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Every four years, the FIFA World Cup persuades
the world to pause and look in the same
direction.

For a month, football becomes more than a sport.
[t becomes memory, identity, aspiration, rivalry
and, often, a language shared across borders. The
2026 World Cup arrives at a particularly poignant
moment. For many fans, it may be the last
opportunity to watch Lionel Messi and Cristiano
Ronaldo on football’s biggest stage.

In this issue, we revisit the magic of Mexico

’86 and the World Cup memories that shaped

a generation. We explore Messi’s enduring
influence on Argentina, the challenges facing
Ronaldo in the twilight of his career, and the
subtle brilliance that separates sporting geniuses
from everyone else.

But the World Cup is also a story about people.
[t is about how distant nations become local
passions, as Kerala’s extraordinary football
culture reminds us.

Beyond football, this issue examines the anxiety
and uncertainty triggered by cancelled exams,
why Apple is looking beyond Al chatbots, and
why a growing number of young couples are
choosing purpose and balance over the relentless
pursuit of hustle.
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by Sandeep Dwived.

Growing up next to an all-purpose
sports facility — the epicentre

of our young lives in Rajkot’s railway
colony in the 1980s — we had our

own football heroes. There was Rafig
Baloch, a strapping Siddi boy, with
tree-trunk legs. Parsottam, endearingly
called Pasiyo, was a fearless defender
with goal-scoring ambitions. And the
delightful Ahmed, a compulsive dribbler,
loved dodging goalkeepers and tapping
the ball in the goal.

They all played for our team — the
modestly named Jagjivan Ram Railway
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Institute. We rarely won the local league
since other sides from outside our
township — Young Challengers Club
and Youth Club — were more consistent
but less watchable. For context, we were
Rajkot’s Liverpool.

Back in the day, our exposure to the
world of football was primarily through
the written word. Englishman Brian
Glanville, the finest football writer ever,
was our guide. He took us to iconic
stadiums around the world, informed
us about the ball skills of greats and
sparked our young minds to imagine
what they did on fields, oceans away.
His beautifully crafted, impressively
authoritative articles regularly appeared
in Sportstar, that sporting bible of our
youth. That glossy magazine with the
popular centrefold was dear to us. We
would rub our cheeks against its glossy
pages for that soothing, smooth feel
before devouring the magazine from
cover to cover.

Once in a while, if it was our lucky
day, the Films Division-produced
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Newsreel that used to be shown before
movies in theatres and would feature

a few seconds-long video clips of
international football. It was a blink-
and-miss sporting opportunity that
came your way in dark cinema halls with
un-cushioned wooden seats. To say that
we, nestled in our comfortable cocoon,
were cut off from the world would be
factual — not an attempt to romanticise
remoteness.

And then it all happened during

that magical summer of 1986 when
footballing greats, and even a God,
graced our living room every night. We
had watched Ravi Shastri drive his team
mates in an Audi at MCG a year back but
that was not at our home. Watching live
sports from your own couch was new

to us. As far as eye-openers go, Mexico
’86 was epic — it burnt new, permanent
footballing images into our retinas,
rewriting the old ones.

Poor Baloch, Pasiyo and Ahmed,
they were pushed out of our mind
space by Maradona, Socrates, Platini,
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Zico, Lineker, Laudrup... the list was
unending. To date, Mexico ’86 is counted
as the most memorable and eventful of
World Cups. Hand of God, greatest goal
ever, heartbreaking results and that
thrilling climax where Valdano latched
on to Maradona’s measured through-
ball to break the 2-2 deadlock in the
final against Germany. As the Argentines
hugged Maradona, the world, including
the recent converts from Rajkot, wanted
to jump into the television to be part of
the happy huddle.

Our colony’s first tryst with top-
level football was delightful and also
insightful.

[t gave a chance to witness how national
teams build fanbases in distant lands.
How those uninitiated into international
football in our neighbourhood picked
the teams they would be backing for

the World Cup, and the rest of their life,
was a story that would have inspired R

K Narayan. These were simple folk, with
no skin in the game, feeling obliged to
connect with the mesmerising men,
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from different countries and cultures,
playing the Beautiful Game.

Late one night, early in the tournament,
the grandfather of a close friend
announced to the family, sitting
together watching their first World

Cup, that Germany was to be the team
they would be supporting. Starting as a
cobbler mending shoes on the footpath
of a busy road, the highly respected
patriarch had gone on to own a few
imposing footwear shops in the city’s
tony area. His proclamation had come
minutes after the commentator had read
the German playing XI, starting with
their goalkeeper Toni Schumacher. “See,
like us, the German goalkeeper too is a
shoemaker. So, henceforth, Germany is
our team,” he said.

Not far from where we stayed lived the
Joshis. In the dead of night, they pledged
their allegiance to Brazil. That was

after the World Cup’s most entertaining
team had beaten Poland, where their
right-back Josimar had scored through

a stunning pile-driver from outside the
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D. The next morning, as word spread
about Joshi’s allegiance, our locality’s
certified funny man overwrote Mr Joshi’s
name plate outside his home. It was
now reading Joshimar, with the "mar”
addition done sloppily with a black
sketch pen.

Our milkman would become a huge
Michael Laudrup fan as he was from
Denmark, a country he knew was big on
livestock and dairy products. England,
too, had a few fans. The presence of
many Gujaratis in the UK, many having
come via Africa, was a factor. The
English fans loathed Maradona when he
first cheated and later humiliated them
in that Hand of God game. But they were
a minority; Argentina and Maradona
ruled most hearts.

For our small group, the hero was the
Brazilian, Socrates. He was tall, lanky,
outspoken and an underdog. He was

a reflection of a certain Angry Young
Man, a popular silver-screen character
of that image. Socrates was a doctor who
smoked like a chimney and drank like a
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fish. He had a casual air about himself
even in high-pressure situations.
Socrates conducted himself in a crucial
World Cup game like a father playing
ball with his child in a park. The good
doctor answered the biggest question of
our teenage lives: What was cool?

Four decades after our baptism by the
roaring Mexico fire, the World Cup

has come full circle. The big sporting
spectacle has commenced in Mexico.
Still, nothing can replace the Summer
of ’86, nor can there be a return to that
age of innocence. This is the age of
excessive information and data mining.
Nothing is left to the imagination. The
joy of connecting with strangers on a gut
feeling is over.

“Oh, when I look back now ... Those were
the best days of my life.” That Summer

of 86.
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In Messi's second goal &

Sachin's googly to Moin,

by Sandeep Dwived.

ven in the least flashy goal of his
E World Cup hat-trick, Lionel Messi’s
genius was quietly at work. All one
needed to do was look closely. At first
glance, his second goal comes across
as a plain vanilla poacher’s strike — an
easy tap-in from a few metres with the
goalkeeper out of position. It is only on
a second look, ideally in slow motion,
that the layer of intrigue is unearthed in
this seemingly open-and-shut goal.

On the frame of the goalkeeper sprawled
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on the ground, after his futile full-
length desperate dive to his right,
helplessly watching the ball pass him by
on his left, was the smooth cursive Messi
signature.

The Argentine great could have easily
scored by going to the right of the
goalkeeper — clearly the best option, as
he only had to swing his right foot and
hook the ball. He could have even tried
the fancier, and often-used, alternative
of chipping the ball over the goalie. But
Messi, as usual, took the less travelled
path — pushing the ball to the goalie’s
left, catching him on the wrong foot. It
was truly an unimaginable option that
only occurs to the outliers, despite the
urgency of hectic goal-mouth action.

Mortals beat the goalkeepers, Messi
annihilates them. Maradona, and Pele
before him, too would do the same —
prefer to dribble past the goalkeeper,
rather than merely kicking the ball past
them. Again, it is about putting the
signature.
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Masters of the game are known to

do things differently. They read the
thoughts of their opponents, expose
their limitations, make them look
awkward and inadequate. Without
intending it, they also end up belittling
them — just like the Algerian goalkeeper
at this World Cup or Pakistan’s Moin
Khan one late April afternoon at Multan
in 2004. In the latter case, it was Sachin
Tendulkar, the leg-spinner, who had
embarrassed the wicketkeeper.

[t was the last ball of the day, and the
wicket of the last specialist batsman, a
habitual late-order thorn in the flesh
for bowlers, would have been priceless
for India. Moin seemed ready to defend
the ball and take the battle to the next
day of the tight Test. With a slip in
place, Tendulkar pitched the ball on off-
middle. It was the ideal line for the ball
to spin towards slip, induce an edge by
beating the forward defensive shot. The

line was good even for a straight ball
that could fetch an LBW.

But then, these are the kind of last-ball
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plans that germinate in the minds of
common cricketers. Tendulkar would
bowl a googly from the spot that would
have been perfect for a leg-break.

Like the Messi goal — this one too
didn’t take the expected left turn but
the unexpected right. The ball would
sneak between Moin’s legs and hit the
top of leg-stump. Moin walked away
sheepishly. He played just one more Test
after that.

It is only on a second look, ideally in slow motion, that the layer of intrigue is
unearthed in Messi's seemingly open-and-shut goal. (AP Photo)

Victims of greatness

[f fate somehow brings them together,
the Algerian goalkeeper and the
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Pakistan wicketkeeper can exchange
notes and share the common pain of
being the victim of greatness. Messi and
Tendulkar also could talk about the joy
they get in pulling off such delightful
cons.

Check the two YouTube videos and you
can see GOAT's showing child-like glee
in their moments of triumph, beaming
and hugging teammates like teens in
school playgrounds. Also note that
there is no hint of insult towards the
vanquished and not a single muscle can
be seen flexing superiority. It’s simply
pure happiness of a carefully planned
idea working out, the result of a lifetime
of rigorous pursuit.

There is a handy experiment to
understand how geniuses think. The
next time, while watching Messi, when
the ball is at his feet, try guessing the
path he and the ball will take. Most

of the time, you would get it woefully
wrong. It is expected since even the top
pros entrusted with the job of marking
him have regularly been foxed. When
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you expect it to be a square pass to a
teammate free on the wings, it would be
a through ball to a striker who has just
launched his forward run.

Having lived all his life in a crowded
midfield and the heavily manned
D-area, Messi knows how to find his
way through the maze. From his tiki-
taka days at Barcelona, he is aware of
the angles and routes that not many

are familiar with. Born in Maradona’s
country, he has the skills to use every
centimetre of both his feet to send the
ball in unexpected directions. Messi has
a mind that throws up options that even
beat the Al-powered computers of sports
analysts.

In an incredibly insightful interaction
on his 50th birthday, Tendulkar had
given an idea about how sporting
geniuses think.

Mind games

[t was from a Test at Adelaide in the
1999 India-Australia tour. The bowling
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unit had a plan in place against
Tendulkar — they would bowl away from
him, tempt him to reach for the ball

and edge behind the wicket. (Glenn)
McGrath bowled four to five maiden
overs to him. Tendulkar kept leaving

the ball. For those beyond the boundary
rope, the Aussies were winning and
Tendulkar had been forced into a shell.

At this point in the narration, a smile
emerged on Tendulkar’s face. “That
evening, for the rest of the world, it
seemed like I had lost the battle but the
Australian team knew I had won the
battle. And I knew I had won the battle,”
he said.

Years later, Tendulkar’s dear friend
Shane Warne would talk to him about
that day. “The guys who mattered knew
exactly what happened. Warne told me
later about that meeting. They said, "We
are in trouble, he is playing a different

> »

game’.

Next morning, Tendulkar would start by
hitting a couple of boundaries to balls
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that had landed on the same spot that
he had been leaving the previous day.
“It was a message that I decided when to
play and when to leave the ball.”

Wiser after those words, we would ask a
follow-up question. How do you get into
a bowler’s head? He said that since he
bowled a lot, he understood the game
better. But it was an incomplete answer.
Tendulkar would go on to add: “Certain
things can’t be taught.” They just need
to be closely observed, appreciated and
enjoyed.

Just like Messi’s least-applauded second
goal of his hat-trick.
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Why

works for Argentina

by Sandip G

he pull is irresistible; to win it, to
Twin it again. If Lionel Messi had
not lifted the World Cup in Qatar, he
would have been just another celebrity
guest in the corporate box. But success,
unlike failure, lures into reliving the
glorious yesterday once more, to kiss the
bulbous crown again, to be ferried on
the shoulders of his teammates again, or
to cry so innocently again. Messi cannot
leave his yesterdays behind, and so he
is in the US to achieve a rare feat last
achieved by Pele and friends in 1962.
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Maybe, this is how he has planned his
legacy. He has matched Diego Maradona,
his idol and still the most loved
footballer in his country, in winning the
World Cup. Now, Messi wants to match
Messi himself, composing a tribute act
to himself. He could spoil the perfect
ending that Qatar had bestowed on
him, he could turn out to be a parody

of himself. He will turn 39 during the
tournament. But Messi is not delusional
that he just needs to turn up and the
goals and assists would automatically
arrive, or that he is in his peak physical
shape.

All he knows is one truth; that there

is still fire raging within him, as
powerfully as it was with his five
previous participations; that even with
the prowess of the muscle fading, he has
the wits, the knowhow and belief that he
could win games. The feet are as silken
as always; the eyes are as sharp and the
spirit impenetrable.
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Still sharp

Those that smirk about his match-
readiness after playing in a league of
inferior quality shouldn’t ignore his
contributions with Argentina in the
qualification passage as well as the
COPA in 2024. Messi fired eight goals
in the qualifying campaign, which the
defending champions topped, winning
12 out of 18 matches and only losing
four. He created three more. He has
stacked a dozen goals and seven assists
in 14 MLS games this season.

In his latter years, Messi has been more Xavi, his Barca soulmate than himself, capturing
the wondrous dexterity. (Reuters)

At this stage of his career, it is not where
he plays, but how he does. He might not
last the physical rigours of a full season
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in Europe, but can indisputably light up

a tournament that needs sporadic bursts

of inventiveness rather than sustained
aggression. He could be slower than he

was in Qatar, but he possesses the vision

and intuition to see paths, angles and
moves that others don’t see. The men
around him have to run harder, cover
his spaces and mask his non-existent
pressing.

All of these they do without complaints,

or as a painful duty, but like repaying
the debt to the inspiration he has
been to them. Julian Alvarez, his
forward colleague, had a picture of
Messi beside Mother Mary; Lautaro
Martinez has an autograph of Messi
that he still preserves. Enzo Fernandez
was a sprightly teenager when his

idol announced his retirement after

a doomed COPA tussle in 2016. He
then posted an emotional message

on his Facebook wall. “How are we, a
bunch of nobodies who don’t live with
1% of the pressure you do, 40 million
people making ridiculous demands of
perfection when we don’t even know
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you, going to try to convince you? Do
what you want but think about staying
and enjoying it.”

Perhaps, it helped Messi that most of
his colleagues in Qatar were from a
younger generation that didn’t share the
collective angst of losing the 2014 final;
men that looked up to him and would
resort to the extremes to make him
happy. Messi, too, felt more comfortable
manning them rather than those of
similar vintage.

Whatever the outcome of the World Cup,
another enthralling chapter in Messi’s
life is writing itself. The role would be
much the same as it had been in Qatar,
lurking in the shadows and pouncing at
the ripest moment, producing trickery
that no one imagines. His mere shadow
would inspire his troops.

More Xavi

Manager Lionel Scaloni has tuned the
team’s game to ensure that no one is
overburdened. They don’t press hard
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or circulate the ball endlessly. The
moment they get the ball, they surge
upfield with quick, sharp passing. Those
could be long, short, square or diagonal.
There will be runners around Messi,
who veers to more central channels to
conduct the game. In his latter years, he
has been more Xavi, his Barca soulmate
than himself, capturing the wondrous
dexterity.

Perhaps, him lingering in the game
originates from the discovery that there
are more layers to his game than he had
thought. That he is not finished yet.

His demeanour would be fascinating.

In Qatar, the devil in the saint often
surfaced, the rough edges trapped in his
peaceful face. The line to Dutch forward
Wout Weghorst would be remembered
as the rudest line he had ever uttered on
the field: "what you looking at, fool?”

Maybe, Messi wants to experience all
these emotions again, to suspend his
golden sunset again. And the irresistible
pull remains; to win and win it again.
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the ball has

fallen out of love with him

by Sandip G

he worst feeling for Cristiano
TRonaldo was not that he didn’t
score against a team that last played
the World Cup before he was born; or
that his two attempts were weak and
wayward; or that he looked a burden
for the team; or that he disrupted the
system or barely contributed to the
defensive rigours. It was just that the
ball had fallen out of love with him. Like
a jilted lover, it shirked away from him,
turned away his glances, turned back
unreciprocated. Certainly, Ronaldo can
still win his love back — the tournament
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is long and arduous, it could have been
just a one-evening falling out.

Portugal drew 1-1 with DR Congo in
Houston on Wednesday, a result that felt
as flat as Ronaldo’s performance.

But at 41, in a squad bursting with
attacking gifts, every bad outing evokes
scrutiny. With every bad day, he seems
to be moving closer to the horizon.

Despite the age, the waning
explosiveness, Ronaldo still has the
bearings to sweet-spot the ball, fetch

it where he wants. Against Congo, he
simply couldn’t. In the 68th minute
Francisco Conceicao stabbed a cutback
to Ronaldo, a little behind him. It was
maybe a yard away from his liking, but
in his prime he would contort his body
suitably and find the best position. Even
if not, he always found a chunk of his
glittering boot. Here, he flayed the shot
wide off the near post. He sneered and
gritted his teeth, wondering how the
touch had forsaken him.
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The worst part was not that his attempt
was horrible, but that he had stolen

it off Bruno Fernandes’ toes. The
Manchester United midfielder was
beside him, with more space and a better
angle. But Ronaldo’s instinct is not to
facilitate goals but to score them. When
the touch leaves, the instincts betray. It
was not the first time he had infringed
on Fernandes’ space. The coaching staft
has to find a solution for the continued
disruption.

Portugal’s Cristiano Ronaldo argues with referee Abdulrahman Al-Jassim, of Qatar,
after he showed a yellow card to Bernardo Silva, left, during the World Cup Group K
soccer match between Portugal and Congo in Houston, Wednesday, June 17, 2026.

(AP Photo/Ashley Landis)

Six minutes later came more concerted
proof of his diminishing touch.
Conceicao produced another, better
cutback, but Ronaldo shanked it away.
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The shot was hurried and without power,
bothered perhaps by Axel Tuanzebe’s
challenge. But those were moments

that barely troubled him once. He

could find the target through a maze

of legs, unfazed by shirt-pullers and
pickpockets, outmuscling and outwitting
them. Here, he was vexed, riddled with
doubt.

There is a cruel paradox. A man whose
career was built on smouldering self-
belief has begun to doubt himself.
Perhaps that is at the heart of his
malaise — the absolute faith in

himself blinding him to the reality of
his tottering prowess. Ronaldo is no
longer who he thinks he is. He is still
supernaturally fit, with the vaulting
ambition to win the only crown his
head has not worn, that of a world
champion. But he is making a parody of
the great player he once was. He is the
aged leading vocalist of a heavy metal
band living in the guttural grandeur of
his past, unaware that his voice box has
only been creaking.
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When he cannot score, he becomes a
liability — he is not involved in creative
or defensive duties, his real estate

of influence limited. Some numbers
capture his horrid game. He made only
20 passes in 90 minutes, the thirteenth
best in the game. His defensive
contribution was one. His progressive
actions merely two. He occasionally
dropped deep to facilitate link-up play
but could not match his colleagues’
pace. His immobility is slowing the
whole team down, a blend of supreme
attackers and midfield conductors.
Otherwise he lurked ahead of Congo’s
high line, then retreated to gather the
ball inside, waiting for crosses played
behind the line. Try as his colleagues
did, none could establish a working
relationship with him. He was like a
vintage Morris Minor caught amongst
Ferraris.

Parallels with Lionel Messi will
inevitably spring. Messi is slower

than Ronaldo, but he creates more —
his spatial awareness is superior, his
passes defence-piercing, his movement
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still pulling defenders out of shape
even when his legs have nothing left.
Messi has runners around him who
compensate for what age has taken.
Ronaldo has superior technicians
around him who cannot compensate
for what he no longer provides. That is
Portugal’s great dilemma.

Certainly Ronaldo was not the only
Portuguese footballer who endured a
horrid day, but he was central to their
afflictions. For Portugal to mount a
serious title challenge, the Ronaldo
riddle has to be solved. Hard decisions
have to be made — whether to use

him as a substitute, or replace him
earlier than Roberto Martinez did on
Wednesday. The manager defended him,
as he has throughout his tenure. “We
don’t treat Cristiano for his age, we treat
him according to his symptoms and how

he feels,” he said.

The diagnosis, though, reads differently.
The ball has fallen out of love with him.
Portugal should find a solution before
football does the same.

<INDEX NEXT->



32

How FIFA turned the World

Cup into

by Shashank Nair

he fact that the global body of

football would capitalise on a World
Cup being held on North American
soil was never in doubt. But it is the
varying layers of costs, added across
different mediums, that have turned
the 2026 World Cup across the USA,
Mexico and Canada into an event where
the best matches have simply become
unaffordable to a significant group of
fans.

At the heart of this is dynamic pricing.
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For long, events have priced their tickets
at a set value. People have purchased
those tickets at that value and, based on
demand, sold them at higher prices on
secondary platforms and made a profit.
Dynamic pricing essentially attempts

to remove that secondary retail market
by basing ticket prices on demand and

supply.

Dynamic pricing is a part of everyday
life. The Rapido bike you book works

on the same principle. The cost of a
ride goes up during the rainy season

or peak tratfic, but drops during lunch
hour. Sometimes the customer benefits,
sometimes the service provider benefits
— but the middleman marketplace
benefits all the time.

What FIFA did, though, was to create a
marketplace for reselling tickets, and
then decided to charge 15% from both
the seller and the buyer, ensuring that
regardless of demand or supply, they
profit from it.

“An authorized resale market enables
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the seller to control the exchange and
charge commissions and is the seller’s
best revenue-maximizing mechanism.
That is the core economic logic behind
FIFA’s resale platform,” Pnina Feldman,
an associate professor from the Darden
School of Business at the University of

Virginia, told ESPN.

According to Ticketdata.com, the
cheapest ticket available was for a Cape
Verde vs Saudi Arabia Group H fixture
at the Reliant Stadium in Texas, with
prices hovering around the $160-170
mark. But the real issue with dynamic
pricing emerges with the bigger games.
The World Cup final, initially priced at
$6,730 for the top category, has now
risen to over $10,990 in the latest sales
window.

“We have to look at the market — we are
in the market in which entertainment

1s the most developed in the world. So
we have to apply market rates,” FIFA
president Gianni Infantino said. “And

as a matter of fact, even though some
people are saying that the ticket prices
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we have are high, they still end up on
the resale market at an even higher
price, more than double of our price.”

The justification is that where there is
demand, FIFA must strive to earn the
topmost dollar. It has also led to wide
variance 1n prices. Most group stage
tickets cost anywhere between $60 and
$620. FIFA has not released data on how
many tickets are available at the cheaper
end. According to the Associated Press,
the number of $60 tickets for each

game is likely to be in the hundreds,

not thousands — accounting for roughly
1.6% of total available seats per match.

There is a marked disagreement
between FIFA and fans over who should
be present at a big-ticket World Cup
match. Dynamic pricing favours fans
willing to pay astronomical amounts
for better games while relegating those
who cannot afford them to watching
less in-demand fixtures. It has led to
skyrocketing prices for top level games
and a serious lack of demand for certain
group stage matches.
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FIFA has been accused of trying to
offload tickets for these low-turnout
games by selling large quantities to
unofficial resale websites. According

to the Telegraph, large blocks of seats
appeared on resale website SeatGeek
for $200, well below the $700 valuation
on FIFA’s own resale marketplace. In
some cases, as many as 18 blocks of
seats were available on the site, which
1s inconsistent with normal reseller
behaviour and points to a mass dumping
of cheap inventory into the market.

“Why doesn’t FIFA just lower prices
on its own site? Probably because
official price cuts could trigger refund
demands, chargebacks, or consumer-
protection headaches from fans who
already bought at much higher prices.
Instead FIFA keeps official prices high,
avoids openly admitting the market-
clearing price is lower, and moves
unsold inventory through third-party
resale platforms instead,” said Florian
Ederer, an economics professor from
Boston University’s Questrom School of
Business.
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Neymar by the highV\;ay

by Nidheesh MK

ou cannot drive ten kilometres
Yacross Kerala right now without
meeting two things. One falls from the
sky. The other is bolted to the roadside,
as tall as the coconut palms behind
it: Messi or Neymar dripping in the
monsoon and watching the traffic go by.

Last week, a two-and-a-half-storey
Cristiano Ronaldo rose from a paddy
field in Omassery. Within a day, Brazil
fans answered three kilometres away
with a Neymar taller still, planted in
the wet green of the field. The Brazil
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group spent over ten thousand rupees
on theirs, and motorists now stop to
photograph a footballer standing in the
rice. Three years ago, the village next
door floated a Messi on an islet in the
river, four storeys high, and FIFA itself
shared the picture. The cutouts come
back every cycle, bigger each time, and
so does the logic behind them: nobody
here builds a monument to their own
team. They build it to beat someone
else’s.

Far beyond the United States, Mexico,
and Canada, where the FIFA World Cup
2026 is actually being played, Kerala has
made the tournament its own. A state
where most people have never seen
Argentina or Brazil except on television
has spent decades adopting two football
nations as a second identity and arguing
about them the way it argues about
everything else. The World Cup is when
the argument gets a stage. Allegiance

to a team nine thousand miles away
outranks caste, party, and occasionally
marriage.
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That is the grammar of the season: In
Kongad, Palakkad, Argentina fans put
up a flex the width of a football pitch,
Messi lifting the trophy with Di Maria
and Alvarez at his shoulders, the whole
thing carried into place on the shoulders
of twenty men. A stretch of road stopped
being a road and has become, for now,

a small piece of Argentina. So Brazil
replied. In Munda, Malappuram, a fan
club lined the inter-state highway with
a banner you could not photograph in
one frame from across the road, the full
squad printed life-size and then some.

[t runs through the front door and
splits the household. A television
channel found one family holding three
countries at the dinner table: the father
for Brazil, the son for Argentina, and the
wife for Portugal. A man has wrapped
his scooter in a banner of Ronaldo.
Another has painted the fuel tank of
his motorcycle in Brazil yellow. There
are bedrooms turned into shrines to a
single player, and houses done end to
end in one nation’s colours by men who
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will have to live inside it long after the
tournament ends. The newest costume
1s the mundu, the traditional white
wraparound, printed in team stripes,
sO a man can stand at a temple festival,
white above the waist and Argentina
blue below it.

Mundus printed in the colours of Argentina, Brazil and Portugal on display at a shop in
Kerala. (Instagram/rakhesh k nair)

There is an older version of this that
most people pass without seeing.
Kerala’s government signboards are blue
and white, like those of Argentina, and
the official explanation is a poem about
the state’s geography rendered in two
colours. While that may be true, what

is also true is that Elias George, the IAS
officer who designed them, became an
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Argentina fan after watching Maradona
in 1986.

The fever lives hardest on the campuses.
At Devagiri College in Kozhikode, Alan
Biju George, a B.Com finance student,
has spent the past weeks organising the
college fan show with his friends. He
describes how it works: the World Cup
starts, and the WhatsApp groups form
overnight — Argentina Fans Devagiri,
Brazil Fans Devagiri, Portugal Fans
Devagiri. Forty students throw whatever
they can into a common pot, and a flex
goes up.

At night, boys hang giant flags belonging
to both the KSU and the SFI, party rivals
the rest of the year, but united for the
moment under their favourite World
Cup banners. Then begins the show:

the three camps arriving in decorated
cars with Nashik dhol and samba, faces
and bodies painted, wigs and horns and
smoke, a flash mob of girls in different
jerseys, and a penalty shootout to close
it. The college backs it. For the soft
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launch this year, they unrolled a flex
down the side of a block reading One
Last Dance, because Messi, Ronaldo, and
Neymar are all assumed to be playing
their final World Cup, and the boys
wanted to marKk it.

Posters of the Argentina Fans Devagiri and Brazil Fans Devagiri groups in Kozhikode.
(Indian Express/Nidheesh MK)

“The World Cup,” Alan says, “has
become a Kerala festival on the order of
Christmas and Easter, and parents who
once worried about where their sons
were now find them turned, for a month,
toward football instead of something
worse.”

The matches fall in the small hours
this time, kicking off after children
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are meant to be asleep. The father of a
nine-year-old is glad his son can recite
Neymar’s career and holds firm opinions
about Lamine Yamal, but is losing the
bedtime battle, because there is school
in the morning and the boy will not
move.

On the campuses, the arguing has gone
almost scholarly. The Argentina fans
point out that Brazil have not lifted the
cup since 2002, twenty-four years and
counting, a whole childhood. The Brazil
fans answer that Argentina win about
once a generation, 1978, 1986, 2022,

and that the country went forty-four
years between the first and the last, long
enough that the men who celebrated the
first one were watching the third from
their deathbeds. Both are right, which is
why it does not stop.

Adding to the frenzy this time is the
fact that a Malayali is actually in
the tournament. Tahsin Mohammed
Jamshid, 19, whose family is from
Thalassery in northern Kerala, is in
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Qatar’s final squad. His father played
for Calicut University and once shared
a field with Jo Paul Ancheri, one of the
best footballers Kerala produced in his
day. Tahsin was born in Doha and came
up through Qatar’s academy system.
His face is already printed on jerseys in
Kerala.

Tahsin Mohammad Jamshid (centre) with his father, Jamshid Thachankandy (left), and
elder brother, Mishal Mohammed. (Special Arrangement)

For all its scale, the map of the fever

is changing. Football mania used to
belong to the northern parts of Kerala.
[t is climbing south now. Up in the high
ranges of Idukki, a hilly region with
little history of this, cutouts of Messi
are going up by the check dams. Idukki
gave India two of its finest runners, KM
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Beenamol and Shiny Wilson, off these
same slopes, and is only now getting a
proper stadium built.

For all the flags, the state of sport

in Kerala is thinner than the noise
suggests. The stadiums that exist are
mostly locked, held by the Kerala State
Sports Council, the apex statutory body
under the state government, which
itself pleads a shortage of funds. The
real gap is not floodlit turf but plain
open ground, somewhere a boy can walk
onto with a ball. The coast and the high
ranges once sent the country some of
its best athletes. They send fewer now,
which makes it less of a surprise that the
youngster from Thalassery reached the
World Cup through Qatar, and not from
here.

Everyone is selling through the hole the
World Cup cuts in the state’s attention:
clothing shops, the tourism department,
the campaign against drugs. The reel-
makers are having the month of their
lives, some of them passing off old
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footage of cutouts as this year’s, which
works because the underlying devotion
does not change.

Where does all this affection come
from? Probably in the roots that are not
only sporting.

A Lionel Messi cutout towers over a roadside in Kozhikode during the 2018 FIFA World
Cup. (Indian Express/Nandagopal Rajan)

Kerala chooses sides for a living.
Mammootty or Mohanlal at the movies.
Communist or Congress at the ballot.
The state organises its loyalties in pairs
and argues them to the end, and Brazil
against Argentina slotted into that habit
as if it had been waiting for it. There are
other footballing allegiances — France,
Portugal, Germany — but none of them
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carries the heat of the old two.

The Latin American teams arrived
wrapped in something Kerala was
already inclined to love. Messi was
raised in Rosario, the same city that
produced Che Guevara, whose face
has been imprinted on Kerala’s youth
for longer than Messi has been alive.
The Left found in football a language
to talk about poverty and power with
people who would never sit through a
pamphlet.

There was a territorial pull too, a sense
that these were the teams of the global
underdog, the colonised, the working
poor, that felt closer to Kerala’s own
self-image. And then there was the man
himself. Many in Kerala saw their first
World Cup in 1986, the tournament that
handed them Maradona at his peak, and
a generation that fell for him then has
never entirely got up.

The game also bred a literature of its
own here. NS Madhavan wrote Higuita
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in 1990, naming it after the Colombian
goalkeeper, and it remains one of the
most anthologised Malayalam short
stories. Sudani from Nigeria, the 2018
film about an African player on a
Malappuram sevens team and the
household that takes him in, came out of
the same soil.

The origin of the frenzy, the side-

taking and the showing-off are hard

to date, because the obsession grew
among ordinary people before anyone
important noticed it. Kerala’s pre-
Independence freedom fighters were not
remembered as footballers, yet North
Kerala held on to stories of barefoot
Malayalis taking on boot-wearing British
officers on the same grounds.

A 1982 photograph by Ali Kovoor shows
a gallery packed with women watching
a match, which tells you how far back,
and how wide, the phenomenon already
ran. What turned a regional habit

into a mania was television. Before

it, following top-flight football was
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something you did out in the world:

at the maidan, the sevens ground, the
stadium, places coded working-class

and rooted in North Kerala and the
coast. Television took that passion and
dropped it inside everyone’s living room,
so a middle-class family in rural Kerala
could now catch the same fever without

ever standing on a muddy touchline.
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The 1982 photograph by Ali Kovoor. (Instagram/malabar.manual)

[t made the whole state a spectator,

and it has not left the room since. The
maidans are still there, the sevens
ground in the north still filling on
weekend nights, men playing seven-
a-side on mud for hours, the winners
going home with a trophy and not much
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more than a plate of al-faham. But the
game most people follow now is the one
on the screen, where the fans run into
the millions.

The result is that the projector on the
street, playing the World Cup, is the
oldest and most level thing left about
Kerala. A giant screen, two big speakers,
plastic chairs under a tarpaulin in

the rain, and a hundred people who
otherwise have less and less to say to
one another, the auto driver next to the
bank clerk next to the schoolboy, all
watching the same match in the open.
Nobody’s asking who you voted for or
who you pray to. Football, as Jurgen
Klopp once called it, becomes the most
important of the least important things.
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The man who kicked off

Indian football

by Deeptesh Sen

n late 1877, the year when Australia

defeated England in the first-ever
Test match at Melbourne and Queen
Victoria took over as the Empress of
India, a 10-year-old boy accompanying
his mother to the Ganga was enraptured
by the sight of British soldiers kicking a
ball and running after it at the Calcutta
F.C. Ground. The game captivated him
so much that he got down from his
carriage, watched the soldiers play, and
when one of the players asked the boy

<INDEX NEXT->



92

to kick it back after the ball had rolled
towards him, the boy happily obliged.
Legend has it that this was the first time
an Indian had kicked a football at the
Calcutta Maidan.

Legend has it that 1877 was the first time an Indian had kicked a football at the Calcutta
Maidan. (Wikimedia Commons)

While if Indians had participated in any
form of competitive football matches
before that remains a matter of debate,
what is widely acknowledged is the role
the 10-year-old boy would later go on
to play in popularising football in the
country. Nagendra Prasad Sarbadhikari,
who is considered to be the ‘Father

of Indian Football’, formed a string of
football clubs in erstwhile Calcutta and
also played a leading role in the creation
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of the Indian Football Association (IFA)
in 1892.

[f we are to take a close look at the
history of Indian football, the way it

is today, it all goes back to that day in
September 1877 when Nagendra Prasad
kicked back the ball to the British soldier
on the Calcutta Maidan.

Nagendra Prasad and the birth
of club football

Most of the football matches in Calcutta
back in the 19th century involved British
soldiers, tradesmen and sailors. That
changed when Nagendra Prasad arrived
on the scene.

As P.L. Dutt in his book Memoir of Father
of Indian Football writes, the very next
day after he had been intrigued by the
game at the Calcutta Maidan, Nagendra
Prasad collected subscriptions, bought

a ball from Messrs. Manton & Co.,

a renowned sports goods shop in
Calcutta’s Bowbazar area, and mobilised
his classmates at the Hare School to play
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a game. The motley group had no idea
about the rules of the game and played
a sport which could pass off as a hybrid
form of football and rugby. However,
their efforts attracted enough curiosity
for a sizeable crowd to gather to watch
the game.

Among those following the game

was G.A. Stack, a professor at the
adjacent Presidency College (now
Presidency University), who watched the
proceedings from the college balcony.

[t was Stack, along with J.H. Gilligand,
another professor at Presidency
College, who were deeply moved by the
enthusiasm of the boys and took it upon
themselves to teach Nagendra Prasad
and his companions the rules of the
game. With proper guidance, Nagendra
Prasad’s interest only kept growing —
soon he went on to form the Boys Club.

Soon after, besides Presidency College,
educational institutions such as Sibpur
Engineering College, Calcutta Medical
College and St Xavier’s College formed
their football teams.
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Nagendra Prasad was easily the best
player in the school team. The mercurial
centre forward captained the team, with
students from the adjacent Presidency
College who joined the Hare School
Boys for a game, often playing under his
leadership.

Hare School, from where Nagendra Prasad started his football journey.
(Wikimedia Commons)

He later teamed up with his classmate
Nagendra Mullick, who was from the
famous Mullick family of Chorebagan,
to form the Friends Club. This was

only the beginning of the journey for
club football in Calcutta. Nagendra
Prasad went on to form a string of clubs
thereafter, with the most important

<INDEX NEXT->



26

among them being the Presidency and
the Wellington clubs.

The Wellington Club was formed in
1884 when Nagendra Prasad was still a
student of Presidency College. Among
his contemporaries were the likes of

Sir Pratul Chatterjee, Bhupendra Nath
Mitter, Sir Binod Mitter, Sir Manmatha
Nath Mukherjee, Surendra Nath Mullick,
K.N. Chaudhuri and Jatindra Nath Basu.

Challenging upper caste
hegemony

The Wellington Club had around 500
members in those days, with many
people from affluent sections of society
considering it to be a matter of great
prestige to be a part of the outfit. When
Nagendra Prasad tried to induct Moni
Das, a potter’s son, into the club, he was
met with vehement opposition from the
richer members.

Unwilling to buckle under pressure,
Nagendra Prasad, who believed that a
sporting body should not discriminate
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between individuals on the basis of their
identity, dissolved the Wellington Club.
“I know sooner or later the matter will
be asked to be put to vote. It will be a
mean move on the part of those who call
themselves sportsmen. I cannot allow
myself to be a party to it,” he had said
on the occasion, Dutt mentions in his
memoir.

By combining players from the other
sporting clubs he had earlier formed —
the Boys Sporting Club, Friends Club,
Presidency Club and the erstwhile
Wellington Club — he then founded the
famous Sovabazar Club in 1887 on the
premises of the Sovabazar Rajbati. Moni
Das was inducted as one of the first
members of the club. Das would later go
on to become one of the first members

of the Mohun Bagan Club.

Kaushik Bandhopadhyay and Boria
Majumdar, in their book A Social History
of Indian Football, write that Nagendra
Prasad’s act of dissolving the Wellington
Club as a protest against some of the
members’ opposition to the proposed
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induction of Moni Das was the first
attempt of its kind to free sport of all
caste prejudices. They also mention that
the club, of which Nagendra Prasad was
the joint honourary secretary and the
Maharaja of Cooch Behar the president,
“was unique in its policy to throw open
membership to sportsmen irrespective
of class, caste, community or religious
affiliations”.

The Sovabazar Club in 1887 on the premises of the Sovabazar Rajbati.
(X/@lIndianfootballH)

Under Nagendra Prasad’s leadership,
Sovabazar went on to become one of the
premier clubs in Calcutta at that time.
When the Trades Cup, the first open
football tournament in India, was held
in 1889, Sovabazar became the first and
only Indian team to take part in the
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tournament.

In the 1892 edition of the tournament,
Sovabazar created footballing folklore by
beating East Surrey Regiment 2-1, which
was the first-ever Indian victory of
significance over a European team in a
football match. A year later, Fort William
Arsenal, which was a team made up of
Indian workers, won the Cooch Behar
Cup.

As Rakhal Bhattacharya writes in
Kolkatar Football (Football in Kolkata),
the Sovabazar Club played a leading role
in spreading football, with Nagendra
Prasad himself inspiring many players
to join the outfit. It was no longer just a
hobby for a royal family — a competitive
edge soon came in, and most Bengalis
then were happy to have a platform to
challenge the British at their own game.

Nagendra Prasad also played a leading
role in the formation of the Indian
Football Association (IFA) in 1892.
However, when the opportunity of
nominating the first Indian member to
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the IFA came in 1900, he stepped aside
and chose Kali Mitter, a senior member
of the Sovabazar Club, for the post.

Football as a critique of British
colonialism

Sports journalist Novy Kapadia, in his
book Barefoot to Boots: The Many Lives of
Indian Football, narrates an interesting
incident that happened after Mohun
Bagan won the IFA Shield in 1911.

The story goes that as the triumphant
Mohun Bagan players were leaving the
ground after their victory, a middle-
aged gentleman accosted defender
Sudhir Chatterjee and, pointing to the
East Yorkshire Regiment colours and
the Union Jack aloft on the nearby Fort
William, he said, “This one you have
done, but what about that?”

The suggestion was now that the Bagan
players had lowered the colours of a
British regiment, they “should now join
the nationalist movement and drive the
British rulers from the country,” writes
Kapadia. To which Sudhir replied this it
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would happen when his team next won
the Shield — a flippant prediction which
actually turned out to be true.

Football in 20th-century colonial
Calcutta was an inextricable part of an
individual’s sociocultural existence.
As Kaushik Bandhopadhyay and Boria
Majumdar have pointed out in their
book, the sport “soon transcended the
recreational boundary to become a
cultural weapon” in the fight against
British imperialism.

And if football was indeed developing
as a crucial instrument of anti-colonial
cultural resistance in Bengal at that
time, it is important to locate Nagendra
Prasad at the heart of such a project. It
was his unbridled passion for the game,
coupled with his decision to form a
string of clubs to popularise the sport,
that institutionalised football in Bengal
and gave it the structure and impetus to
grow rapidly.

As P L Dutt pointed out in his biography,
physical regeneration of Indians was
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the nationalism which Nagendra Prasad
preached in his life. Another much-
quoted account from Saurindra Kumar
Ghosh’s Krira Samrat Nagendraprasad
Sarbadhikary 1869-1940 states how
Nagendra Prasad, incensed by the
remarks of a man at the Sovabazar
Palace who had taunted his physical
prowess, went on to lift him off his

feet and say, "Now that I shall fling you
down, what do you imagine you will
require to escape that fate?” It was only
after the man apologised that Nagendra
Prasad set him down.

Physical cultures were a special
attraction for Nagendra Prasad — he
was a decent wrestler and also an adept
cricketer.

Bandhopadhyay and Majumdar have
pointed out that at the turn of the
century, Bengali youth came to look
upon football as an avenue through
which they would be able to retrieve
their sinking political prestige and
establish their superiority over the
power the Raj represented”. They

<INDEX NEXT->



63

state that in football, the youth saw

an important instrument of cultural
resistance to challenge portrayals of
Bengalis as weak and “effeminate”.
British historian Thomas Macaulay, who
shaped the education policy in India,
had famously said that the “physical
organization of the Bengalis is feeble
even to effeminacy”. In football, the
Bengali youth found the instrument to
contest these repeated insults by the
British — in fact, it was this physical
culture that Swami Vivekananda seemed
to be referring to when he wrote in
Lectures from Colombo to Almora,

“You will be nearer to Heaven through
football than through the study of the
Gita.”

A culmination of such a moment in the
early 20th century came when Mohun
Bagan, comprising barefoot players in
their ranks, defeated the East Yorkshire
Regiment in the final and won the IFA
Shield in 1911, becoming the first native
Indian team to achieve the feat.

But by then, Nagendra Prasad had
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stepped away from the limelight. The
footballing prowess of the Sovabazar
Club was on the decline with the rise
of Manmatha Ganguly’s National
Association and later Mohun Bagan.

Mohun Bagan, comprising barefooted players in their ranks, defeated East Yorkshire
Regiment in the final and won the [FA Shield in 1911, becoming the first native Indian
team to achieve the feat. (Wikimedia Commons)

In 1900, Nagendra Prasad had
nominated Kali Mitter to the IFA post.
Then in 1902, he suddenly withdrew
from most of his engagements in sports
organisation and joined the Calcutta
High Court as an attorney.

(This story was originally published in
April 2021)
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The anxiety, anger and

cost of

by Aishwarya Khosla

or seven years, Kirti Malik waited

for Haryana to advertise assistant
professor posts in English. So when the
30-year-old learned she had cleared the
Haryana Public Service Commission’s

subject knowledge test, the relief was
overwhelming.

“I was on cloud nine,” she says. "I kept
calling my parents, my PhD supervisor. I

just didn’t know how to feel.”

A government job had always been
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the dream. Having cleared the
examination and finding herself among
the shortlisted candidates, Malik was
confident she would finally secure one.

Little did she know that four months
later, on May 12, the Punjab and
Haryana High Court would quash the
recruitment process for 613 posts in
the state Higher Education Department
because it had not been conducted in
line with UGC regulations.

“It was shattering,” says Malik, who

had first qualified for the UGC-NET in
June 2019, missing the Junior Research
Fellowship by one question, and secured
her JRF a year later. Over the years,

she cleared the NET five times while
working full-time at three different
private institutions, often staying up
past midnight to study.

“For them, it might be just another
recruitment, but for us, it is life-

changing.”

Malik’s experience is far from unique.
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Over the years, lakhs of students and

job aspirants have seen examinations
cancelled or recruitment drives scrapped
due to paper leaks or procedural lapses.
For many, the consequences extend far
beyond delayed careers, leaving behind
anxiety and self-doubt.

Paper leak as a personal failure

The stakes attached to competitive
exams extend well beyond a career
milestone.

“The end goal is belongingness to
what the society around you considers
worthwhile,” says Dr Itisha Nagar, a
Delhi-based psychologist. “It’s a stamp
of legitimacy.”

So, for some students, such setbacks can
be devastating.

Among the 22 lakh medical aspirants
who appeared for the NEET examination
on May 3, which was later cancelled

amid allegations of a paper leak, was
18-year-old Akanksha Chaturvedi of
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Madhya Pradesh. Her family says she
was optimistic about clearing the exam
this time, but was not sure she would
do as well in a retest, and failing that,
whether her family, which had taken a
Rs 3 lakh loan for her coaching, would
be able to fund her a second time. "I

no longer have the courage to take the
NEET exam again. “I am sorry, Mom
and Dad. I have ruined everything,” she
wrote in her final letter.

Nagar says she has seen a similar
pattern among vulnerable youngsters.

The thought process shifts from “I have
been failed, or I have been disappointed”
to "I have disappointed, and I have
failed,” she says. “For a child for

whom this seat was a legitimacy of his
existence and his being in the eyes of his
loved ones, if it’s taken away from him,
no matter the context ... the distinction
between ‘I have failed myself” or ‘I have
been failed by the others around me’
gets blurred.”

Nagar, however, makes a distinction. Not
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every student collapses inward. "Many
children, with the help of teachers,
parents, and support structures, are
able to channel their anger,” she says.
That anger, she points out, sometimes
finds its way onto the streets, as seen
in recent protests by student groups
demanding accountability. "But the
kids who are vulnerable, lonely, without
perceived support, they fall through the
cracks.”

A shock to the system

For some candidates, the cancellation
or scrapping of a recruitment process
comes after years of sacrifice.

Chehak Bansal, 25, had also cleared

the subject knowledge test for Home
Science. With only 20 candidates
qualifying for 23 vacancies, she was
confident of securing a government

job. "It felt like finally the struggle had
come to an end. Finally, the years we
have given to academia, to the books are
finally worth it,” she says. "My parents
were happy that maybe, finally, one of
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our kids will get settled.”

Then came a call from a fellow
candidate.

“She said that our vacancies got
quashed. I thought no, that’s not
happening. Then there was a panic. I sat
and cried for some time,” she recalls.

Rahul Ranjan, 34, a PhD research scholar
who has been preparing for UPSC and
UGC examinations for the last few years,
says these examinations become so
consuming that people begin organising
major life decisions around them.

Ranjan had been preparing for UPSC
since 2016 and appeared for the UGC
NET 2024 exam after taking a three-
month break from his teaching job at
a private institution. "I prepared really
well for the exam, as this was my last
chance to be eligible for JRF,” he says.
“Within two to three hours after the
exam was over, everybody knew the
exam had been leaked. It was such an
embarrassment for the NTA.
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The retest came at a difficult point in his
life.

“My family was pressuring me to get
married. I could not prepare as well for
the retest. The same was also true for
my friend... Her parents had given her
an ultimatum - after this examination,
she would have to get married. She did
not get the opportunity to prepare for
the retest.”

‘Faith in meritocracy is
crumbling’

Jitendra Ahuja, head of department at
Vidya Mandir Classes, a Delhi-based
coaching institute, says the stress is
overwhelming. “They (students) feel
that no matter how hard they work,
they don’t know what will happen. The
uncertainty is terrifying.”

Some students, he says, are beginning
to believe that success depends less
on merit than on access. “Faith in
meritocracy is crumbling.”

<INDEX NEXT->



72

Verma agrees.

“After working so hard, students are
feeling hopeless,” she says. “We had a lot
of trust in the NTA. Cancelling an exam
after a leak is fine. But they should try

to ensure that this doesn’t happen again
because children’s future depends on
them.”

No end in sight

While Malik waits on an appeal, the
emotional toll has been relentless.

“It has been a lot,” she says. "All of us
have been just holding our breath.”

She knows candidates who prepared
through pregnancy and now face the
prospect of appearing for it all over
again. “Would they be able to do well in
the next exam?”

A June 5 Indian Express investigation
found that of 45 major paper leaks
between 2002 and 2025, each affecting
over 1 lakh candidates, only two led to
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convictions. Across those cases, just

18 out of 1,658 people arrested were
convicted.

As investigations drag on, many
aspirants are left grappling with a

question that extends beyond any single
examination.

“I wouldn’t know where to go from
here,” says Malik.
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and the

outrage we never had

by Vaishnawi Sinha

omedian Pranit More has been the
C talk of the town this month after an
audience member at one of his shows
managed to do the impossible: unite the
internet in disgust over a Rs 370 biryani.

By now, most people know the clip.
Himanshu, 22, a Gurgaon-based web
developer, recounted a date where he
paid for a biryani worth Rs 370 before
going on to describe his encounter
with the woman in a manner that was,
at best, crass and, at worst, deeply
disturbing. The clip exploded online.
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Which isn’t particularly surprising.
We’ve seen this movie before.

A comedian says something
controversial. A podcaster says
something controversial. An audience
member says something controversial.
The internet gets angry. Think pieces
are commissioned. Hashtags trend.
Eventually, someone invokes freedom
of speech while someone else demands
accountability. Indian comedy,
especially over the last decade, has
practically been built on this cycle. From
AIB and Tanmay Bhatt to Samay Raina
and Kunal Kamra, public outrage has
become as much a part of the ecosystem
as punchlines.

But what surprised me wasn’t the clip
itself. It was the reaction to it.

Instead of endless debates about
misogyny, consent, or whether Pranit
More should have shut the man
down on stage, my social media feeds
quickly filled up with women telling
other women to pay for their own
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meals. Female creators urged women

to split the bill, get better jobs, earn
more money, and become financially
independent. The conversation had
somehow shifted from a man describing
a woman in degrading terms to women
discussing how to avoid finding
themselves in that situation in the first
place.

And that’s when I started wondering:
where was the outrage machine that I
had become so familiar with? The one
that dissected every word uttered by
comedians, filed FIRs over jokes, and
subjected creators and their families to
weeks of scrutiny. More importantly,
why did the burden of this conversation
seem to fall on women rather than the
men who created it?

Because the Rs 370 biryani controversy
isn’t just a story about one man’s
remarks. It’s a story about who gets
punished, and how much they get
punished.
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The easiest person to punish

The fallout was swift. Within days of
the clip going viral, Himanshu found
himself unemployed. Predictably, the
internet was divided. Some called it
accountability. Others called it mob
justice. LinkedIn philosophers emerged
from the woodwork to remind us that

a person’s private life should not affect
their professional life, while others
argued that the company had every right
to distance itself from remarks that had
become national news.

I’ll admit, I struggle to sympathise with
the "mob justice” argument here.

Not because I believe every offensive
statement should cost someone their
livelihood, but because what happened
at that comedy show wasn’t a poorly
worded joke or an unpopular opinion.
[t was a man casually narrating a story
in which spending Rs 370 on a biryani
seemed to entitle him to something in
return. And if that wasn’t bad enough,
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the clip that circulated online was
actually the sanitised version. The
remarks that followed were far more
graphic, degrading, and disturbing
than the viral excerpts most people
encountered.

Companies are not courts of law. They
don’t determine guilt or innocence. They
determine risk. And when an employee
becomes the face of a controversy that
has half the internet questioning their
values, companies tend to do what
companies have always done: protect
themselves.

You can call it harsh. You can call

it corporate self-preservation. But
consequences were always going to
follow. The real question is whether they
stopped at the right person.

Pranit More and the hierarchy
of outrage

The more I thought about it, the more
this controversy reminded me of the
Samay Raina saga from earlier this year.
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Back then, a tasteless joke made on

a comedy show snowballed into a
national controversy. FIRs were filed.
Politicians weighed in. Creators who
hadn’t even uttered the offending line
found themselves dragged into the mess
simply because they happened to be

in the room. Families were harassed.
Endless court appearances followed. The
punishment quickly outgrew the joke
itself.

The Pranit More controversy couldn’t be
more different.

Here, we weren’t dealing with a
hypothetical scenario or a poorly
thought-out punchline. We were dealing
with a man narrating what he claimed
was a real-life interaction, one in which
paying Rs 370 for a biryani somehow
featured in his understanding of what he
was owed afterwards.

And yet, the outrage machine felt oddly
restrained.

Himanshu lost his job, and frankly, the
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consequences were inevitable. But what
about everyone else? What about the
comedian who laughed, labelled it “peak
Gurgaon content” and uploaded it for
millions to consume? What about the
ecosystem that transformed a disturbing
interaction into viral content?

Instead, the conversation quickly moved
on. A social media apology was issued.
The comments were filled with people
praising accountability. The internet
seemed satisfied.

Which is what makes this so fascinating.
In India, a joke involving parents can
trigger FIRs, political outrage, and
months of public scrutiny. But when a
controversy centres on misogyny, sexual
entitlement, and the casual degradation
of a woman, our appetite for outrage
suddenly becomes far more selective.

Apparently, we know exactly where to
draw the line. The only problem is that
nobody can explain why the line keeps
moving.

<INDEX NEXT->



81

What do we really find
offensive?

The more I watched this controversy
unfold, the less interested I became in
Himanshu, Pranit More, or even the
firing debate.

What fascinated me was the reaction.

We are clearly capable of recognising
misogyny when we see it. Nobody
watched that clip and walked away
thinking it was a healthy attitude
towards women. Nobody genuinely
believes paying Rs 370 for a biryani
entitles someone to intimacy. Yet
somehow, our outrage never quite
reaches the same intensity when the
target 1s a woman.

Instead, we negotiate. We contextualise.
We move on.

A comedian apologises. The internet
accepts it. The algorithm finds a new
controversy. The cycle continues.
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Compare that to almost any controversy
involving religion, nationalism, parents,
culture, or “Indian values”. Suddenly,
every word is scrutinised. FIRs are

filed. Careers are dissected. Television
studios erupt into primetime debates.
We become remarkably efficient at
identifying offence when it affects
institutions we hold sacred.

Women, apparently, don’t make that list.

During the same-sex marriage hearings,
one argument repeatedly made before
the Supreme Court was that such
unions were not in accordance with the
social fabric and traditions of India.
Fair enough. But if we are so invested
in protecting Indian culture, is this
culture? Is casually treating a woman
as something owed in return for a meal
more representative of Indian values
than a joke about parents?

The Rs 370 biryani controversy exposed
something uncomfortable. Not that
misogyny exists — we already knew
that. It exposed how quickly we forgive
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it, excuse it, and move on from it. We
are smart enough to recognise these
attitudes as toxic. We just haven’t
decided that they deserve the same
outrage as everything else.

And perhaps that’s why these jokes
never really disappear. We keep making
space for them.
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Apple

is thinking beyond the bots

by Anuj Bhatia

Q t the WWDC 2026 keynote
announcing new Al services,

Senior VP Craig Federighi was critical
of other companies’ pursuit of Al and
made it clear that Apple is doing Al the
way it sees best going forward. “Some
appear to be racing forward, seemingly
pursuing Al for the sake of AI without
clear regard for the people -all of us-
that it’s ultimately meant to serve,” he
said.

Federighi’s remarks reflect a clear
stance on how Apple wants to bring
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artificial intelligence to consumers,
without fearmongering or making false
assumptions about what Al is or is not.
Unsurprisingly, Apple’s approach to Al
has remained largely in line with the
past three years since it first introduced
its Al tools in 2024. The company is not
framing Al as something that reduces
the need for human labour, automates
work, or makes workers interchangeable.
Nor has it introduced tools that write
code or described Al as “superhuman”
technology.

The new Siri is powered by Apple’s latest Al models and can understand context, perform

tasks across apps and respond more naturally to users.
(The Indian Express/ Anuj Bhatia)

[t’s refreshing to see the world’s most
powerful technology company refrain
from making sweeping predictions about
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the impact of artificial intelligence,
particularly at a time when concerns
about hype, unethical practices, and

the irresponsible deployment of Al are
mounting. There is also a broader debate
about whether Al is making humans less
human by making them over-reliant on
Al tools and, as a result, less creative.

To be clear, Apple is not pushing back
against Al. In fact, quite the opposite:
this year’s Worldwide Developers
Conference was a showcase of the
company’s AI ambitions. What sets
Apple apart is how the company is
simplifying AI and making it useful to
ordinary people, much as it did with
personal computing when it introduced
the Macintosh. Apple’s approach is
centred on bringing Al into everyday
products such as the iPhone and Mac
— not on futuristic narratives about
humans losing control over intelligent
machines. It’s harmless.

The new Siri, which Apple is calling
“Siri AI,” will be available across Apple
devices both as a standalone app and as
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a deeply integrated assistant embedded
throughout the company’s ecosystem.

[t will be able to understand context,
handle complex tasks, analyse what is
on a user’s screen, and draw information
from a user’s Apple devices to provide
more relevant and accurate responses.

Craig Federighi said Apple’s approach to artificial intelligence prioritises people and
everyday usefulness over industry hype. (The Indian Express/ Anuj Bhatia)

The use of Al gives Siri a much-

needed second life after years of being
plagued by speech-recognition errors
and inconsistent performance. The
experience had deteriorated to the
point where many users relied on

Siri primarily for simple tasks such

as setting alarms, far removed from

its original vision: a voice-activated
assistant capable of interpreting natural
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language, conversing naturally, and
performing a number of tasks as a
secondary interface to the iPhone.

[f Al can fix Siri and bring it on par
with OpenAI’s ChatGPT and Google’s
Gemini, then Apple should use artificial
intelligence where there is scope to
improve the user interface and the
product. Al is not useless- an argument
that doesn’t hold up, as critics like to
believe.

Apple has done exactly that by
redesigning Siri from the ground up and
running on a new architecture. During
multiple demos, Apple showed how Siri
can hold a back-and-forth conversation,
pull hotel information from an old
email and take action across apps on
your device without even touching the
iPhone.

While Siri may have grabbed the
headlines, and rightly so, Apple made
small improvements throughout the
software that powers its most popular
products. Writing tools are built directly
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into the assistant. Safari can organise
tabs automatically. Calendar can
create events from a single sentence,
while Shortcuts can assemble complex
workflows from a single prompt. The
Passwords app can now navigate
websites on a user’s behalf to replace
weak credentials, and photo-editing
tools can reframe, extend, and clean up
images with minimal effort.

[t is fair to question why Apple chooses
certain features for an AI makeover

and brings them as part of Apple
Intelligence. Yet the more important
point is that Apple seems cautious about
where Al can make a meaningful impact
on consumers’ everyday lives. The
company’s slow-and-steady approach
can be debated, but it is also consistent
with how Apple doesn’t like to rush in.
Unlike many of its rivals, which race to
ship new features as quickly as possible,
Apple takes its own time to refine the
technology until it believes it is ready
for mainstream users. Apple has already
learned a lesson by delaying updated
Siri, a rare misstep in its history.
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One question that keeps coming up is
why Apple has not introduced an Al
coding assistant similar to Anthropic’s
Claude. But the more important
question is: how would such a tool
benefit the average consumer? Most
people are still trying to figure out how
Al fits into their everyday lives, and
some are genuinely anxious about what
they read and hear about AI technology.
A coding assistant, frankly, is of little
consequence to most consumers.

That is the very message Apple tried
to convey at its developer conference.
The company is not asking consumers
to live inside another chatbot, nor is it
trying to turn every interaction into a
prompt. What it is trying to do is make
Al meaningful.

Sure, the new features that Apple has
introduced may be “basic” and far from
being “technical breakthroughs”, but if
a tool removes friction from ordinary
moments, it still convinces the idea
that Al is not the bad technology it is
sometimes made out to be.
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Automatic password fixes, updated
Clean Up and Spatial Reframing

tools, and Safari’s page-monitoring
capabilities are not really science fiction
— and that is the point. Al does not need
to be groundbreaking. If it can simplify
everyday tasks, remove friction, and
save people time, it delivers real value.
That is more compelling than building
Al around niche or technical use cases
that have little to do with average
consumers. Clearly, these Al tools
actually can be pretty useful for some
tasks, which is also what Apple is trying
to convince users. Though other tech
companies will continue to make overt
promises that the Al tools will be able
to replace a software engineer, a writer
or generate a full-length movie from
scratch, the reality is far different.

While everyone is talking about the new
and improved Siri, the real structural
shift is how Apple is joining the Al

race on its own terms. Apple made it
clear that Apple Intelligence and the
Siri Al are built on third-generation
foundation models, trained on its own
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data. Apple collaborated with Google to
build the model family and refined four
of the five models using outputs from
Google’s frontier models. But the models
themselves, the training data and the
privacy structure are Apple’s own. That’s
very Apple.

WWDC 2026 highlighted Apple's ambition to bring personal Al experiences to

consumers while maintaining its longstanding emphasis on privacy.
(The Indian Express/ Anuj Bhatia)

For many, even though there are some
reservations about where Apple stands
today in the Al race, Cupertino is still,
by and large, choosing not to jump onto
the broader tech industry Al hype train
around agentic Al. For instance, Apple
executives called the consumer versions
of Al agents early experiments. Apple

is already preparing developers towards
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the AI Agentic store behind the scenes.

At WWDC, one thing was clear: Apple is
uniquely positioned to bring personal
Al experiences for its users while
maintaining its strong commitment

to privacy. Anthropic’s Claude and
OpenAI’s ChatGPT may be popular, but
they also collect user data, and many
charge subscription fees for access to
their most advanced models. Perhaps it
is time to recalibrate Apple’s Al strategy
on different terms — not by asking who
got there first or who has the most
powerful model, but by asking who is
making Al more useful and human.

[f there is one company capable of
bringing Al to the masses, it is Apple.
No company other than Apple has more
context about how its users interact
with technology than almost any other
company.
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Why more couples are

by Jayashree Narayanan

ﬁ quiet migration is happening as we
speak, one that doesn’t show up in

statistics or fancy travel brochures, but
is being lived with Instagram bios that
read “living in the mountains” or a “slow
life” in smaller towns. More couples are
choosing to leave cities, a 24x7 tuned-
in life for a slower-paced, quieter,

more peaceful living, not only for the
adventure of a lifetime but a meaningful
embrace of something more fragile, life
itself. Why is it happening?
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When success no longer feels
fulfilling

Dipti Nair and her husband Dhananjay
More, both 34, got married in 2019, and
for the last few years have been “chasing
a slower, more intentional version of life
that gives us control over our time and
energy”. " We moved to Canada in 2022,
good jobs, great quality of life, all the
things you’re supposed to want. And yet,
something felt off. We felt very tied to
our jobs, a lack of control over how we
wanted to spend our time. So we started
thinking about leaving and taking a
break from our jobs,” Dipti said.

“Canada gave us peace we didn’t know
we needed, but it also made us realise
we couldn’t go back to the chaos of
Mumbai after tasting that stillness. So
when we decided to come back to India
in early 2026, the question wasn’t just
‘where do we go’ it was ‘what kind of life
do we actually want?’,” Dipti expressed.

Bir in Himachal Pradesh answered that
question for them “even before we even
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finished asking it”. “We moved here
within a month of landing back in India.
No long deliberation, no waiting for the
right time’. We’d visited Bir four years
ago and it had stayed with us. It felt like
home even then,” Dipti, who works as

a marketing strategist in a US-based ad
agency, said.

Dipti Nair and Dhananjay More (Photo: Dipti Nair)
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Dipti noted that Bir gave them the
“middle ground, close enough to people
we love, far enough from everything that
was draining us”.

On the surface, it may appear to be a
lifestyle trend. Psychologically, however,
it reflects something much deeper.
“Many young couples are not necessarily
running away from cities. They are
running toward something they feel
they have lost — time, presence, health,
connection and meaning,” described
Delnna Rrajesh, psychotherapist and life
coach.

For years, success was largely defined
through speed. Faster promotions.
Bigger salaries. Better titles. More
possessions. More visibility. More
achievement. “Yet many people reached
those milestones only to discover

that they were chronically exhausted,
emotionally disconnected, constantly
overstimulated, and struggling to enjoy
the very life they had worked so hard to
build,” said Delnna.
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“From a mental health perspective,

the human nervous system was not
designed for endless stimulation.
Constant notifications, traffic, deadlines,
performance pressure, digital overload,
long commutes, and a culture of
perpetual productivity can gradually
create emotional fatigue. Many
individuals begin feeling that they are
surviving life rather than experiencing
it. What we are witnessing now is a shift
in values. Increasingly, people are asking
not only, How much am I earning?’ but
also, 'How am I living?’,” added Delnna.

From corporate careers to
farms and fresh air

Sangeeth V'V, 31, and Kavya A K, 30,
who have been married for four years,
decided to leave the corporate life in
Bengaluru soon after getting married
and began developing their home

and farm space in Palakkad, Kerala.
“Currently, it’s been more than four
years since the decision to choose a
different life. Life in Kerala is mostly
into farming,” said Kavya, who is a
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content creator and is a postgraduate in
dairy technology, while Sangeeth is an
MBA graduate and worked as regional
head for an MNC in Bengaluru.

How Covid changed priorities
forever

Dhruv Bahl and Samaira Sareen (Photo: Dhruv Bahl)
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Quite similar is the journey of Dhruv
Bahl, 36, and Samaira Sareen, 29,

a couple married for six years, who
decided to leave behind the fast and
stressful city life of Delhi to build a
peaceful life in the mountains of Sikkim.

“The idea of shifting started in February
2021 after Covid-19 changed the way

we looked at life, work, peace, and
happiness. We first came to Sikkim on

a short trip, but the vibe, calmness,

and beauty of Gangtok instantly made

us feel connected to the place. After
returning to Delhi, we couldn’t stop
thinking about the mountains and began
imagining a long-term life here. We
visited Sikkim again to properly research
the market, understand the lifestyle,
look for places to stay, and figure out

how we could start our work here,” said
Dhruv.

In March 2022, they finally shifted from
Delhi to Gangtok, Sikkim, taking “one of
the biggest risks of our lives together”.
Today, they run and manage Tattoo

Cafe Gangtok — a creative space that
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combines tattoos, cafe culture, music,
conversations, and community. Dhruv
specialises in fine-line tattoos and
handles the tattoo studio side of the
business, while Samaira manages the
cafe operations along with social media
marketing and branding.

“What attracted us most to Sikkim was
not just the beauty of the mountains,
but also the kindness, simplicity,

and warmth of the people around us.
The amount of love and support we
received from local people and visitors
in Gangtok made us feel welcomed and

gave us confidence in our decision,” said
Dhruv.

Coming from Delhi, understanding

a completely different market was

one of their biggest challenges in

the beginning. “Managing a café was
totally new for us — learning about
customer preferences, handling staff,
daily operations, and building a space
people connect with was overwhelming
at times. There were moments of
confusion, pressure, and self-doubt,
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but every challenge slowly made us
stronger as individuals and as a couple,”
elucidated Dhruv, a 12th-passout.

How families reacted

Their families were naturally worried
and often questioned them about what
would happen if things didn’t work out,
since they had never lived away from
family before. “But deep inside, we were
clear that we wanted to take this risk for
ourselves and try something completely
different from the life we always knew.
City life after Covid felt exhausting to
us — the traffic, pollution, rush, noise,
pressure, and constant competition

no longer felt like the kind of life we
wanted. Living in the mountains gave us
a slower and more meaningful lifestyle
where work feels more connected to
people and peace matters more than
pressure,” emphasised Dhruv.

Dipti noted how their set of families
reacted with a “full spectrum of human

emotion”. Confusion, concern, quiet
admiration, and slowly, support. They
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are visiting us next month, and that’s
when we’ll know more about their
reaction,” shared Dipti.

From mall weekends to riverside picnics:

Escaping traffic, pollution and constant
pressure

Divya Bhatt and Saurabh Yadav (Photo: Divya Bhatt)
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After getting married in 2024, Divya
Bhatt, 30, and her husband Saurabh
Yadav, 29, slowly realised how difficult
it was to spend quality time together
in city life. “Between work schedules,
traffic, pollution, and the constant
rush, life started feeling very repetitive
and exhausting. Saurabh had always
dreamed of living in the mountains, and
over time, that dream became shared
between both of us,” said Divya.

After working towards it for almost a
year by consciously building careers that
allowed remote work, Divya moved to
the quieter side of Manali. “Along with
working remotely, we now also run a
cosy homestay called "The SloFlo House’
in a small village near Manali. Life here
is very different from city life, but in the
best way possible. The air feels cleaner,
mornings feel calmer, and there’s a
certain peace in everyday life that we
never experienced in the city.”

‘Instead of spending weekends in malls
looking for parking spaces, we now host
picnics in grasslands, sit by rivers, and
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take cold dips in natural river ponds. The
mountains have changed our lifestyle
completely — life feels slower, healthier,
and far more present. While mountain
life comes with its own challenges, we
genuinely enjoy every bit of it and don’t
regret moving here at all,” said Divya.

The journey has not been easy, but it has
taught them “patience, independence,
and the importance of believing in your
own decisions”, said Dhruv. “Looking
back today, moving to Gangtok was not
just about changing cities — it became
the start of a completely new chapter of
their lives together,” added Dhruv.

Redefining success beyond
salary slips

Shweta Verma, her husband, her
daughter and their two dogs moved
from Delhi to Goa about nine years
ago.  The decision was driven largely
by the increasing pollution in Delhi
and a desire for a more intentional and
balanced way of life,” said Shweta.
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Her husband runs their design and
materials business, while she works as
a photographer, garden designer, and
community builder.

Before moving, life was largely defined
by commuting and constant rush.
Today, while they continue to run their
businesses actively, they have greater
control over their time. “We can enjoy
a morning coffee together, focus on
our health, and pursue interests that
matter to us. For me, that includes
photography, gardening, garden design,
and building communities around
nature,” said Shweta.

The move has also strengthened
their family relationship. "Having
more time and space has allowed

us to grow together at a slower and
more thoughtful pace. Living close to
nature, especially the ocean, brings a
sense of calm that is difficult to find
in a large city. My definition of success
has changed over the years. While
financial stability remains important,
success today also means having time
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for ourselves, good health, meaningtful
work, and a sense of contentment,”
described Shweta.

How does it feel to have moved out

of the comfort and chaos of city life?
“Honestly? Terrifying and freeing at the
same time. We gave up salaries, stability,
and a very comfortable life abroad. Some
days the uncertainty is loud. But most
days, waking up to the mountains is a
good enough answer to every doubt,”
said Dipti.

Not all challenges disappear in
paradise

Interestingly, the irony most couples
live with every day is how they moved

to a village for the slowness, and then
quickly discovered that everything there
runs on village time. “The deliveries, the
contractors and vendors, house help. We
came here for slow living and got slower
than we bargained for. But we came

here for exactly this, so we can’t really
complain,” said Dipti.
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While they understand the curiosity
around stability and income sources,
Divya noted that they would prefer to
keep certain things like salary brackets
and family planning a little personal
for now. “What I can share is that both
of us consciously shifted our careers
towards work that allows more location
flexibility,” said Divya, who works
remotely in the AI fashion space, while
Saurabh works in filmmaking and brand
storytelling alongside managing the
homestay with her.

However, for Shweta and her family,
the challenge has been the rising cost
of living in Goa. “When we moved, it
was considerably more atfordable. With
the influx of people working remotely
on metropolitan salaries, housing and
everyday expenses have increased
significantly. For those of us building
local businesses and earning locally, it
can sometimes be difficult to keep pace
with these changes,” asserted Shweta.

There is also a romanticised narrative
around “quitting everything and moving
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to the mountains” that deserves careful
examination. A change in location does
not automatically resolve emotional
struggles, Delnna asserted.

“Many people imagine that stress exists
only in cities. In reality, stress travels
with us if its roots remain unaddressed.
Someone struggling with anxiety,
relationship difficulties, unresolved
trauma, perfectionism, loneliness, or
burnout may experience temporary
relief after relocating, but those internal
patterns often reappear if they are not
consciously addressed. Geography can
support healing, but it cannot replace
healing,” said Delnna.

Will they ever go back to city
life again?

“Honestly, we don’t know, and that’s
kind of the whole point. We’re not tied
to a plan anymore. If the mountains feel
like home forever, great. If life takes us
somewhere else next, we’ll follow that
too. The move wasn’t about running
away from cities; it was about giving
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ourselves the freedom to choose. And
right now, this is what we’re choosing,”
said Dipti.

So, what would be one piece of
advice to anyone considering a
similar move?

Leave the city behind when you move.
Don’t expect your new home to function
exactly like a big city. “Some things
may be less convenient, but that is
often the very reason people choose to
move. Embracing a different pace and
way of life is what makes the transition
meaningful. At this stage, we do not see
ourselves returning to city life. Goa has
allowed us to build a life that feels more
aligned with our values, and that has
made all the difference,” said Shweta.

What to consider?

Before making such a move, couples
should discuss practical realities
openly. Delnna said that financial
security, career aspirations, lifestyle
expectations, children’s needs, social
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support systems, long-term goals, and
personal definitions of success all need
to be part of the conversation.

Slow life is intentional (Photo: Al)

“The deeper question is not whether
mountain life is better than city life.
The deeper question is whether the life
being created aligns with the values of
the people living it. Some people thrive
in the energy, ambition, diversity, and
opportunities that cities provide. Others
thrive in slower rhythms, stronger
community bonds, and closer proximity
to nature. Neither is inherently superior.
What matters is intentionality,” said
Delnna.
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Perhaps the most important lesson from
this growing movement is that younger
generations are redefining success itself.
“They are beginning to recognise that
wealth is not measured only by income,
but also by energy, relationships, health,
peace of mind, meaningful work, and the
ability to be present for one’s own life.
That may be the real story behind the
quiet migration trend. It is not simply
about changing locations. It is about
changing priorities. And perhaps, for
many people, that shift is long overdue,”
salid Delnna.
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How Marjane Satrapi drew

by Aishwarya Khosla

¢ ne can forgive, but one should

O

French graphic novelist and filmmaker

never forget,” wrote Iranian-born

Marjane Satrapi in the introduction
to her acclaimed graphic memoir,
Persepolis (the Greek name for Persia).

Satrapi, a vocal witness to what Iran
was, what it became, and what its people
still dared to hope for, remained a
champion of Iran’s people throughout
her life. She died in Paris on June 3.

She was just 56. “Marjane Satrapi died
of sadness a little over a year after the

<INDEX



114

death of Mattias Ripa, her husband

and the love of her life,” the family’s
statement to the AFP read. Ripa, a
Swedish producer and screenwriter,
passed away on April 8, 2025. The couple
had been together for three decades.

“An entire nation should not be judged
by the wrongdoings of a few extremists,”
she wrote, referring to Iran, a country
she believed had been shrunk in Western
imagination to “fundamentalism,
fanaticism, and terrorism.”

Childhood during the Islamic
Revolution

Satrapi was born in Rasht in 1969 and
raised in Tehran by leftist intellectuals
who marched against the Shah only to
watch the 1979 revolution devour its
children. She was 10 when the Islamic
Republic imposed the veil, closed the
universities, and executed political
prisoners, among them her own uncle.

The protagonist, a young Marji
enamoured of Western heavy metal and
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rock bands, was exactly the kind of girl
the new order wished to erase. Amid an
escalating Iran-Iraq war and growing
fundamentalism, her parents sent her
alone to Vienna to study in 1984. When
she returned to Tehran, she found it too
suffocating.

A scene from Persepolis depicting a protest turned violent, as black-clad enforcers
demand women wear the veil. The young Marji watches her father attacked, witnessing
political violence for the first time.

(Credit:Marjane Satrapi / Persepolis / Pantheon Books)

When the four volumes of Persepolis
appeared between 2000 and 2003, they
were vastly different from the violent
headlines and documentaries on the veil
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and religious leaders that had carved
the image of Iran in popular Western
imagination. Her graphic memoir, which
uses black ink and negative space,
follows the socio-political changes that
defined the Iran of the 20th century
through the eyes of a complicated young
girl who argues with God on the sofa,
buys cassettes on the black market and
gets Kim Wilde and Iron Maiden posters,
but also watches her friend’s father
disappear into Evin prison.

In 2007, Satrapi co-directed an
animated film adaptation with Vincent
Paronnaud that shared the Jury Prize
at Cannes and earned her an Academy
Award nomination for Best Animated
Feature, the first woman ever to receive
one. Accepting the Cannes prize, she
dedicated it to all Iranians.

Her 2003 graphic novel Embroideries
gathered Iranian women around a
samovar to trade stories about the
indignities of living inside a theocracy,
while her 2004 graphic novel Chicken
with Plums told the story of her great-
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uncle, a musician who willed his own
death after his tar was destroyed. Both
graphic novels were adapted into films,
as were The Voices and her biopic of
Marie Curie, Radioactive.

Her final graphic work, Woman, Life,
Freedom (2024), was created with a
collective of activists and artists after
Mahsa Amini died in the custody of the
morality police, having been arrested for
wearing her hijab improperly.

“Bloody Friday in Zahedan”, a double-page spread depicting the September 2022
massacre in which snipers fired into a crowd of protesters, killing 66 people including
children, in the deadliest single episode of the uprising that followed the death of Mahsa
Amini in morality police custody. (Credit: Marjane Satrapi/Seven Stories Press)

Refused Légion d’honneur

Satrapi, who became a French citizen
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in 2006 after moving to the country

in 1994, famously refused the Légion
d’honneur, the highest and most
prestigious French national order of
merit, over French visa policies that kept
[ranian dissidents from entering the
country.

Her graphic novels are immensely
popular as she presents her protagonist
as ~a positive and successful heroine,”
write scholars Chris Reyns-Chikuma and
Houssem Ben Lazreg in Arab Studies
Quarterly, adding that she gives Middle
Easterners context, historically and
politically, in her story and outside.

Cannes Chief Thierry Frémaux called
her “an extraordinary artist and a
likeable woman who embodied the joy
of creation and the sadness of exile and
painful memories.”

Satrapi made the graphic novel a serious
art form and a testament to the Iranian
diaspora’s refusal to be silenced.
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