismiss the value
of such initiatives. Rather, they invite a deeper
conversation on how welfare governance can
evolve for a more resilient and responsive state.
The government should now think along the lines
of ‘democratic antifragility’ so that our systems
built on perfect data and flawless infrastructure
do not fail catastrophically under stress (consider
Taleb’s ‘hyper-integrated systems’).

We need to empower States to design
context-sensitive regimes where federalism and
welfare push for pluralism as a feature.
Institutionalising community-driven impact
audits (as reiterated by the UN Special
Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty), by looping in
the Rashtriya Gram Swaraj Abhiyan and Gram
Panchayat Development Plans should be the core
target. All States must be made capable to build
platform cooperatives where self-help groups act
as intermediaries; functionally, lessons can be
learnt from Kerala’s Kudumbashree. Civil society
must be incentivised to invest in grass-roots
political education and legal aid clinics in order to
strengthen the community accountability
mechanisms. Lastly, it is time we strengthen and
codify our offline fall-back mechanisms, human
feedback safeguards, and statutory bias audits by
embedding the “right to explanation and appeal”
— as proposed by the UN Human Rights for digital
governance systems.

Focus on the citizen

‘We, as citizens of India, must realise that a
welfare state stripped of democratic deliberations
is a machine that works efficiently for everyone
except those it is meant to help. For a Viksit
Bharat we will have to reorient digitisation with
democratic and anti-fragile principles so that
citizens become partners in governance, and not
mere entries in a ledger.
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