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Lawful Wrongs

Special Marriage Act allows anyone to interfere in a couple's decision. It
also endangers them

TOI Editorial

It is frightening to watch what a young interfaith couple in the world's largest democracy is going through
just to marry legally. As law-abiding citizens, they followed what is required to marry under Special
Marriage Act. But their details were used to build up a malicious campaign. The Muslim man and Hindu
woman in Uttarakhand have been attacked by online moral police and face hostility from on-ground moral
police in Bajrang Dal, who've supported the woman's mother's objection to the marriage.

The notice regime in Special Marriage Act has been legally challenged. Sections 5 to 8 require a couple to
give a written notice 30 days prior about their intent to marry, the notice to be published prominently that
can be scrutinised by anyone, objections raised within 30 days, and the marriage officer empowered to
uphold objections. The law makes public a stakeholder. Anyone can object. This is a direct breach of
principles of privacy and freedom to choose a partner but has survived even after Supreme Court's privacy
judgment in Puttaswamy - "privacy includes at its core, the preservation of personal intimacies". In 2023,
hearing petitions seeking legalisation of same-sex marri- age, Justice Chandrachud observed, "The very
object of the Special Marriage Act is to protect couples. But these provisions lay them open to invasion by
society, by district magistrates and police." Oral observations are little solace to inter-faith or inter-caste
couples caught in the bloody glare of a regressive society. Sooner these provisions are junked, the better.

In 2018, Uttarakhand criminalised 'forced conversion' with a maximum sentence of 10 years, a fine of
25,000 and a maximum compensation of 5L to the 'victim'. In spite of the couple denying any attempt at
religious conversion, the Muslim man is being threa tened. The state, in whose police protection the couple
is, seems a spectator. The couple applied a month ago on Jan 7. In the run-up to UCC, reports suggested
inter-faith applications under Special Marriage Act were being stalled awaiting implementation of UCC.
UCC Rules explicitly recognise marriages under Special Marriage Act. If the spirit of UCC is uniformity in
laws that govern marriages, there should be no resistance to inter-faith or inter-caste marriages. But we
know better. The couple in Uttarakhand is at the mercy of laws old and new, and of extra-legal 'morality"
enforcers.
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Shape Al Don't Wait To Be Shaped By It

Breakthrough will come at product,service level
ET Editorial

Silicon Valley is nudging India to develop a full Al stack, even as the Chinese have demonstrated frontier
technolo- gy is not prohibitively expensive. The latest exhortation comes from OpenAl's Sam Altman, who
for DeepSeek's sake, has serious skin in the Al game. Like any technology, intelligence costs are declining,
and Indian entreprene- urs will get over the entry hurdle at some point. Smaller models are already within
reach, and there is enough local computing capacity to bring them to market. That's where things get fuzzy.
Beyond the hype around Al, business is yet to see ways to make money from it. The technology is dispersing
through enterprise-level application. Breakth- rough in adoption will come when Al shows results at the
product or service level. With current levels of data collec- tion about producers and consumers, product
and process innovation through Al is only a matter of time.

Gol has arole here in creating de-mand for Al and setting up infrastruc- ture around it, as tech entrepreneur
Vi vek Wadhwa in his article on this page today underlines. It has to pick up some of the cost of tech
development. A pro- active policy towards governance use- cases should speed up commercial de-
velopment of large local models. The base layer of India stack must be a public one supporting commercial
appli- cations. The state's role in any dual-use technology is pre- determined. In the case of Al, that extends
to driving down computing and energy costs, and democratising access through skilling. Besides,
regulation will need to be light to encourage commercial exploitation of the technology.

India happens to be on the right side in the Al prolifera- tion arena. It has access to technology and
bandwidth to process it. Indian software developers are working on fron- tier Al both here and in the US.
Generative Al can bring a fundamentally different approach to the country's deve- lopment pathway.
Rather than wait for Al to solve for India, the country must shape it to deliver on specific parameters, such
as governance delivery and economic productivity.
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A call for chaos

Breakthrough will come at product,service level
TH Editorial

When the state of Israel was created in Palestine in 1948, more than 7,00,000 Palestinians, the land's ori-
ginal inhabitants, were displaced. Palestinians re- member this forced mass expulsion as the Nakba
(catastrophe). More Palestinians were expelled during the Six-Day War in 1967. Some moved to Gaza,
others to the West Bank, while the majority fled to other countries, where they and their des cendants are
refugees. In successive peace talks, Israel has outrightly rejected their right to return to their homes, a
fundamental right. Now, U.S. President Donald Trump wants to forcibly transf er the 2.3 million
Palestinians out of Gaza, the Mediterranean enclave that has suffered relent- less Israeli bombardment for
15 months. His plan involves relocating Palestinians to neighbouring Arab countries, taking over the 360
sq. km strip which he calls a "hellhole" and redeveloping it in- to the Riviera of the Middle East. At a press
confe rence in Washington DC, with Israeli Prime Mi- nister Benjamin Netanyahu, he also stated sending
troops to Gaza "if necessary". The White House later claimed that he meant a temporary relocation of
Palestinians. It also clarified that he had not committed to deploying U.S. troops but reaffirmed that his
"out-of-the-box" proposal for Gaza was a serious one. However, Mr. Trump's plan has at least three
fundamental problems.

First, Palestinians are not an imperial posses- sion that Israel and the U.S. can bomb and relo- cate at will.
They are a people with a national identity, whose collective history, present and fu- ture, is deeply tied to
the Palestinian land. Des- pite relentless Israeli bombardment, the Palesti- nians of Gaza have refused to
leave. Now, Mr. Trump is advocating what is essentially a call for ethnic cleansing, another Nakba. Second,
Arab countries, including many of America's allies, have unequivocally rejected Mr. Trump's propo- sal.
They understand that Palestinians who were forcefully removed never managed to return. Even
authoritarian Arab rulers, regardless of their dependence on U.S. aid, must pay attention to the sentiments
of their people, who over- whelmingly support Palestinian rights. Third, Mr. Trump's vision of rebuilding
Gaza aligns closely with the Israeli far-right's agenda: resettling the land with Jewish settlers. This will
further alie- nate an already desperate population and plant yet another time bomb in West Asia. Mr.
Trump must abandon his calls for the ethnic cleansing and instead use America's influence to ensure a
successful ceasefire in Gaza. The U.S. should be working toward a lasting, just solution - one that
acknowledges Palestinian rights and upholds the principles of peace and stability in the region.
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Crippling aid work

The fallout of U.S foreign assistance freeze will be far-reaching
TH Editorial

Insularity often stems from contempt, and the kind now being exhibited by U.S. Presi- dent Donald Trump
and his administration is no exception. Withdrawing from international commitments has become a
defining feature of Mr. Trump's foreign policy, and the latest deci sion to freeze foreign assistance adds to
the list of drastic moves, following the withdrawal from WHO and the Paris Accord. This decision will dis-
rupt established global aid structures and have dire consequences for the millions who rely on U.S.
assistance for survival. While the full impact is yet to unfold, it is clear to those in the develop- ment sector
that a cascade of negative repercus- sions is imminent. On his first day in office, Mr. Trump imposed a 90-
day freeze on foreign assis- tance, citing inefficiencies and ideological oppo- sition to USAID. His
administration argues that USAID misallocates funds and operates at odds with his policies. Elon Musk,
head of the Depart- ment of Government Efficiency, went so far as to label USAID a viper's nest of radical-
left Marxists who hate America. The official USAID website has been stripped of its content, but announced
that all personnel would be placed on administra- tive leave, with only a few exceptions for mission- critical
staff. The administration also ordered the rapid repatriation of overseas USAID personnel within 30 days.

USAID was established in 1961 as an indepen- dent agency under the Foreign Assistance Act, designed to
provide global humanitarian and de- velopment aid. According to the U.S. govern- ment's official spending
tracker (USASpend- ing.gov), USAID was allocated $44.2 billion in the 2024 budget. While this amounts to
just 0.4% of the total U.S. federal budget, media reports indi- cate that it accounted for nearly 42% of all
hu- manitarian aid tracked by the UN in 2024. USAID funds a range of programmes which include health
care, food aid (including assistance to Ga- za), and policy advocacy. The agency has main- tained a strong
presence in India since the 1960s, supporting initiatives in education, immunisa- tion, HIV/TB prevention,
polio eradication, and child health. Though direct financial aid to India has declined in recent years, USAID
contribu- tions still amounted to over $150 million for the latest fiscal year. However, in many conflict-rid-
den regions, USAID remains a lifeline. Withdraw- ing from international aid efforts is more than a
bureaucratic shift: it risks leaving millions with- out food, medical assistance and critical resourc es. The
decision reflects an inward-looking ap- proach that dismisses the interconnectedness of global affairs. As
the U.S. retreats from its histor- ical leadership in international development, the world will be left
grappling with the consequenc es of this reckless policy shift.
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