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Vietnam, US Amnesia, and the spectacle of power
As America marks 50 years since the end
of the Vietnam War, the silence speaks vol-
umes. The war was not an error in tactics,
but a deliberate projection of imperial vio-
lence cloaked in moral pretenceIt all began
there: their arrogance, miscalculation,
oversimplification, and chronic inability to
conscientiously accept that protecting the
rights of others and respecting their will is
not an act of benevolence, but a prerequi-
site for securing peace at home.This is the
true crisis that has plagued the United
States throughout its history — a moral
affliction that has morphed into a habitual
performance of impunity, a praxis of polit-
ical nihilism. It has become almost diabol-
ical in its predictability.The leader
becomes everything — even, as Trump
jested, the Pope: “Why don’t I become
Pope?” he smirked shortly after complet-
ing the first hundred days of his extraordi-
nary second term in office, while the world
mourned the death of Pope Francis, a man
of towering moral stature.The flippant
remark reveals not just the moral decay of
a singular figure but the hollowness of a
system where ethics are memes and policy
is scripted like late-night satire. American
power, once cloaked in lofty rhetoric, now
feeds off spectacle. Everything — joy,
tragedy, and farce — is commodified, and
all are delivered by a single man in high-
definition absurdity.It was in the thick of
such ideological exhaustion that I met
Daniel Ellsberg, who passed away in 2023,
in Stockholm during a stark winter in
2014. The air was sharp, but his gaze was
sharper. This was the man who leaked the
Pentagon Papers, exposing a war that had
long abandoned morality for optics.He lis-
tened with the solemnity of someone who
had borne witness to institutionalised
deception and replied with the deliberate-
ness of a man who understood its
cost.After our conversation, as we were
stepping out, Lonnie Snowden, the father
of Edward Snowden, appeared, introduced
to me by Daniel. “My son is a rigorous
reader,” he said quietly, almost apologeti-
cally. “Many Americans don’t like what he
has done. But there is a reason. There are

Americans who wish to live with con-
science. They will go to any length to
expose the truth.”Meanwhile, Daniel reaf-
firmed, “The public is lied to every day by
their officials, and if you can’t handle the
truth, you don’t belong in a democracy.”
This is where the bottom line lies in much
of the arbitrariness of the US remaining a
superpower, and in what happened in
Vietnam.The Vietnam War, whose 50th
anniversary we now mark with barely a
whisper of accountability, remains a sear-
ing indictment of the American empire. It
was not merely a war of Cold War miscal-
culation — as official histories would have
us believe but a brutal, deliberate cam-
paign of domination, justified through
intellectual cowardice and cloaked in ideo-
logical alibis.What began as a nationalist
movement by the Vietnamese to free them-
selves from colonial yokes, first French,
then Japanese — was quickly rebranded
by the West as a communist threat. The
United States, in an unholy marriage of
paranoia and hubris, chose to crush this
desire for sovereignty under the heel of
firepower.Ho Chi Minh, before he was
labelled a Red, was a nationalist and poet
who quoted Thomas Jefferson in
Vietnam’s Declaration of Independence.
On  September 2, 1945, he declared: “All
men are created equal. They are endowed
by their Creator with certain inalienable
Rights.”This was not mimicry. It was an
invitation to solidarity. But the West, deaf
to any history but its own, betrayed that
appeal. America refused to see Vietnam
except through a Manichaean lens, where
every call for autonomy was communism

in disguise and every insurgent
was a Soviet puppet.So began the
bloodletting. By the war’s end,
more than three million
Vietnamese civilians were dead.
Entire villages were erased under
Operations Rolling Thunder and
Ranch Hand. The United States
dropped more bombs on Vietnam,
Laos, and Cambodia than it did in
the entirety of World War II.
Napalm, a horrific concoction of

polystyrene, gasoline, and benzene, was
deployed without mercy. Children fled,
their skin melting off in molten strips. Kim
Phuc, the naked girl in the Pulitzer-win-
ning photograph, became a symbol of
American cruelty. “Too hot! Too hot!” she
had cried, her flesh on fire, her innocence
permanently cauterised.Between 1961 and
1971, more than 20 million gallons of
Agent Orange were sprayed over Vietnam.
It defoliated forests, poisoned water
sources, and sowed carcinogenic legacy
into the land. Generations later,
Vietnamese children are still born with
grotesque deformities.The American
Government has acknowledged the “use”
of Agent Orange but not its criminality.
Reparations remain elusive, and legal
redress is denied. The crimes are filed
under bureaucratic euphemisms, buried in
the footnotes of history textbooks.The My
Lai massacre, where over 500 unarmed
civilians were slaughtered by American
troops in 1968, is often cited as an aberra-
tion. It was not. It was systemic. The
Phoenix Program, a CIA-backed initiative,
sanctioned thousands of extrajudicial
killings. Interrogations morphed into tor-
ture, and torture into routine. In the words
of former CIA officer Bart Osborn: “I
never saw an interrogation. Not once.
What I saw was an assassination. They
didn’t even bother to interrogate. They just
killed them.”And who remembers the less-
er-known horrors? The Tay Vinh mas-
sacre? The bulldozing of Ben Tre, where
an American officer reportedly said, “It
became necessary to destroy the town to
save it”? These aren’t missteps; they are

the natural consequence of a doctrine that
treats foreign lives as expendable abstrac-
tions.America supported Ngo Dinh Diem,
a Catholic autocrat, in a majority —
Buddhist nation. Diem’s regime jailed
monks, banned Buddhist flags, and massa-
cred protestors. The Buddhist Crisis of
1963 reached its horrific crescendo when
Thich Quang Duc immolated himself in
Saigon.He sat calmly as flames consumed
him, a silent scream against tyranny. “To
burn oneself by fire is to prove that what
one is saying is of the utmost importance,”
read his final letter. And yet, to the West,
he was either an anomaly or a propaganda
tool. Buddhism, in this context, was not
passive spirituality. It was resistance.The
institutional response in America has been
one of strategic amnesia. Commemo
rations are scripted, not sincere. The
Pentagon’s memorials praise bravery, but
silence barbarity. Veterans are paraded, but
victims are forgotten. The real question is
not whether America regrets Vietnam, it’s
whether it ever really considered it a mis-
take. Daniel Ellsberg told me, “They never
meant to win. They just didn’t want to lose
in a way that made them look weak.”On
this 50th anniversary, the question is not
whether America lost in Vietnam, but
whether it ever truly intended to win with-
out annihilation. And how many Vietnams
have followed since, from Fallujah to
Kandahar, Mosul to Raqqa, and Gaza to
Sanaa, America exports its righteousness
with payloads of destruction.The theatre
may change, but the script remains dis-
turbingly constant. Vietnam was never a
mere misstep in execution; it was a funda-
mental miscalculation in conception.The
ghosts of My Lai, Tay Vinh, and Kim
Phuc’s molten flesh do not fade; they per-
sist, festering in the collective memory,
never fully acknowledged. These haunting
images and legacies have been woven into
the fabric of American foreign policy,
where the “cost of war” is debated in terms
of strategy and numbers, but never in
terms of justice. As long as America refus-
es to face what it did, these ghosts will not
rest.

India and US: Poised for a trade deal
As trade negotiations between India and the
United States accelerate, an imminent signing
of a bilateral trade agreement looks on anvil.
The deal that could reshape economic rela-
tions between the world’s two largest democ-
racies is most likely to be hammered out
before the July deadline.US President Donald
Trump’s recent remarks — “I think we will
have a deal with India”— signal growing opti-
mism in Washington. With a July deadline
looming on the 90-day pause of reciprocal tar-
iffs, both nations are racing against time to
finalise terms. President Trump’s assertion of
progress came soon after US Commerce
Secretary Howard Lutnick confirmed that a
deal is “done,” pending approval from India’s
parliament and Prime Minister Narendra
Modi.By all reckoning, the proposed agree-
ment is ambitious and extensive, spanning tar-
iff reductions, market access, and sector-spe-
cific concessions. India’s reported willingness
to offer a rare “forward most-favoured-
nation” clause-ensuring the US receives equal
or better tariff terms offered to future part-
ners-demonstrates the strategic importance
New Delhi places on this deal.This provision,
seldom granted by India, underscores a long-

term commitment to deepening trade ties with
Washington. Negotiations have focused on 19
out of 24 categories of traded goods, with
contentious sectors like agriculture and mili-
tary equipment reserved for a later phase.Key
components of the proposed India-US trade
deal include significant tariff reductions and
expanded market access on both sides. India
has offered to cut import duties on US agricul-
tural exports — such as frozen meats, poultry,
and fruits — from rates as high as 100 per
cent to as low as five per cent. In return, India
is seeking improved access to the US market
for its labour-intensive sectors, including tex-
tiles, toys, gems and jewellery, furniture, and
leather goods, aiming to displace Chinese
suppliers.Additionally, India is pushing for
long-term guarantees of preferential treatment
for its pharmaceutical products and industrial
equipment. To ensure the agreement remains
relevant over time, both nations are incorpo-
rating a forward-looking “most-favoured-
nation” clause and phased tariff reductions
that adapt to shifting global trade dynamics.If
signed, the India-US trade deal would signal a
strategic realignment in global trade with
wide-ranging implications. Beyond immedi-

ate economic benefits, it would solidify
India’s role as a key ally in Washington’s
Indo-Pacific strategy, particularly as the US
looks to reduce its dependency on Chinese
supply chains. India’s strengths in sectors like
pharmaceutical, electronics, and semiconduc-
tors position it as a natural alternative.The
deal could also undercut China’s dominance
as the world’s manufacturing hub, offering a
model for future US partnerships with other
Asian democracies. For India, preferential
treatment for exports from labour-intensive
sectors could generate millions of jobs and
revitalise domestic manufacturing, while cre-
ating a more stable and predictable trade envi-
ronment.On the American side, the agreement
would grant access to India’s vast consumer
market, particularly for agricultural and
processed food exports — an attractive
prospect as US-China trade tensions persist.
Perhaps most significantly, the deal could
accelerate the realignment of global supply
chains, embedding India more deeply into
US-centric industrial and technological
ecosystems. With strong political will on both
sides, a finalised agreement could reshape not
just bilateral trade but the broader global

order, ushering in a new era where democrat-
ic economies lead in forging transparent,
resilient, and forward-looking trade frame-
works.The potential India-US trade deal
comes amid the broader fallout of President
Trump’s aggressive tariff strategy, which has
disrupted global trade in a big wayu. By
imposing sweeping tariffs on allies and adver-
saries alike, Trump challenged the multilater-
al system and sparked retaliatory measures
that unsettled markets and supply chains. The
India-US trade deal, if concluded, would
mark a sharp turn from Trump’s disruptive
tariff era — where sweeping duties strained
global ties and raised domestic costs —
toward a more strategic, cooperative model of
trade.The proposed deal reflects a growing
preference for targeted agreements that align
economic incentives with long-term geopolit-
ical interests. While intended to protect US
industries, these tariffs often raised costs for
American consumers and businesses.The
India deal, if finalised, would represent a
strategic pivot — using targeted trade liberal-
isation to achieve economic and geopolitical
goals. It suggests a shift from blunt tariff tools
toward more collaborative, mutually benefi-
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Delhi’s stray cows and dogs
A recent remark attributed to Delhi Mayor
Raja Iqbal Singh — suggesting that citi-
zens would soon be “liberated” from cows
and dogs — deserves serious scrutiny.
They are manifestations of the same eter-
nal soul as humansA reported comment by
Delhi’s mayor, Raja Iqbal Singh, on the
issue of cows and dogs, deserves attention.
According to an English translation of his
comment in Hindi, he said that the prob-
lem would be discussed at the first meeting
(presumably of the Municipal Corporation
of Delhi) and the people of Delhi would
very soon be “liberated” from these
things.While much would depend on the
nature of the steps that would be contem-
plated, one needs to point out here that the
use of the word mukti (liberation) was
unfortunate. It tends to suggest that their
presence among humans was undesirable,
when, particularly the cow, is revered by
an overwhelming majority of Indians as
holy, being a manifestation of Divinity.
She is referred to as “Gau Mata” or
“Mother Cow” in popular Hindu religious
discourse. The Rig-Veda refers to cows as
devis.Further, it says that everyone should
ensure that cows are free from misery and
kept healthy. It also says, “May the cows
be [for our] affluence.” Beseeching Indra
for the grant of cattle, it says that cows are
Indra. The Sama Veda describes the cow as
“being like our mother.” The Yajur Veda
compares the dawn and twilight to “two
great and generous mother cows.”In the
Aranya Parva of the Mahabharata,
Dharma, in the form of a yaksha, speaks to
the Pandava brothers in the voice of a
crane in the lake at Dwaityavana. Rishi
Chyavana said in the Anushasana Parva of
the same epic, that cows received the wor-
ship of all the worlds and were regarded as
the source of nectar. They were the stairs
to heaven and goddesses competent to give
everything and grant every wish. Nothing
else in the world was as high or
superior.According to the Padma Purana,
cows are homes of the Goddess of wealth.

They are untouched by sins. There exists a
fine relationship between men and cows. A
home without a cow is like one without
dear ones. Cows, which enjoy an exalted
position in the Hindu worldview need to
be treated with respect, to be cherished and
cared for and not considered “things” from
whose presence people in Delhi have to be
liberated.Stray dogs are covered by the
values shaped by the Upanishads and the
Vedas, the Ramayana, Mahabharata and
the Puranas. Swami Vivekananda, one of
the greatest religious leaders ever, summed
up the essence of these values eloquently
when he said in the course of his seminal
speech on Vedantism in Jafna, Sri Lanka,
in January, 1897,  “In every man and in
every animal, however weak or wicked,
great or small, resides the same
omnipresent, omniscient soul. The differ-
ence is not in the soul, but in the manifes-
tation. Between me and the smallest ani-
mal, the difference is only in manifesta-
tion, but as a principle he is the same as I
am, he is my brother, he has the same soul
as I have. This is the greatest principle that
India has preached. The talk of the broth-
erhood of man becomes in India the broth-
erhood of universal life, of animals, and of
all life down to the little ants-all these are
our bodies. Even as our scripture says,
‘Thus the sage, knowing that the same
Lord inhabits all bodies, will worship
everybody as such.’ That is why in India
there have been such merciful ideas about
the poor, about animals, about everybody,
and everything else.” The central message
here is that there is no difference between
humans and animals; in whom “resides the
same omnipresent, omniscient soul.”Also,
the “talk of the brotherhood of man
becomes in India the brotherhood of uni-
versal life, of animals, and of all life down
to little ants.” Stray dogs, are animals and,
if Swami Vivekananda’s words are not to
be dismissed summarily, are our brothers
and have to be treated as such. They too
are not “things” from whose presence we

have to be liberated. The view that humans
and stray dogs have to be treated on the
same footing is underlined by an incident
narrated in the Uttarakanda (Concluding
Book) of Krittibas Ojha’s Bengali render-
ing of Maharishi Valmiki’s Saptakanda
Ramayana (Ramayan in Seven Kandas or
Books), commonly known as Krittibas
Ramayana. According to the account, one
day, as Rama was holding court in
Ayodhya and Lakshmana was guarding the
entrance, a white dog, tired and hungry
after a long journey, lame in one leg and
with a thick clot of blood on his head,
arrived weeping. He touched Lakshmana’s
feet. On being asked about the reason of
his coming, he said he would relate his sor-
row to Rama if the latter permitted him to
do so. Rama asked for the dog to be
brought to his presence. Singing Rama’s
praise with folded hands and weeping, he
said that a sanyasin had hit him for no fault
of his, and pleaded that the court asked the
sanyasin what was his fault. Rama had the
sanyasin brought to his presence. How
could, he asked, a Sanyasin be so cruel to
an animal? The sanyasin stated that after
reciting prayers on the banks of the Ganga
for the whole day, he was going to the city
to beg for alms.His whole body burning
with hunger, he found the dog sleeping on
the road occupying the whole of it. On his
refusing to move, sanyasin got angry and
hit him with a stick. On Rama asking the
courtiers for their views, they said that the
sanyasin was guilty as he could easily have
walked on one side of the road. When it

came to punishment, the dog suggested
that the sanyasin be made the king of
Kalinjar.As this caused general surprise,
the dog explained that he was the king
of Kalinjar in his previous birth and,
under a curse by Shiva, everyone who
became Kalinjar’s king, was reborn as a
dog. The incident underscored two
important points. First, Rama, an incar-
nation or Vishnu, held that the dog,
obviously a stray living in the streets,

was entitled to justice not just against any
human being but a sanyasin. In fact, going
further, he made the sanyasi the king of
Kalinjar at the dog’s behest. Second,
according to Rama whose reign is held in
the Hindu tradition as the best form of
government there could ever be, being
cruel to an animal was tantamount to aban-
doning one’s dharma. He had asked the
sanyasin when the latter came, “Why have
you abandoned your dharma and are cruel
to animals?”It follows that the obligation
of moral conduct that human beings have
towards one another, also extends to ani-
mals. This is most sharply underlined by
an account in the Mahaprasthanika Parva
of the Mahabharata. According to it, a
small brown dog appeared from nowhere
and began following the five Pandava
brothers and Draupadi in their last jour-
ney.To dwell on the account, which is
widely known, briefly, he was the last one
to remain with Yudhishthira while
Draupadi and the four Pandava brothers
fell dead on the way.  Yudhishthira refused
to join Indra, who had come in his flying
chariot to take him to heaven in his mortal
form, without the dog.As Indra argued,
Yudhishthira said that all his punya would
vanish if he abandoned the dog, who was
dependent on him. It would be a crime
worse than killing a brahmin. Finally, any
plan of action relating to stray dogs has to
be in accordance with the Animal Birth
Control Rules, 2023, enacted by the
Ministry of Fisheries, Animal Husbandry
and Dairying on March 10, 2023.

Beyond GDP: Why happiness hinges on human connection
From Bhutan’s early emphasis on Gross National
Happiness to Finland’s continued reign as the
world’s happiest nation, the evidence is clear:
Sustainable development must prioritise human
relationships and emotional well-being as much
as economic growth This year’s World Happiness
Report (WHR), published by the Well-being
Research Centre, Oxford, in partnership with
Gallup and the UN Sustainable Development
Solutions Network, focused on the importance of
‘caring and sharing’ and underlined that ‘happi-
ness isn’t just about wealth or economic growth,
but, rooted in trust, kindness, and social connec-
tion’. The report highlighted that for stronger
communities and economies, the world ‘must
invest in human relationships’.As the world delib-
erated on a holistic approach to development, in
the 70s, Bhutan proposed the term ‘gross national
happiness (GNH)’, taking into account people’s
happiness alongside economic growth.In 2006,
Gallup organised global research to gauge the
‘quality of people's lives, their emotional state,
attitudes, behaviours, and other aspects of behav-
ioural economics’, on a three-year average of life
experiences on a 0–10 Cantril Self-Anchoring
Striving Scale or the Cantril Ladder.About 3.4 per
cent of people assessed their lives as a 10 — the
best possible life and only 1.6 per cent considered
their lives a zero — the worst possible life. In
2021, the number of people living their best lives
more than doubled (to 7.4 per cent), while the
number of people living their worst lives more
than quadrupled (to 7.6 per cent).The 20 per cent
of those who rated their lives as the best had an

average life rating of 8.9, and the 20 per cent of
those who rated their lives as the worst had an
average life rating of 1.2 and the gap in the life
ratings was 7.7 points, the highest in the history of
Gallup's global tracking — indicating a rise in
unhappiness.The 20 per cent of those reporting a
great life had experienced work satisfaction, good
physical health, little financial stress, had loved
ones to turn to for help, and lived in great commu-
nities.In 2022, Gallup’s book Blind Spot, based
on about five million surveys in 170 countries,
showed a rise in the Negative Experience Index
by 10 points since 2007 and concluded that social
well-being inequality has affected average life
evaluations more than income inequality.In the
new millennium — as emerging technologies
seriously affect people’s thinking, lifestyle,
socialising and work culture — evidence from
113 countries and territories (2000–2019)
revealed that loneliness has turned into a wide-
spread problem. In 2023, an analytical study by
Gallup and Meta in more than 140 countries,
titled ‘The Global State of Social Connections,’
disclosed that ‘almost 1 in 4 people feel lonely
across the world’.The highest rates of loneliness
were found among the young adult population,
with almost 27 per cent of them feeling ‘fairly
lonely or very lonely’. While loneliness affects
both men and women equally, at around 24 per
cent, in more than 79 countries, there were higher
rates of self-reported loneliness among women.A
study conducted in 2021 in 37 countries found
that ‘school loneliness among adolescents had
globally increased significantly between 2012 and

2018, particularly among girls’.Globally, social
isolation and loneliness are increasingly recog-
nised as a priority public health concern across all
age groups (WHO). Researchers studying the link
between loneliness and health find that both
objective solitude, like living alone and subjective
loneliness like frequent self-reported feelings of
loneliness are correlated with higher morbidity
and higher mortality. Several studies also consis-
tently demonstrate a strong correlation between
social connections and various positive outcomes
— such as improved mental and physical health,
increased life expectancy, and greater life satis-
faction.The feeling of being connected to others
helps combat loneliness, reduces stress and anxi-
ety, and fosters a sense of belonging — all of
which contribute to a happier and more fulfilling
life, researchers maintained. In India, health
experts warned about the emerging ‘dementia epi-
demic’ and other mental health disorders.India,
which traditionally has a strong social support
system, however, a study (LASI 2017–18)
divulged that 20.5 per cent of adults (45 years and
above) experienced moderate loneliness, while
13.3 per cent reported severe loneliness. A 2013
study attributed various socio-economic factors
like high poverty rate, unplanned urbanisation,
rapid industrialisation, and breakdown of tradi-
tional family structures, etc, as the contributing
factors. Investments in social connection are crit-
ical to creating productive, resilient, and stable
economies (WHO).Happiness researchers estab-
lished that ‘happy people are, indeed, productive
people, and that the brains of happy individuals

function optimally with enhanced cognitive abili-
ties — which translate directly into higher pro-
ductivity levels’, and that workers, when happy,
are 13 per cent more productive (Oxford
University's Saïd Business School). While ‘soci-
eties with high social capital outperform those
with low social capital in terms of subjective
well-being (SWB) and economic development’
(Sachs, 2015).Though there is some evidence that
income and growth improve happiness over time
(Sachs et al., 2012), there is also evidence that
elements of happiness can improve economic
growth. It is the anti-stress lifestyle of the Finns
that led to a culture of innovation (Emma Seppälä,
Yale University) and the importance of work —
life balance, which made the Finns happy and
productive (Johanna Jäkälä, Finland Promotion
Services).No wonder Finland continues to hold
the top slot in happiness ranking for the eighth
year in a row. Over the years, the findings of the
WHRs made the world realise that the feelings of
happiness differ across societies for identifiable
reasons — while happiness scientists espoused
that limiting factors could be addressed through
suitable policy interventions.It is high time that
world leaders think beyond GDP, reorient their
economic thinking towards sustainability, and
ensure good governance through efficient and
equitable provision of public goods, social safety
nets, community engagement, and social connec-
tions for a happier world.To build a truly prosper-
ous world, nations must look beyond economic
metrics and prioritise social well-being. Investing
in human connection, mental health, and inclusive
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