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ROYAL JOURNLISAM

Why we must learn to laugh at ourselves again

Once upon a time, we laughed without
offence or guilt. We laughed at power, at pol-
itics, at bureaucracy, and most of all, at our-
selves. It was a laughter steeped not in mock-
ery but in a shared understanding of the
absurdities of life. Remember R. K. Laxman’s
Common Man?The bespectacled, bewildered
figure who stood silently witnessing the
nation’s daily dramas was our collective con-
science drawn in ink. His was the lens through
which middle-class India smiled at its foibles.
No one was spared, and yet no one was
wounded. His cartoons, which ran for decades
under the banner You Said It, didn’t merely
capture the socio-political temperature —
they made us laugh through the chaos, with-
out cynicism, without rage, and it inspired us
to gauge ourselves on the scale of changing
times. How far we’ve come — and not for the
better! Just the other day, The Times of India

reported that Western Railway in Mumbai
asked for the removal of a hoarding that
humorously depicted Mumbai’s famously
crowded local trains.Everyone who knows the
city even remotely will vouch that the depic-
tion wasn’t far from reality. But even reality
now seems too irreverent to tolerate. Our
thresholds have shrunk. Satire is suspect.
Irony is an offence. And humour — a great
salve to wounded hearts — has become a
minefield. It is as though we have forgotten
how to laugh without hurting, or how to be the
subject of a joke without taking it personally.
The public frame has grown brittle.
Everything is either an insult or an agenda.
Our collective skin has thinned, and with it,
our ability to process humour as a mirror
rather than a missile. We have become sensi-
tive to our peril, for laughter now is no more
a medicine but an action to be indulged in

stealth. We now laugh at our own risk, for not
all out there are amused. But let us pause here.
What does it mean to laugh at oneself? And
why is it so crucial to the health of a society,
and to the sanity of the individual? To laugh at
oneself is acknowledging one’s imperfections
without shame or embarrassment. It is to
accept the human comedy in which we are all
actors, fumbling, contradicting, faltering and
having great falls like Humpty-Dumpty.lt is
an act of humility. And humility, unlike
humiliation, does not diminish. It enlarges us.
It softens the ego, smoothens the sharp edges
of pride, and allows us to be more forgiving
— towards others, yes, but especially towards
ourselves. We are not meant to take ourselves
too seriously. The capacity to see one s
absurdity, to smile at it, and even to share it
with others, is a mark of inner strength.In that
laughter is a quiet wisdom — the wisdom to

RIVer ecosystems In the shadow 0

As illegal mining alters the riverbeds and
drains life from these once-thriving arter-
ies, the need for sustainable management
becomes urgent. To preserve rivers as liv-
ing, life-giving entities, we must shift from
exploitation to stewardship, write BKP
Sinha and Ajay Jha Rivers are more than
just flowing water — they are living

archives of the Earth’s memory, coded in &

sediment, speed, erosion, and the  con-
tours of their valleys.Each river carries

within it a unique story of origin, shaped =

by the terrain it traverses and the climates
it endures. Their courses mark the pulse of
the land, shifting over centuries, yet
always finding a path forward. In their
constant motion, rivers mirror the rhythms
of nature — cyclical, adaptive, and ever-
evolving.The flow of a river is driven by
the force of gravity, which is counteracted
by the resistance of the terrain it flows
through.The characteristics of the sur-
rounding environment, such as the land-
scape’s shape, soil type, vegetation, and
factors like climate, land use, and geologi-
cal play a significant role in determining
the river’s flow rate, the course it follows,
and the sediments it carries. As rivers flow
through diverse landscapes, they expose
the layers beneath the surface, providing a
glimpse into the Earth’s geological history
The sediments they carry — from fine silt
to large boulders — reveal rock types, ero-
sion patterns, and the entities that give
shape to the terrain they have crossed. As
rivers leave steep slopes for gentler terrain,
their speed drops, reducing erosion.They
begin depositing transported sediments,
with coarser materials giving way to finer
silt, clay, and sand. The river may mean-
der, forming curves and oxbow lakes,
while sediment builds up along banks and
floodplains, creating a more stable course
and aquatic ecosystems.Continuous ero-
sion and deposition, however, cause these
river channels to change course, often
leading to braided river patterns with mul-
tiple interconnected streams.Naturally
developed embankments do help contain
the river during high flows, prevent ero-
sion of floodplains, and check disruption
of ecosystems including any significant
alterations to the river’s path. The floods,
however, deposit fertile silt on floodplains,
enriching soil for agriculture like in the
Indo—Gangetic plain. Again, as they
approach larger water bodies, intricate
deltas are formed, creating biodiverse

and the dynamic equilibrium of
erosion and sedimentation gets
permanently affected. They
make way for disasters to hap-
pen.As regards the chemical
impact, the sand excavation and
transport machinery severely
= Jdegrade water and air quality
*through fuel/oil spills and
|exhaust fumes. Extraction of
“*=Jriver sand removes sediment-
“=1bound nutrients from the mining
Isite which are then deposited on

ecosystems as exempllfled in the vast
Ganges—Brahmaputra Delta.As the rivers
flow, they provide a variety of resources
and life-supporting services. Securing
their ecological health is essential for the
survival of humanity. River sand, appar-
ently a relatively innocuous item made
available by rivers, is in great demand,
especially for construction activity. The
extraction of river sand is regulated by the
Government.With increasing focus on
construction in recent times, however,
almost all the states in the country are fac-
ing an acute problem of illegal mining of
river sand. Major lengths of the rivers
being in non-forest areas, the newspapers
abounded with journalistic accounts
regarding assaults by illegal sand miners
on the revenue department’s enforcement
agency. Indicating, however, that the sand
mafia is entering forest areas too in the
current construction season, there are
reports of several assaults on foresters
too.Sand is abundantly available in
deserts, but the sand particles created by
wind erosion are rounded and hence are
less suitable for construction.
Construction-grade sand should be angular
and with a certain mineral
composition.The proportion of fine parti-
cles (e.g. sand) and coarse particles (e.g.
gravel), along with the cost of mining and
transport, lead the extraction agencies to
select the favourable spots. Indiscriminate
sand mining, whether in the active channel
or floodplain terraces, however, impacts
the physical, chemical, and biological
aspects of the riverscape apart from the
human populations.There are strong rea-
sons for regulating river sand extraction.
Depending on the type of mining, the
riverbed’s morphology changes, the
groundwater table of the surrounding area
Is lowered, the stability of the riverbank is
affected, and the flow regime of the river

downstream sandbars. While these nutri-
ent-rich deposits support green floodplains
as seen along India’s Periyar River, the
process signifies a loss of nutrients from
the river system but a reduced nutrient
flow from land to marine
environments.Continuous removal of a
sand layer of the riverbed can lead to the
destruction of the habitat of microorgan-
iIsms maintaining the river’s biological
health and endanger ecosystem services.
Increased turbidity due to sand mining in
active channels can block sunlight, hinder
photosynthesis, and exterminate aquatic
life like diatoms, macroinvertebrates, ben-
thic algae, and fish eggs.The shallow and
braided flow impedes fish migration
between flows and pools, disrupting the
entire food web. Studies show that ram-
pant sand mining has threatened species
like the Ganges River dolphin and
Chambal River’s gharial. Further, unregu-
lated sand mining results in the loss of
aquatic flora and also riverside vegetation
due to lowered water table, damaging the
‘Shaded Riverine Aquatic Habitat’ (SRA),
which provides shade, bank stabilisation,
and nutrients to numerous
organisms.Again, the disturbed ecosystem
creates conditions favourable for the pro-
liferation of invasive species, such as the
water hyacinth, in many Indian river-
scapes.The repercussions of ecological
instability are cumulative and far-reach-
ing.Water quality deteriorates, stagnant
water in old sand mines impacts the health
and livelihoods of local communities, and
the collapse of infrastructures like build-
ings, roads, and bridges becomes immi-
nent. Water quality deteriorates, stagnant
water in old sand mines impacts the health
and livelihoods of local communities, and
the collapse of infrastructures like build-
ings, roads, and bridges becomes immi-
nent. The lowering of groundwater tables

know that life is far too unpredictable to be
lived in perpetual indignation. And as crea-
tures, we are too tiny and insignificant in the
canvas of the cosmos. Philosophers from
every tradition have hinted at this. In Zen, the
enlightened monk is often depicted laughing.
In ancient Greece, Socrates was known for his
irony, and his capacity to deflate pomposity
through humour. Closer home, the Bhakti
poets gently mocked dogma and orthodoxy.
Their irreverence was rooted in love, not
spite. They knew that humour could illumi-
nate truth in ways solemnity never could, and
it was taken in its true spirit. But today, we
confuse being offended with being right. And
so, we silence the comedian, the cartoonist,
the satirist, and slowly, we silence ourselves.
We build fortresses around our fragility and
call it righteousness. We seek apology where
we should seek perspective.

and mining

due to sand extraction is reported in the
Achankovil and Manimala river basins in
Kerala, where wells have dried up and
agricultural productivity dropped as irriga-
tion structures became ineffective. The
decline in fisheries productivity has been
reported in the Ganges River and other
basins, impacting local livelihoods direct-
ly.Meeting the ever-increasing demand for
sand while adhering to sustainable sand
mining practices in the interest of the
river’s survival is a formidable challenge
today. With the Government’s will to
ensure the conservation and sustenance of
our river systems as the non-negotiable
premise, a range of responsible approach-
es must be adopted.They should include
creation of inventory of the available sus-
tainable resources based on scientific
study, carefully selected locations for
extraction, pre- and post-mining baseline
surveys, controlled extraction volumes,
phased mining with concurrent or subse-
quent reclamation of mined areas through
measures like refilling and revegetation,
no extraction during seasons of aqua
fauna’s high biological activity, and third-
party monitoring and evaluation as well as
social audit of mining activities involving
villagers and using GPS and drone surveil-
lance as in Kerala.Simultaneously, a con-
certed effort be made to diminish reliance
on natural river sand by promoting the
recycling of construction and demolition
waste and the adoption of alternative mate-
rials like manufactured sand (M-sand),
which is being promoted in Maharashtra
and Tamil Nadu.While the ideal scenario
involves widespread adherence to the
above-suggested action points, developing
a well-grounded strategy for effective
enforcement has no alternative so far as a
balanced and environmentally sound
approach to sand management and river-
scape conservation is concerned. Rivers
have long been revered as symbols of life
and spirituality.To truly understand our
rivers, we must see them as a part of the
ecosystem that sustains humanity, and not
just as resources to be exploited.They
deserve to be approached with cultural
humility, legal innovation, and ecological
wisdom. In the face of climate change and
environmental degradation also, rivers
stand as an eternal reminder that revival is
always possible — if we learn to listen,
respect, and align ourselves in harmony
with nature.
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Inclla’s startup surge: A new Innovation powernouse

In less than ten years, India has transformed from
a budding startup landscape into the world’s third-
largest startup ecosystem, behind only the United
States and the United Kingdom, write Vinay
Pathak and Sandeep Joshi In just a decade, India’s
startup ecosystem has emerged as a powerful
driver of innovation, employment, and national
competitiveness. From a nascent startup scene,
India has exploded into one of the world’s most
dynamic and rapidly expanding startup ecosys-
tems.The numbers tell a dramatic story, where
from approximately 500 Government-recognised
startups in 2016, the count surged to over 1.59
lakh by 15 January 2025.This is not just develop-
ment, but represents a fundamental change in
India’s economic structure, making the country
the world’s third-largest startup hub, after the
United States and the United Kingdom. The pres-
ence of over 100 unicorns depicts the scale and
value being created within this vibrant ecosys-
tem.India’s startup boom, from 2014 to early
2025, is not just a result of entrepreneurial spirit
but the outcome of a powerful convergence — the
drive of Indian entrepreneurs coupled with proac-
tive government policies designed to nurture a
thriving ecosystem.This remarkable growth high-
lights the synergy between intentional policy and
organic innovation, unleashing hidden potential
across the nation. It demonstrates how focused
efforts have transformed ideas into successful
businesses, paving the way for India’s emergence
as a global startup hub.The exponential growth
trajectory of India’s startup ecosystem coincides
directly with the rollout of key government pro-
grammes and visionary leadership that removed
roadblocks and actively fostered innovation.
Launched in 2016, these initiatives provided a
structured framework that catalysed the entrepre-
neurial surge. Pivotal to this transformation was
the launch of the Startup India initiative in
January 2016.Envisioned as a flagship pro-
gramme, its core objective was to cultivate a start-
up culture, build a robust and inclusive ecosys-
tem, and fundamentally transform India into a
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Beneath the surface-level diversity lies
a profound truth: the core principles
that govern human relationships are
remarkably consistent. These shared
values — truth, respect and fairness —
form the bedrock of civil society The
fundamentals of all personal dealings
and individual relationships, all over
the world, are remarkably similar.
Anywhere in the world, truth is upheld
as a cardinal principle, and everywhere
in the world, a line is considered
drawn between proper and improper. It
has nothing to do with which religion
one follows, what is the colour of
one’s skin, or what are one’s social
norms. Similarly, killing is considered
wrong, and so is taking something that
does not belong to you. The list can be
multiplied, and in all cases, there is a
universal value system that brooks no
distinction on account of language,
creed, or anything else.Put simply, the
unifying principles of humanity are
many and have withstood the test of
time through millennia, and no one has
found it worth his time to negate or
contradict these principles.It, therefore,
does not follow that there are no differ-
ences between one part of the globe or
another, or for that matter, all humanity
agrees on everything.There are differ-
ences of belief in matters of religion,
creed, and values of behaviour. In cer-
tain communities, polyandry is accept-
ed. In others, monogamy is considered
desirable.The enforcement of these
values is sometimes through written
laws enforceable by courts and, in cer-
tain cases, by social practices and

country of “job creators instead of job
seekers.”India’s visionary leadership has trans-
formed the nation from job-seekers to job
providers, reflecting its entrepreneurial spirit and
commitment to building a self-reliant, job-gener-
ating economy. It wasn’t just a slogan; it was
backed by a comprehensive Action Plan focusing
on Simplification, Funding, and Incubation. This
framework offered tax exemptions, simplified
compliance, and financial support to help early-
stage ventures overcome funding and regulatory
challenges.Simultaneously, the Government
launched the Atal Innovation Mission (AIM) in
2016, which fostered a culture of innovation
through initiatives like the Atal Tinkering Labs
and Atal Incubation Centres. These programmes
not only nurtured young talent but also created a
robust infrastructure that supported startups
across diverse sectors, including technology,
healthcare, and manufacturing. AIM’s focus on
nurturing creativity and research has played a cru-
cial role in strengthening the ecosystem and
preparing it for the future.In 2024, the Indian
Government made a transformative decision by
abolishing the angel tax in the Union Budget.
Introduced in 2012, this tax had acted as a signif-
icant obstacle for investors, discouraging invest-
ment by imposing levies on capital raised above
fair market value, often hindering critical funding
at vital stages. This step has cleared the way for a
more investor-friendly environment, fostering
growth and opportunity for startups across the
nation.The removal of this tax has been celebrat-
ed as a major step towards creating a more
investor-friendly environment, helping startups
access the funding they need to scale and suc-
ceed.The decision to abolish the angel tax, along-
side other reforms, showcases the Government’s
commitment to providing a conducive atmos-
phere for entrepreneurship to thrive. The growth
of India’s startup ecosystem has been far from
centralised. While traditional tech hubs like
Bengaluru, Hyderabad, and Gurugram remain
significant, a noticeable shift has occurred as

entrepreneurs from smaller cities and towns have
begun to make their mark.This democratisation of
innovation has been facilitated by the
Government’s push for a more inclusive startup
ecosystem that is accessible to a broader pool of
talent.Sectors like fintech, healthtech, and
agritech have emerged as hotspots for innovation,
with over 1,300 active tech startups added in 2022
alone. The Government has played a vital role in
fostering growth within these sectors, encourag-
ing investment and providing specialised support
to startups that address critical societal needs.For
instance, fintech startups have revolutionised
access to financial services, healthtech ventures
have improved healthcare delivery, and agritech
innovations have brought efficiency to the agri-
culture sector. Despite facing challenges like
funding slowdowns and hiring freezes, the
ecosystem demonstrated resilience. In 2023, India
added over 1,000 startups, including 400 in
emerging areas, underscoring the sector’s adapt-
ability. The journey of our nation from ancient to
modern India is a saga of remarkable achieve-
ments and milestones. It begins with the wisdom
of great saints, progresses through the profound
teachings of Swami Vivekananda and the
Upanishads, and extends to the strides of modern
innovation like the upagrah (satellite) and the
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of many nation-states.It is
therefore essential to
recognise that tolerance,
communication, and
respect for each other’s
practices are essential to
cohesive collective liv-
ing.There are, even
among nation-states, vari-
ations from monarchy
and more, across relative-
ly vast territories to small
existences of island
states.There are many
variations, and one must

beliefs, none of which go to a
court.The varieties are many, and the
practices often differ sharply. It is this
that makes the processes of legislation
important, and the norms must be
known to hold credence.This is the
birth of a civil society that has taken
the form of nation-states and various
national and international legislations
that make up the world order. In rea-
sonable reality towards this end, some
important steps have been taken, and
certain important steps are yet to be
undertaken to complete the cycle of
total cohesiveness of the civil variety.
This may take time to emerge.For the
present, it is important to register that
one must agree to accept differences as
a natural and essential part of global
existence. The nation-states present
one type of governance, and within the
nation-states, there can be differences
in ethnicity, practices, and norms.The
seeming diversity within an otherwise
unifying framework is the experience

learn to agree to disagree
and yet remain tolerant.This takes one
back to the fundamental beliefs of
accepting mutual dignity as a human
being and recognising that one must
not inflict one’s values on others.What
can be stated so simply can become
comparatively complicated to practise,
and these are the roots of much con-
flict which takes place even in civil
states. Understanding the anatomy of
conflict, therefore, requires a need for
a concurrent understanding of the prac-
tice of the principles of ‘live and let
live’.Perhaps this should be made a
part of each child’s learning before the
child grows into adulthood. The pres-
ent stage of learning through different
stages of school and colleges empha-
sises knowledge acquisition. There is
nothing wrong with that. What is need-
ed, however, is the recognition that one
has to let others live to be able to live
oneself peacefully and happily.These
are lifestyle learnings and not knowl-

evolution from the traditional Kumbh Mela
to the Startup Kumbh Mela. Each chapter
of this journey stands as a powerful testa-
ment to our nation’s relentless hard work,
groundbreaking innovation, and unwaver-
ing self-reliance.India is now rapidly
emerging as a global leader in fostering
sustainable, innovative, and thriving start-
ups. As reported by the Press Information
Bureau (PIB) on 16 January 2025, the
country commemorates nine years of
Startup India, a game-changing initiative
launched in 2016. National Startup Day
marks a key milestone in India’s entrepre-
neurial journey.Startup India, launched
under the leadership of Prime Minister
Narendra Modi, has become a cornerstone
of national innovation and growth. It has champi-
oned the entrepreneurial spirit across the country,
empowering thousands to explore creativity and
innovation. As a result, India has become the
third-largest  startup  ecosystem in  the
world.India’s startup story is a testament to the
indomitable entrepreneurial spirit of New India.
Since 2016, our vision has been to drive innova-
tion, provide financial support, and nurture bud-
ding businesses. In just under a decade, ideas
have evolved into industry giants, and dreams
have become tangible realities.Today, India
stands tall, not only as a hub for technology but as
a beacon of progress across diverse sectors. Our
achievements in areas like vaccination further
reflect our scientific prowess and societal
resilience.Inspired by the principles of
Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam (the world is one fami-
ly) and Na Phaleshu Kadachana (focus on action,
not results), India continues to grow with values
at its core. Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s push
for “Vikas bhi, Virasat bhi” (growth and heritage,
hand in hand) defines today’s India — which is
modern and aspirational, yet deeply rooted in its
rich traditions and culture.India’s story is not just
one of economic expansion, but a journey of pur-
pose, passion, and progress.

nd live

edge learnings. It is, therefore, neces-
sary to keep re-examining the funda-
mentals of educational systems and
values which make coexistence not
only desirable but feasible.Put simply,
a recognition of individual identities is
useful, but a recognition of the other
person’s right to that living is also a
must. For the physically powerful,
adopting a stance of dominance, asser-
tion, and compulsion is easy.There has
to be self-restraint in recognising how
this is a must if the other person also
needs to have the same spaces for life
as one wants for oneself.The long and
short of it is not just the development
of the mind, not just the development
of one’s might, but also the develop-
ment of one’s patience, one’s under-
standing, and how necessary it is to
respect each other’s identity. A mar-
riage, and a family, are the basic unit
of the constitution of a civil society,
and it is important to inculcate these
values at the core of these institu-
tions.This can be best done by example
and by reflection that the other person
has the same right as one wants for
oneself.It is a happy truth that civilisa-
tional values have progressively
advanced in that direction. That there
are notable exceptions is understand-
able.Perhaps dealing with it with
patience and purpose is the way for-
ward. It takes time but can be done
with positive practices in the family
and positive values in collective places
like schools and elsewhere. The direc-
tion is non-negotiable, and the attempt
is worth its effort.
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