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I ndia is experiencing the first, heady tranche 
of its demographic dividend, amply visible in 
the performance and growing influence of a 
shining sliver, a small fraction, of young India. 
But to call victory and assume that the rest of 
young India is poised to automatically follow 

suit in time is hasty. Our study, ‘Drivers of Destiny,’ 
takes a deep ethnographic dive into the large 
‘mass’ or mainstream of young India, pivotal to 
India’s future over the next 50 years. With the 
belief that a deeper understanding of them will 
enable policies that deliver better demographic 
dividends, we sought to understand, from the 
inside, how young people act, think about their 
lives and make sense of their world.

The segment chosen for the study represents 
leading-edge young people from urban ‘middle 
India’. Drawn from 12 big and small cities, and 
belonging to modest income families in the middle 
and lower middle-income groups of India, this is a 
group of college-going or college-educated men 
and women across a variety of institutions and 
educational courses, quite a few being first-genera-
tion college-goers.

Our overarching conclusion from 100-plus 
interviews can best be described through the yin 
and yang lenses that social scientists use to under-
stand the world—structure and agency.

‘Structure’ is about the broader terms and 
conditions handed down to us (identity, institu-
tions and discourses) that we live within. Yet, 
generations with varying capacities for enterprise, 
action and impact make their way in the world. 
Such a capacity constitutes ‘agency.’

Our study testified to an abundance of agency: 
enterprise, packed routines, a belief in the self, an 
ear out for whatever might be the latest opportu-
nity. This agency is anxious to find the pot of gold 
that hyper-information-loaded social media and 
political discourses constantly allude to, and is 
often flailing and exhausted in its pursuit, but 
interestingly neither defeated nor depressed. At 
least, not yet. Young India’s leitmotifs are hopeful-
ness and the belief that things will happen in the 
wake of relentless effort.

Their world is one where you have to constantly 
try to do something or the other by the force of 
your own energy, initiative and enterprise in the 
short-term, while pursuing your dream of a great 
life in the long-run, the latter defined as a job that 
brings stability, security and status. Most are pre-
paring for competitive exams (for years altogether) 
and seeking public sector and government posi-
tions, while staying occupied by trying their hand 
at whatever comes their way. “It’s so difficult” 
and “I’m constantly thinking about what to do 
next” were common responses. Nobody sits still, 
hopping as they do between part-time jobs, college 
classes, hobby courses and short-term skill build-

ing certifications to enhance their employability 
and mobility. “College until 1pm; then a short nap 
and then I go to my job at the supermarket,” was 
only one among a common set of narratives about 
navigating work and education. Even those who 
didn’t need to work were involved in building their 
portfolio. “I’m learning to sing, go to college, read, 
and then I have some work related to the fellow-
ship too,” said another.

Young people’s aspirations are focused on self-
improvement to equip themselves for whatever 
life throws at them. “I am doing two-three tasks 
actually. First, I’m doing a part-time job in an orga-
nization, Art of Living. And, I’m also doing studies… 
preparing for competitive exams and all. Sometimes 
I teach children,” was a typical response with a 
revolving set of details. They are motivated by and 
seek meaning, success, recognition and validation, 
but do not know where to stick around to find it. 
The frequent feeling is of running breathless 
through an endless labyrinth, a puzzle space, where 
old maps are gone and new ones yet to come.

And what of the yang? What of structure?
No structure, whether education, family or 

friends, seems to be of adequate help, supported 
mainly as our interlocutors are by the babble of the 
internet and the information that can be gleaned 
from a changing set of people and sources. Parents 
are appreciated as financially supportive and demo-
cratic, but not very useful in either advice or under-
standing. Peers are seen to be more emotionally 
supportive, yet sparsely available and mostly unsta-
ble as a community. These children of liberalization 
take comfort in a fairly secure past, but are rendered 

aflutter by thoughts of an uncertain future.
Those in the 25-30 age cohort who do find a job 

are suspicious about its permanence. Hustling until 
they got there has made them both canny and inse-
cure. Alienating workspaces, the looming threat of 
layoffs in private corporations, and a stymieing and 
dissatisfying work grind slowly drain them of all 
vitality. They also report an inability to connect with 
new people in these alienating urban spaces with 
crumbling infrastructure, which in turn deepens 
their trenchant loneliness. The private sector inter-
prets this often as “They don’t want to work hard!”

The list of structural dissatisfactions is long. The 
constant challenges of gender and caste, apart from 
universal disappointment with the education sys-
tem in equipping them with skills for work on one 
hand and a sense of broader imagination and play 
on the other, are also part of how they see the world.

Yet, in all this, they display no critique and see 
no responsibility of the government or the country 
in finding them jobs. Instead, they see their world 
as part of the hazy, opaque entity called ‘the mar-
ket.’ They focus on how to make themselves mar-
ket-ready, even as what is good enough keeps 
shifting as a goalpost, inspiring constant fear of 
being termed redundant.

This is a story of enormous entropy created by 
resolute agency bouncing off the unhelpful wall of 
a failing structure. It is a generation of amazing 
attitude and energy that is slipping through the 
very large cracks of our structural failures.

Commissioned by Bijapurkar, the study was 
conceptualized and led by Krishnamurthy, with 
assistance from a fieldwork team at Auxohub. 

Young India is fuelled by agency 
but is being failed by structure

Young people are doing their bit. Lagging policy needs to catch up with them to drive the country’s demographic dividend
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C an Europe re-arm without America? 
This is a question that nobody was 
asking a few years ago, when Rus-

sia’s invasion of Ukraine prompted a €100 
billion German splurge on US-made F-35 
fighter jets and Boeing helicopters. 
Between 2020 and 2024, the US accounted 
for almost two-thirds of European arms 
imports; France, with its pride in home-
made platforms like Dassault Aviation’s 
Rafale plane, has been a Gaullist outlier.

US President Donald Trump’s antics 
have since made French President Emma-
nuel Macron’s approach—which includes 
buying more Rafales—look good. Trump 
has insulted Nato allies in Europe. He has 
imposed tariffs and threatened to tear up 
defence commitments while scrambling to 
seal a Ukraine deal. Several countries are 
now reviewing F-35 orders, both because 
of optics and deeper concerns about reli-
ance on an unpredictable hegemon. The 
idea that Trump could de-activate allies’ 
weapons systems is no longer impossible, 
think-tank EUISS recently said, giving 
added urgency to EU plans to reduce 
‘excessive’ import dependencies.

Even Brussels technocrats know the 
brutal reality is that going it alone is impos-
sible today. Decades of outsourcing mean 
Europe’s defence industrial base is one-
third the size of its US counterpart’s, while 
its research budget is one-tenth the Penta-
gon’s. European pending orders of US kit 
amount to 472 aircraft and 150 helicopters; 
meanwhile, Dassault delivered 21 Rafales 
last year and its next-generation jet project 
with Airbus isn’t due until 2040. Peter 
Merz, head of the Swiss Air Force, says that 
cancelling F-35s today would amount to 
self-harm—after all, this is objectively a 
very good plane produced by a highly 
intertwined aerospace supply chain, as 
Canada’s Bombardier warns.

Yet, longer term, the goal of becoming 
more independent is absolutely the right 
one—especially with €800 billion of future 
defence spending at stake.

The controversy around the F-35 goes 
beyond the narrow debate over whether a 
‘kill switch’ exists that could be flicked at 
any moment by the White House. Former 
fighter pilot Philippe Steininger’s 2020 
book on air power describes the F-35 as 
modern feudalism writ large: Its pricey 
development partnerships with export 
customers and its real-time sharing of data 
serve as a geopolitical lock-in that trades 
autonomy for US protection. 

While Trump’s 2019 ban on Turkey’s 
ability to buy F-35s is one unsubtle exam-
ple of what that means, there are others—

such as access to proprietary data-sharing 
systems that are critical to hitting the right 
targets. Call it a switch or not, there’s a lot 
of trust required that goes beyond the 
plane itself. “The F-35 represents coopera-
tion, and this gets to the heart of what 
cooperation means,” says Richard Aboula-
fia, managing director of AeroDynamic 
Advisory. “The US military might stay pro-
fessional and apolitical, or it might not. We 
just don’t know.”

If switching the US off isn’t an option— 
and neither is the status quo—what can 
Europe do to Trump-proof its re-arma-
ment drive? One approach similar to 
Poland’s is to fill capability gaps domesti-
cally over time while accepting foreign 
suppliers in the immediate term. Europe-
anization of supply is less quixotic than it 
sounds: A recent survey by Defense News 
found that military satellite communica-
tions and unmanned intelligence and 
reconnaissance are areas where Europe is 
three years or fewer from having sufficient 
capability. Space-based alternatives to 
Elon Musk’s Starlink will take longer, 
though, perhaps a decade. 

At the same time, more partnerships will 
be needed to diversify supply and share 
knowledge. That should include closer ties 
with Ukraine, which has by necessity 
become a forerunner in drone warfare. It 
should also include the UK, which left the 
EU in 2020 but will be key when it comes 
to building a credible deterrent to Russia.

And finally, the EU’s ability to wield 
financial incentives should promote more 
orders for collaborative cross-border pro-
jects like the Eurofighter—a joint venture 
between Airbus, BAE Systems and Leon-
ardo—according to Bloomberg Intelli-
gence analyst Francois Duflot. Macron’s 
beloved Rafale may also do well beyond 
Europe in a world less reliant on the US, 
particularly given its current customer 
base in regions like West Asia.

This all depends on whether Europe is 
truly willing to break with entrenched hab-
its on budgets, procurement and politics. 
Germany is currently taking big steps to a 
landmark end to austerity, but it can’t do 
everything alone.

The European bloc is asking the right 
questions about defending itself on its own, 
but getting the US out of the pilot’s seat will 
be a hard task. ©BLOOMBERG

Europe’s F-35 dilemma: Can it 
get America out of its cockpit?
The EU’s post-Trump quest for defence autonomy won’t prove easy

Discomfort over F-35 jets goes beyond a 
suspected ‘kill switch’ held by the US REUTERS
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ports on either side of the Panama Canal, 
Meta has reversed its content moderation 
policy, BP has shelved renewable energy 
investment plans and Accenture has scaled 
back its celebrated DEI policy. Elon Musk 
has added a new dimension to the blend. He 
has sued large advertisers, such as Disney, 
who pulled their advertising from the X plat-
form after Musk acquired it in 2022. Last 
heard, Unilever had caved in and the lawsuit 
against it was withdrawn.

Unilever may have acquired B&J’s in 
2000, but their value systems remained 
divergent. Brands mean different things to 
different people. Apart from being used to 
create and store value (brand equity), brands 
represent and incorporate a range of per-
ceptions and emotions that customers asso-
ciate with that product or service offering. 
Geopolitics can thus become a wrecking ball 
for some brands. But when a company 
chooses issues that align with its value sys-
tem—such as B&J’s progressive outlook (the 
company still offers free ice-cream scoops to 
anybody visiting its stores on foundation 
day)—it rarely loses customers or experien-
ces a drop in net income or EPS. The proof is 
in the consumption data: B&J’s sales in 2024 
grew faster than Unilever’s marquee brands 
like Magnum.

110 years to 1914, the eve of World War I. The 
ensuing war sounded a death knell for the 
Ottoman Empire, with the 1916 Anglo-
French Sykes-Picot agreement signed to 
divide the area between two colonial pow-
ers. The US and Russia also wanted in on the 
carve-up. By 1923, arbitrary lines were 
drawn in the sand and from the West Asian 
desert sprang new nation-states: Palestine, 
Syria, Iraq, Lebanon and Jordan. Anthony 
Sampson’s book, The Seven Sisters (1975), 
documents how seven multinational oil 
companies—Shell, BP, Standard Oil, Texaco, 
Mobil, Chevron and Gulf Oil—influenced 
the foreign policies of the UK, US and France 
and manipulated the drawing of borders to 
secure oil concessions. Oil and geopolitics 
have always made for torrid bedfellows and 
the continuing Middle East strife bears testi-
mony to that.

Cast your mind back to 1973 when Chile’s 
democratically elected president Salvador 
Allende was killed in a bloody coup mounted 
by military general Augusto Pinochet, with 
some covert assistance from US intelligence 
corps. Declassified documents have also 
revealed the smudged fingerprints of US 
multinationals—IT&T, Pepsi, IBM, Kenne-
cott Copper and Anaconda Copper. Costa-
Gavras’s award-winning 1982 movie Missing 

I conic ice-cream company Ben & Jerry’s 
(B&J), founded by two hippies based on 
knowledge gained through a $5-corre-

spondence-course, is taking on the might of 
its parent, the Anglo-Dutch multinational 
Unilever. The issue: Unilever has sacked 
B&J’s chief executive, ostensibly for the ice-
cream company’s public support for Pales-
tinian refugees, in alleged contravention of 
their merger agreement of 2000 that B&J’s 
board would retain its independence.

It’s a classic David-versus-Goliath specta-
tor sport. But the essence of this spat 
between the owners of dominant brands—a 
popular ice-cream maker (this columnist’s 
preferred flavour remains Cherry Garcia, 
launched in 1985 as homage to Grateful 
Dead lead guitarist and vocalist Jerry Garcia) 
and a consumer goods conglomerate—is the 
influence that geopolitics can have on 
brands. Or, conversely, how brands influ-
ence geopolitics.

Brands have always been influential in 
changing the course of geopolitics. Go back 

Brands and geopolitics: A marriage made in conflict
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ments, but would continue to “focus on basic 
health, hygiene and personal care items 
needed by the many Russian families who 
depend on them in their daily lives.”

However, aligning brand values with geo-
politics can be tricky, especially if customers 
discover dishonesty in the process. McDo-

nald’s  asymmetric 
response to geopolitics—
quitting Russia over the 
Ukraine invasion but con-
tinuing to remain open in 
Israel despite Gaza atroci-
ties—has consumers across 
North Africa,West Asia, 
Malaysia, Indonesia and 
parts of India boycotting 
the brand. This is hurting 
where it hurts the most:  a 
drop in sales has resulted in 
net income erosion and 
earnings per share (EPS) 
shaved off. The same holds 

true for Starbucks, which has also seen 
chunks lopped off its net income and EPS.

Donald Trump’s second term in office has 
triggered a fresh bout of geopolitical churn, 
with US companies falling over themselves 
to align with the emerging policy regime. 
Blackrock, for example, has bought two 

fictionalized the Nixon administration’s 
assistance for the repressive dictator, which 
included a refusal to even help US citizens 
tortured and killed by the brutal regime.

Cut to February 2022, when Russian for-
ces invaded Ukraine and 1,000 companies 
pulled out in protest, demonstrating an 
explicit variety of geopoli-
tical brand activism. Some 
companies abandoned 
their assets on the ground, 
some handed over the keys 
to senior managers, some 
found local Russian buyers 
and some companies were 
forcibly taken over. Star-
bucks, for example, 
became Stars Coffee and 
the mermaid in its logo has 
morphed into a Russian 
swan princess. McDonald’s 
in Russia also sports a new 
name and a changed logo. 
But then, there are Mondelez and Procter & 
Gamble (P&G) which decided to stick 
around, displaying a different geopolitical 
belief system. In a March 2022 letter to 
employees, P&G’s chief executive Jon Moel-
ler said the company was scaling down its 
product portfolio and halting capital invest-

Ben & Jerry’s 
spat with owner 
Unilever reflects 
vast ideological 

differences in 
linking brands 
with activism
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A spirational Young India’ is a ubiqui-
tous phrase whose taken-for-
granted meaning is the intense 
desire and striving for material and 
social betterment. It assumes a well-
directed action orientation around 

focused goals and a kinetic energy that powers 
India forward. Our study started with no such pre-
conceived meanings. It performed an emic or 
insider’s deep dive into the contours of aspiration 
for the world of mass or mainstream young India, 
a world described in our previous column in Mint 
(‘Young India is fuelled by agency but is being 
failed by structure,’ 24 March) as one of exhausting 
entropy where agency comes up against the pau-
city of structures. In this piece, we focus on how to 
understand and read their aspirations and accom-
panying anxieties.

Our most telling finding was that for so many of 
our respondents, the aspiration was a government 
job, a coveted position of stability and security. 
This holy grail, we thought, had disappeared a few 
generations prior. However, it showed up with 
telling regularity, its contours apparently having 
been mulled over in their minds for a long time. “I 
want a Central government and not a state job,” 
was also often a clear preference. Their many 
efforts towards this long-term hope ran parallel to 
their acts in the here and now, trying to willy-nilly 
pass qualifying exams, often in multiple attempts. 
Many respondents found themselves chasing this 
goal for years; responses such as “Dream job is 
UPSC [short for Union Public Service Commis-
sion] and all the rest I have not thought about,” 
testify to the stickiness and stuck-ness of this 
aspiration.

The reasons for this specific goal were mainly 
related to personal well-being—security, low pres-
sures, predictability, high status and recognition. It 
was also often a last-ditch option, since their edu-
cational degrees didn’t allow them to access jobs 
related to their degree. “Not much scope after 
B.Tech, so I chose civil services”, was a typical 
response. “Nine-to-five peace, and no stress,” 
was another.

Abetting this quest is the sense that entrance 
exams for government jobs are difficult but within 
reach, and can be cracked through individual per-
severance and hard work. Although aware of evi-
dence to the contrary, they read it as a problem of 
“not enough” government jobs.

Another dimension of this aspiration is found 
from responses such as “I just need a stable future 
and I don’t want to live a hopeless nightmare,” 
suggesting that an obsessive focus on some picture 
of a future secure life helps them in the present too. 
It seems to provide an anchor of great hope in their 
world of hustling for the here and now, that we 
described in our first column. Perhaps that is why 

they refuse to articulate any fear that such a future 
may never come.

The language of difficulty and stress did find a 
way into their responses, not in relation to this 
aspiration being unachievable, but as regards their 
mental and physical health. For a cohort of people 
not yet 30, an alarmingly large number reported 
fatigue, sleep issues, vitamin deficiencies, anxiety 
and mental health concerns, difficult menstrual 
health and debilitating hormonal fluctuations.

Even when speaking about their health, though, 
their language took on the tone of their body being 
a project they needed to master—“must exercise”, 
“I try and stay healthy”, “I need to do more.”

Read together, these responses suggest two 
things; one, that all agency is deployed in pursuit of 
the good—read ‘stable’—life. Two, all stress is sub-
limated and not confronted, except as individual 
malady. If this were a Netflix series, the blurb 
would read thus: ‘Striving endlessly, and going 
nowhere, a stressed bunch of young people enrols 
in the coaching factory for a government job.’

To be clear, we do not judge the aspiration for a 
government job. However, when it is so greatly 
desired merely for the stability and security it pro-
vides, our reading is that the sapping of young 
energies to get by in the here-and-now world is 
producing in them a voluntarily stunting of their 
aspirations for their own lives. They are eschewing 
the full depth and breadth of possibilities that new 
India offers for them to aspire to, replacing it with 

the self-inflicted myopia of bonsai dreams and 
perfectly stable lives.

Are they untouched by these broader possibili-
ties to aspire for? They do talk about having a work 
life that abets their well-being, fosters their sense 
of enterprise and excitement, and recognizes them 
as valid beings in the world. They chat about possi-
ble startups with friends, hope for a world in which 
their hobbies might become their work, and 
express desires to do good in the world. 

A clear thread through these dreamscapes was 
the search for meaning as well as community. In 
these conversations, they displayed a palpable 
sense of joy, whilst providing the caveat that none 
of these goals of theirs seemed to ever be able to 
materialize. “I mean we have a million ideas, but 
we never initiate any” was the general tone.

It is, therefore, even more tragic, given the evi-
dence of such joy, that the only aspiration they 
seem to allow themselves is to find a job where 
they might be able to finally rest after running 
on an endless treadmill in the here and now. This 
generation is tired and finding themselves stuck in 
a waiting room—from which to leave, they need to 
keep moving.

Why are they not angry and resentful? What 
makes them keep trying? We will explore this in 
our final column.

Commissioned by Bijapurkar, the study was 
conceptualized and led by Krishnamurthy, with 
assistance from an Auxohub fieldwork team.

The young of mainstream India 
are too embattled to dream big
Sapped by the hustle of the here and now, youth aspirations are limited to low-pressure jobs offering stability and security
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T he Federal Reserve, the central bank 
of the United States, is driving blind-
folded. That’s my single most impor-

tant takeaway from its policy announce-
ment last week. 

On the predictable side, the Fed kept 
policy rates in a range of 4.25-4.5%, and the 
rate-setting committee pledged to slow the 
pace at which it’s allowing securities to roll 
off its balance sheet. 

The median Fed participant only subtly 
updated baseline economic projections for 
2025 to show 2.7% PCE inflation (versus 
2.5% in December’s outlook), 4.4% unem-
ployment (compared with 4.3%), and 1.7% 
growth in gross domestic product (versus 
2.1%). The projections suggested 50 basis 
points of rate cuts this year, unchanged 
from the previous estimate. 

But the most jarring development was 
the number of Fed board members and 
Federal Reserve Bank presidents who 
reported heightened uncertainty around 
their outlooks for American joblessness, 
inflation and GDP. 

Sixteen of 19 respondents now say that 
the uncertainty around their unemploy-
ment projections is higher than typical lev-
els of forecast uncertainty in the past two 
decades. Seventeen respondents said the 
same of their inflation forecasts and 17 said 
uncertainty was elevated for GDP. 

This combination of uncertainties is rare 
and quite concerning in and of itself. It 
should lead financial markets to demand 
higher risk-premia via wider credit spreads 
and lower price-earnings multiples. 

The Fed has been publishing its survey 
of projections for a decade-and-a-half, and 
the only other analogous period fell 
between the onset of the covid pandemic in 
2020 and early 2023. Only then did we 
seen uncertainty around unemployment, 
inflation and GDP this elevated simultane-
ously.

What’s making economic forecasting so 
precarious? By and large, it’s US President 
Donald Trump’s haphazardly conducted 
global trade war and equally scattershot 
approach to government downsizing. That 
includes Elon Musk’s Department of Gov-
ernment Efficiency, which has led to 
on-again, off-again government layoffs and 
spending cuts that have triggered several 
legal challenges. How these moves will 
affect the US private sector is yet to be 
determined. 

On tariffs, prognosticators are struggling 
to understand the logic and legal basis 
behind Trump’s so-called reciprocal tariff 
plan set for 2 April. Trump has said that the 
policy will lead to the US raising tariffs on 

countries that have tariffs, value-added 
taxes and other non-tariff barriers that he 
perceives as harming US producers. But as 
with other elements of Trump’s economic 
agenda, policymakers can’t know for sure 
which parts of the plan will withstand legal 
scrutiny. Nor can they differentiate the 
‘negotiating tactics’ from the tariffs that are 
intended to remain in place for the long 
haul. If they can figure those things out, 
they next need to decide how firms and 
households will absorb higher prices. 

Will tariffs primarily lead to shrinking 
profit margins or will firms pass costs on to 
consumers? Will consumers grit their 
teeth and pay more, or will they cut back on 
spending?

One prominent view suggests that tariffs 
constitute a form of supply shock and that 
monetary policy authorities should ‘look 
through’ them—effectively, they should 
ignore this one-off adjustment. The stabil-
ity of the Fed’s rate projections suggests 
that it is leaning toward doing just that. Fed 
Chair Jerome Powell, however, said that 
there are a lot of cross-currents influencing 
the outlook. When it comes to changing 
forecasts for rates in “this highly uncertain 
environment,” he said, “I think there’s a 
level of inertia where you just say ‘maybe 
I’ll stay where I am.’”

But opinions vary. A model-based analy-
sis by economists from the Federal Reserve 
Bank of Minneapolis and the University of 
Wisconsin, Madison, recently showed that 
the optimal policy response is to stimulate 
the economy via rate cuts; indeed, that’s 
what the Fed ended up doing after Trump 
carried out a previous round of tariff esca-
pades in 2019. Others would say it all 
depends on how other countries retaliate 
and whether domestic inflation expecta-
tions increase. 

There’s some evidence that consumer 
inflation expectations are indeed on the 
rise, as David Wilcox, Bloomberg Econom-
ics’ director of US research and a former 
senior advisor to three Fed chairs, wrote 
last week.

So what do you do with that combination 
of facts? If you’re the US central bank, you 
would probably continue to do nothing 
and wait for more information. 

That means, unfortunately, that when 
policymakers finally swing into action, it 
may already be too late. ©BLOOMBERG

Watch out: The US Fed seems 
to be driving with a blindfold
It may be too late by the time it gets any clarity on the US economy

Fed chair Jerome Powell must avert another 
‘transitory inflation’ mishap AFP
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tiable appetite for Treasuries, and this is ful-
filled by foreign countries via the balance of 
payments. He lays the blame squarely at the 
table of the US spending beyond its means, 
rather than blaming rapacious foreign coun-
tries for America’s debt burden. Rajan 
echoes the conventional view that the dol-
lar’s position as a reserve currency confers 
on it what former French president Giscard 
d’Estaing called “privilège exorbitant.” 
Miran has tried to stand that proposition on 
its head and believes the reserve status to be 
an exorbitant burden that needs massive 
intervention to correct. 

My sympathies lie with the conventional 
view. Trump’s mercantilism, cloaked in the 
academic garb of resetting the global trade 
order for America’s benefit, will turn out to 
be an ‘exorbitant disruption.’ If carried 
through fully, the inevitable consequences 
will be inflation and slow growth. US debt 
and its fiscal deficit will be in no better shape 
in four years from now. It will become self-
evident then that the emperor has no 
clothes. One can only hope that too many 
American institutions are not irreparably 
damaged in the process. 

P.S: “When downfall is imminent, one’s 
intellect tends to act against their own best 
interests.”  From Chanakya Niti 16.5 

index was in 1985. That high point resulted 
in a major multilateral agreement to weaken 
the dollar called the Plaza Accord. 

This Accord was an arrangement between 
the US and four other countries—Japan, UK, 
Germany and France—to take coordinated 
action to bring down the value of the dollar, 
which was estimated to be about 25% over-
valued at that time. The accord worked well 
for the US, completely reversing the 
upswing of the dollar within two years. 

Then, as now, supporters argued that it 
was necessary to intervene to reset the dol-
lar, given its inexorable rise. The intellectual 
underpinnings of the recent thinking on this 
subject are laid out in a dense paper 
authored by Stephen Miran last year while 
he was at a hedge fund. Miran is President 
Trump’s chair of the Council of Economic 
Advisors, and the paper is unabashedly titled 
‘A User’s Guide to Restructuring the Global 
Trading System’.

Miran argues his case beginning with the 
following observation: “The root of the eco-
nomic imbalances lies in persistent dollar 
overvaluation that prevents the balancing of 
international trade, and this overvaluation 
is driven by inelastic demand for reserve 
assets. As global GDP grows, it becomes 
increasingly burdensome for the United 

O n the face of it, the chaotic action 
and frenetic pace of US President 
Donald Trump’s first 50 days in 

office lack cohesive thought and direction. 
Dig deeper and a picture emerges of a poten-
tial ‘framework’ or ‘grand design.’ 

Believers see two main reasons for a reset 
of the global trade order. The first is a deep-
seated resentment that the United States has 
been subject to foreign subsidies, unfair 
trade practices and dumping of goods, and 
the second is a belief that the US has dispro-
portionately shouldered the cost of the post-
World War II security architecture for the 
rest of the world, particularly Europe and 
Japan. Consequently, the US has been run-
ning large trade deficits and its dollar has 
steadily strengthened in a trade-weighted 
sense for decades.

One representation of the trade-weighted 
dollar (TWD) is an index put out by the St. 
Louis Fed that shows the Nominal Broad US 
dollar index rising 50% since its recent lows 
in 2008. The previous high for the TWD 
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rency move. Even then, economic and mar-
ket volatility could be substantial. Miran 
concludes his argument thus: “Reallocation 
of aggregate demand from other countries 
to America, an increase in revenue to the US 
Treasury, or a combination thereof, can help 
America bear the increasing cost of provid-

ing reserve assets for a 
growing global economy. 
The Trump administration 
is likely to increasingly 
intertwine trade policy 
with security policy, view-
ing the provision of reserve 
assets and a security 
umbrella as linked and 
approaching burden shar-
ing for them together.”

And so, that is the grand 
plan of the Mar-a-Lago 
Accord. Critics believe that 
it is deeply flawed because 
of its singular focus on 

traded goods (not services where the US 
enjoys a trade surplus) and the dollar, with 
the country’s trade balance as the main vari-
able. Raghuram Rajan, professor of econom-
ics and a former central banker, argues that 
Miran has reversed economic relationships. 
The US budget deficit necessitates an insa-

States to finance the provision of reserve 
assets and the defence umbrella, as the man-
ufacturing and tradeable sectors bear the 
brunt of the costs.” He then goes on to cata-
logue some of the available tools for reshap-
ing the trade system, the trade-offs that 
accompany the use of these tolls, and what 
he views as American pol-
icy options to minimize 
their side-effects.

Miran’s ambitious pre-
scription for remaking the 
global trade order has been 
dubbed the ‘Mar-a-Lago 
Accord’ after Trump’s golf 
resort. Ironically, the set-
ting for the Plaza Accord 
was the Plaza Hotel in New 
York, which was subse-
quently bought by Trump, 
who was a real-estate 
developer back then. 

By his own admission, a 
policy map that includes sweeping tariffs 
and a shift away from a strong-dollar policy 
can have broad and deep ramifications. 
Miran believes that there is “narrow path” by 
which these policies can be implemented 
without causing material harm. This will 
require that tariffs be accompanied by a cur-

A Plaza Accord 
redux to weaken 
the US currency 

is part of an 
approach that’s 

too deeply 
flawed to work

MATHANGI KRISHNAMURTHY 
& RAMA BIJAPURKAR
are, respectively, associate professor of 
anthropology at IIT Madras, and a business 
advisor



VIEWS WEDNESDAY, 26 MARCH 2025
NEW DELHI 15

D iscussion around youth consump-
tion in India has been largely focused 
around observed purchasing behav-
iour. Despite its enormous value in 
guiding marketers, two key ques-
tions have been left to the realm of 

assumption rather than data-led insights: one, the 
larger and more foundational question of where 
consumption is located in the overall canvas of life 
aspirations, dreams and emotions of ‘mass’ or 
mainstream young India. Two: the ‘state of mind’ 
or zeitgeist that fundamentally shapes the lives of 
this cohort. This is the territory of our last column 
in this series.

Taking the second question first and drawing on 
what has been discussed in our previous columns: 
Despite being a cohort that is tired and entropic 
from pitting large amounts of agency in the face of 
an unsupportive structure, rebellion is not its state 
of mind. Young people do not feel betrayed by 
national systems. Instead, they accept an opaque 
and faceless ‘market’ as being the arbiter of jobs, 
even as progress in the nation is interpreted as the 
development of market conditions for work. They 
do not have a mind state of frustration either (so 
far). This is, we argue, because of their ‘waiting 
room to a better place’ nature of hopeful living in 
the tough present, while planning for a stable and 
secure low-pressure future. Increasing individuali-
zation along with the lack of a strong collective 
peer culture, leading to loneliness and emotional 
fatigue, is an area of felt pain, though. Also, the leit-
motif of young India is a mind state of fragmenta-
tion, echoing as it does the fragmented and fraught 
nature of their everyday lives.

The answer to the first question runs counter to 
the widely held belief that every generation after 
liberalization is increasingly more acquisitive or 
consumerist. Consumption of material goods, we 
suggest, is not the foundation that undergirds this 
generation’s aspirations. The nature of long-term 
aspirations, dreams and ‘the good life’ for this seg-
ment is surprisingly not about material goods— 
gaadi, bangla, makaan, green card—but centres 
around security and calm, and a connection with 
nature. Their search is for a je ne sais quoi or as one 
respondent stated, “magic.” A significant propor-
tion of this population dreams of peace, quietude 
and meaning in animals, nature and pastoral lives. 
Whichever way we interpret these dreams, as 
literal reality or as metaphors for a certain kind of 
life, consumption is notable in its absence vis-à-vis 
this particular dreamscape.

But does consumption not figure in their lives at 
all? Of course it does, and in a very big way. But 
only as an activity that offers a temporary thrill and 
distraction from the real world, as also relaxation 
and rest—in the words of one respondent, as 
“therapy.” 

This generation consumes distraction and 
“time-pass”, “binge-watching”, “self-care”, “pam-
pering”, via social media, entertainment, shopping 
and other such daily forms of small pleasures. If we 
were to name a consumption culture in this regard, 
it would be that this segment of youth consumes 
like spongy magpies, distracted by every new 
thing, before flitting onto the next shiny object.

In the accounts of their lives, aspirations and 
dreams, material possessions do not feature signif-
icantly as a means of self-expression or status sig-
nalling that we usually associate with consump-
tion. The closest they came in their consumption 
habits to this question of self-expression was in 
relation to becoming a “better version of them-
selves.” These purchasing preferences included 
motivational books, podcasts and social media 
content seen as contributing to their physical, 
social, intellectual and emotional well-being. 
Hence the primacy of the smartphone in their 
lives, as also the attention to clothes and grooming, 
the latter being specific to how they manage their 
perception and therefore value in the world. In 
this, apparel, accessories and cosmetics made up a 
large portion of their choices with a variety of 
brands featuring in these conversations. However, 
most did not show any particular indication of 
either lasting brand loyalty or preference.

There also exists in their expressed consumer 
desires the search for “newness” and “experien-
ces,” travelling abroad being a major preference. In 
this, however, they had deferred all consumption 
to the future; very few seemed to possess either the 

means or the motivation to travel to the places they 
listed with great zeal. If anything, their virtual lives 
seemed to partially fulfil these curiosities and suc-
cessfully manage such deferral. This, in particular, 
points to an ongoing blurring of the boundaries 
between real and reel life for our survey respon-
dents. However, their engagements online do not 
provide evidence of any one source of influence; 
their likes and dislikes remain fragmented.

Fragmentation and excessive information stim-
ulus characterize this generation, with no evidence 
of brand loyalty. Consumption in this study 
emerged as a temporary dopamine hit, fading out 
to make way for the next avenue, promising a bet-
ter everything. 

This generation seems to only want little pleas-
ures, has no big spending categories in mind, and 
more often than not pegs its hopes on the idyllic 
fantasy of a non-consumerist future spent in the 
company of nature and animals.

What emerges finally is that this segment of 
young India careens wildly between involved and 
engaged forms of learning, experience, pleasure, 
distraction and consumption, while harbouring 
fantasies of beauty, peace, animals and world 
travel. The culture of consumption we identify is 
one of distraction at one end, with a forever 
deferred, long-term politics of seeking “something 
else”—meaning, purpose, joy and connection—at 
the other.

Commissioned by Bijapurkar, the study was 
conceptualized and led by Krishnamurthy, with 
assistance from an Auxohub fieldwork team.

Young India sees consumption as 
an activity, not identity marker
The pursuit of material goods does not underpin this generation’s aspirations. Peace and quietude make up its dreamscape
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O ne reason Apple Inc’s brand is so 
valuable is that for decades, it had 
a reputation for only making 

promises it could keep. It did this thanks to 
a notoriously stubborn CEO in Steve Jobs, 
who had talented executives and listened 
to what investors thought, but ultimately 
made decisions by consulting an advisory 
panel of one: himself.

Tim Cook is not Steve Jobs, but his gift 
for supply-chain logistics made him the 
right CEO when Apple’s largest challenge 
seemed to be iterating and building the 
iPhone to sell billions of them around the 
world. In his own way, Cook was as good a 
promise keeper as Jobs. Yet, all of a sudden, 
Captain Cook seems to be in uncharted ter-
ritory. He’s there because he opened his 
decision-making to the whims of Wall 
Street, which was demanding big news on 
what Apple would do with artificial intelli-
gence (AI). I don’t think Jobs would have 
allowed himself to be rushed, but Cook did. 
By prematurely introducing Apple Intelli-
gence, Cook gave his company a deadline 
it wasn’t sure it could meet, and it hasn’t. 
Apple has broken promises to customers, 
with TV spots trumpeting features that are 
still nowhere near completion, nudging 
customers to buy smartphones that cost 
$1,000 plus but don’t work as advertised 
(there was small print). 

Initial ‘Apple Intelligence’ features have 
been disappointing. First, news organiza-
tions complained of misconstrued summa-
ries, which Apple tweaked. Now its prob-
lems run deeper: When non-nerd friends 
message you to ask how to “turn off these 
pop-ups because it keeps getting my mes-
sages wrong,” you know Apple has goofed. 

Cook is moving to stop this blip from 
becoming a crisis that would call his lead-
ership into question. His biggest step so far 
has been to shuffle the executives responsi-
ble for the effort. Now in charge is the man 
who spearheaded the Vision Pro headset, 
which, while not exactly a hit, is widely 
regarded to be an impressive feat, unlike its 
chat agent Siri.

Even so, Apple’s enhanced Siri can’t be 
expected to land on iPhones until 2026 at 
the earliest, denying Wall Street the 
iPhone sales ‘super cycle’ that had suppos-
edly been in the cards thanks to this vague 
idea that consumers would clamour to 
upgrade. Some of the more conversational 
features are more likely to arrive in 2027. 
That tentative due date will seem further 
and further away if competitors like Ama-
zon.com’s new Alexa are released on time 
and perform as advertised. Alexa+, with its 
integrations and clean interface, is the kind 

of AI application Apple should have built 
by now. Unfortunately, it hasn’t—so now 
the company must do everything it can to 
make sure consumers can use these other 
services unencumbered.

That’s the way forward, here—a return 
to the roots of the iPhone as a place for 
external developers to create ground-
breaking applications. To get out of this AI 
hole and keep the iPhone on the cutting 
edge of digital technology, the company 
needs to borrow that famous battle cry 
from former Microsoft chief Steve Ballmer: 
“Developers! Developers! Developers!”

It’s what Apple has always been good at. 
As Apple watcher Jon Gruber stressed in a 
recent blog post, the Mac computer line 
became the industry choice for creatives 
because it was the best platform with which 
to use Adobe’s products. The iPhone, simi-
larly, became the world-changing device it 
is because of the likes of Uber, Spotify and 
Google Maps. 

Apple’s primary role is—and always has 
been—to build hardware and an operating 
system capable of supporting such innova-
tive ideas. But in more recent years, this 
purpose has been complicated by the com-
pany’s desire to exert more control—in the 
name of privacy, as it has made clear—while 
also building up its own services business as 
another valuable income source. This now 
means that AI on the iPhone is only as good 
as Apple can currently make it. 

As developer Gus Mueller wrote 
recently: “I would like things to advance at 
the pace of the industry, and not Apple’s.”

There might have been a window when 
Apple felt it could build its own AI and keep 
everyone else out, but that has closed now. 
Apple urgently needs to find a way to open 
up its devices to be properly built upon by 
others doing it better. 

I’m confident it can do this with suffi-
cient guard-rails around privacy, institut-
ing the same kind of watchdog arrange-
ment it put in place to make sure its App 
Store wasn’t a risk to consumers. I’m cer-
tain it can find ways to make heaps of 
money as that gatekeeper since, despite the 
tumult, the iPhone is still the most capable 
mobile device for running artificial intelli-
gence, and its enormous user base is locked 
in. Failing to adapt to the AI moment, how-
ever, could be a mistake with Nokia-sized 
consequences.   ©BLOOMBERG

The iPhone must think anew 
to salvage Apple Intelligence
Apple’s AI offerings are too weak and it can’t catch up on its own

Apple needs to let external developers 
power its AI functions BLOOMBERG
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the government for blocking reduces the 
scope for confusion over authenticity.

This is a significant benefit. If intermedia-
ries only have to block sites that are listed on 
the portal, they can ignore the hundreds of 
random requests they currently receive. 
Also, with all sites that have been notified as 
needing to be blocked listed in a single loca-
tion, it is much easier for free-speech activ-
ists to assess the constitutional validity of the 
blocking orders made by the government in 
each such instance. 

A portal for transparency around take-
downs can only be a good thing.

The trouble is that neither the Sahyog 
Portal nor Section 79 has any of the safe-
guards that were built into Section 69A, 
which allowed the Supreme Court to uphold 
its constitutional validity. Unless the web-
sites that have to be blocked are notified on 
the Sahyog Portal according to a procedure 
that complies with Article 19(2) restrictions, 
it will likely be held unconstitutional. What’s 
more, all such notices should also be subject 
to review by the same review committee that 
currently supervises takedowns under Sec-
tion 69A of the IT Act.

The Supreme Court has already told us 
how content should be taken down. The 
government just needs to comply.

of the Indian Constitution. This is the central 
tension in India’s content-moderation 
debate. While we must empower law 
enforcement agencies to take down harmful 
content, we must ensure they do not misuse 
this power and stifle our fundamental right 
to speech and expression.

It would be nice if the government could 
be relied on to take a constitutionally aligned 
approach to content moderation. Unfortu-
nately, this has not been our experience. In 
their haste to prevent harmful content from 
spreading, law enforcement agencies show 
uncommon haste in riding roughshod over 
fundamental rights, often adopting expan-
sive interpretations of the restrictions under 
Article 19(2) so that they can take down any-
thing even remotely uncomfortable to them.

It was in order to legitimize this sort of 
broad executive action that Section 66A was 
introduced into the IT Act, with a view to 
prosecuting those who send ‘offensive mes-
sages’ online. This was challenged before the 
Supreme Court in the Shreya Singhal vs 
Union of India case and struck down as viola-
tive of the right to freedom of speech. Shreya 
Singhal also questioned the constitutional 
validity of Section 69A, which gave the gov-
ernment the authority to block access to 
online information, alleging that the terms 

I n a petition before the Karnataka high 
court, X (formerly Twitter) has challenged 
the legality of India’s Sahyog Portal—a 

central digital repository that tells social 
media companies which sites they must 
block access to. This, the company argues, is 
an attempt to side-step procedures already 
approved by the Supreme Court under Sec-
tion 69A of the Information Technology Act, 
2000 (IT Act).

Few would disagree that some online con-
tent (child pornography, trafficking, etc) is 
so utterly unacceptable that law enforce-
ment must actively track it down and imme-
diately remove all traces of its existence.  At 
the same time, there is other content that 
some may want removed for ideological, 
personal or other less explicable reasons. 
This content should not be taken down 
unless the reasons for doing so align with 
one of the restrictions on freedom of 
speech—the sovereignty and integrity of 
India, security of the State, public order, etc 
—that have been set out under Article 19(2) 

X vs Sahyog: Free-speech curbs must have a valid basis
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being held liable for content that users post 
on their platforms. This ‘safe harbour’ 
exemption protects companies that host 
user-generated content from being sued for 
material over which they have no control, 
but is only available to them if they expedi-
tiously take down all content that the gov-

ernment notifies them for 
removal. It is this condition 
that the government has 
begun to exploit in order to 
enforce content takedowns 
and for which the Sahyog 
portal was created.

Online platforms receive 
takedown notices from all 
sorts of government offi-
cials—so much so that it is 
almost impossible for them 
to figure out whether a 
given request is genuine. 

I have personally seen 
requests that purport to 

come from police inspectors in remote cor-
ners of the country but have been sent from 
generic email accounts that cannot be traced 
to an identifiable official or department. The 
Sahyog Portal is an attempt to address these 
ambiguities. A central digital repository that 
has a definitive list of all the sites notified by 

used in that section were so broad that the 
government could restrict speech on the 
flimsiest of grounds.

On this, the Supreme Court disagreed, 
arguing that Section 69A mirrored the 
restrictions set out in Article 19(2) of the 
Constitution and, as such, merely reiterated 
existing constitutional 
exceptions. Since blocking 
orders had to be in writing, 
they could be challenged 
in court and there was a 
detailed procedure that all 
blocking requests had to 
adhere to. The court also 
drew comfort from the fact 
that the related Rules had 
constituted a review com-
mittee that met every two 
months to ensure that the 
blocking orders that had 
been issued were in 
accordance with require-
ments of the IT Act.

The latest constitutional challenge is on 
account of the fact that the Government of 
India has taken to relying on Section 79 to 
block online content. 

The original purpose of this section was to 
protect online intermediaries like X from 

This legal case 
will test the 

validity under 
the Constitution 

of takedown 
orders for 

online content 
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