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Energy Transition, Commitments and the Politics of Climate Ambition

In recalibrating its climate strategy, India has articulated an ambitious trajectory that seeks to
reconcile developmental imperatives with environmental responsibility. Central to this
recalibration is the commitment that by 2035, approximately 60% of the country’s installed
electricity capacity will be derived from non-fossil fuel sources. Complementing this objective are
targets to reduce the emissions intensity of GDP by nearly half from 2005 levels and to augment
carbon sinks through afforestation and related measures. These goals collectively constitute
India’s updated Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) under the broader framework of
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change.

At a structural level, these commitments signal an intent to accelerate the transition away from
carbon-intensive growth pathways while simultaneously enhancing energy efficiency. The
articulation of such targets must, however, be situated within the broader context of India’s
developmental stage, characterised by expanding energy demand, infrastructural deficits, and
the imperative of inclusive growth. Consequently, the transition envisaged is neither linear nor
devoid of trade-offs.

India’s existing commitments, formally communicated in the previous iteration of its NDCs, had
already outlined a substantial shift towards non-fossil fuel capacity by 2030. Progress in this
regard has been notable. A significant proportion of installed electricity capacity is now sourced
from renewables and other non-fossil avenues, including solar, wind, hydropower and nuclear
energy. This expansion has been facilitated by policy incentives, declining costs of renewable
technologies, and increased private sector participation. Yet, a distinction must be drawn
between installed capacity and actual generation, as variability in renewable sources implies
that fossil fuels continue to play a stabilising role in meeting base-load demand.

The ambition to further elevate the share of non-fossil capacity to 60% by 2035 introduces
additional layers of complexity. Achieving this target necessitates not only capacity
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augmentation but also substantial investments in grid infrastructure, energy storage systems,
and transmission networks capable of accommodating intermittent supply. Land acquisition
challenges, regulatory bottlenecks, and financing constraints further complicate the expansion
of renewable projects. These structural impediments underscore the need for a coordinated
policy framework that aligns technological innovation with institutional capacity.

Parallel to capacity expansion is the objective of reducing emissions intensity. This metric, which
measures emissions per unit of economic output, allows for economic growth to coexist with
declining carbon intensity. India’s progress on this front has been relatively robust, reflecting
improvements in energy efficiency, shifts in the energy mix, and technological advancements.
However, sustaining this trajectory requires continuous innovation and the diffusion of cleaner
technologies across sectors, including industry, transport and urban infrastructure.

The augmentation of carbon sinks through forest and tree cover represents another critical
dimension of India’s climate strategy. While there has been measurable progress in increasing
green cover, the extent and quality of these sinks remain subjects of scrutiny. Ecological
considerations, land-use conflicts, and the long gestation periods associated with afforestation
projects pose significant challenges. Moreover, the contribution of such sinks must be assessed
in conjunction with broader ecological sustainability rather than as isolated quantitative targets.

India’s climate commitments are also embedded within the normative framework of global
climate governance, particularly the principle of Common but Differentiated Responsibilities and
Respective Capabilities (CBDR-RC). This principle recognises the asymmetry in historical
emissions and developmental capacities between developed and developing countries. In this
context, India’s stance emphasises the need for equitable burden-sharing, technological
transfer, and climate finance from advanced economies. The evolving geopolitical landscape,
however, has introduced uncertainties, with indications of policy reversals and protectionist
tendencies among certain developed nations potentially constraining global cooperation.

Assessments of India’s trajectory suggest a nuanced picture. While the country is likely to meet,
or even exceed, several of its intermediate targets, questions remain regarding the sufficiency of
these efforts in aligning with the global objective of limiting temperature rise to 1.5 degrees
Celsius. The scale of transformation required at the global level implies that incremental national
achievements, though significant, may not collectively suffice without more ambitious
commitments from all major emitters.

The discourse on climate policy in India thus reflects a tension between aspiration and
feasibility. On the one hand, the articulation of ambitious targets enhances the country’s
credibility in international forums and signals a commitment to sustainable development. On the
other hand, the operationalisation of these targets necessitates navigating complex economic,
technological and institutional constraints.

Ultimately, the success of India’s energy transition will depend on its ability to integrate
environmental objectives with developmental priorities. This entails not only scaling up
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renewable capacity but also ensuring energy security, affordability and reliability. The transition,
therefore, is as much a question of governance and institutional design as it is of technological
capability.

Dissent, Democracy and the Contestation of National Identity

Episodes of public protest often serve as inflection points in democratic discourse, revealing not
only the immediate tensions between state authority and citizen expression but also deeper
anxieties about national identity. A recent instance involving a dramatic protest at a high-profile
international forum reignited debate on whether acts of dissent, especially when staged before a
global audience, undermine or reinforce a nation’s democratic credentials. The swift political
reactions that followed—framing the protest as inimical to national interest—illustrate the
contested terrain on which dissent is interpreted.

At the heart of this debate lies a fundamental question: what is the normative role of dissent in a
democracy? Classical democratic theory positions dissent as a vital corrective mechanism, a
means through which citizens articulate grievances and influence governance. It functions not
merely as opposition but as participation, enabling a continuous negotiation between authority
and accountability. From this vantage, public protest—even when disruptive—can be construed
as an affirmation of democratic vitality rather than its erosion.

However, this interpretation coexists uneasily with an alternative political narrative that
emphasises cohesion, stability and strong leadership. In such a framework, dissent is often
recast as obstructionist or even subversive, particularly when it challenges policies deemed
integral to national progress. The rhetorical conflation of criticism with disloyalty reflects an
attempt to align political legitimacy with a singular vision of national interest, thereby narrowing
the permissible space for contestation.
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The tension between these perspectives is further complicated by the institutional architecture
of the state. In principle, democratic systems are characterised by a separation of powers and a
distribution of authority across multiple organs—executive, legislature and judiciary—alongside
a vibrant civil society. This pluralistic arrangement presupposes the existence of countervailing
forces that can check excesses and ensure deliberative governance. Yet, in practice, the
balance among these institutions is neither static nor immune to political influence.

In federal polities, such as India, the complexity is amplified by the interplay between central
and regional authorities. The constitutional design accommodates both a unitary impulse and a
federal distribution of powers, creating a dynamic equilibrium that must be continually
negotiated. Political actors who advocate for a centralised conception of the state often view
strong regional assertions with suspicion, perceiving them as potential sources of fragmentation.
Conversely, proponents of federalism emphasise diversity and decentralisation as foundational
to democratic resilience.

Mass media and digital platforms further shape the contours of this debate. The amplification of
political messaging through these channels can transform isolated acts of dissent into national
controversies. Media narratives, particularly when aligned with dominant political discourses,
may frame protests within binaries of patriotism and anti-nationalism. This performative
dimension of politics blurs the distinction between state and nation, rendering criticism of
governmental policy susceptible to reinterpretation as a challenge to national integrity.

Such dynamics were evident in responses to major protest movements in recent years, where
sections of the media portrayed dissenting voices as aligned with external or inimical interests.
The effect of this framing is twofold: it delegitimises opposition while simultaneously
consolidating support around a centralised vision of authority. Over time, this can recalibrate
public perception, making dissent appear aberrational rather than intrinsic to democratic
functioning.

Yet, the durability of democratic systems depends precisely on their capacity to accommodate
dissent without equating it with disaffection. A polity that conflates the government with the
nation risks eroding the distinction between transient political authority and enduring
constitutional values. In such a scenario, the space for legitimate disagreement contracts, and
the mechanisms of accountability weaken.

The deeper issue, therefore, is not the occurrence of dissent but the interpretive frameworks
through which it is assessed. A confident democracy recognises that unity need not be
predicated on uniformity; rather, it emerges from the coexistence of diverse perspectives within
a shared constitutional order. The challenge lies in maintaining this equilibrium—ensuring that
dissent remains protected even as the state safeguards its integrity.

Ultimately, the debate over dissent and national image reflects broader questions about
democratic maturity. It compels a reconsideration of how political communities define loyalty,
legitimacy and participation. In navigating these questions, the resilience of democratic
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institutions will be tested not by the absence of conflict, but by their ability to engage with it
constructively.

Multilateralism at an Inflection Point: Stakes at the WTO’s MC14

The forthcoming Ministerial Conference (MC14) of the World Trade Organization (WTQO) arrives
at a moment of pronounced strain within the global trading system. Convened as the apex
decision-making forum of the institution, MC14 is expected to deliberate on a series of structural
and policy challenges that collectively underscore the fragility of contemporary multilateralism.
The conference unfolds against a backdrop of intensifying geopolitical rivalry, proliferating
unilateral trade measures, and a discernible retreat from the norms that have historically
governed international commerce.

At the core of the present disquiet lies the erosion of the WTO’s dispute settlement mechanism,
once regarded as the organisation’s most consequential institutional innovation. Over recent
years, the system has been effectively paralysed, primarily due to the inability to constitute the
Appellate Body—the adjudicatory tier responsible for reviewing panel decisions. This impasse,
precipitated by sustained opposition from certain member states, has deprived the WTO of its
capacity to enforce binding rulings, thereby attenuating the credibility of its legal architecture. In
the absence of a functional appellate mechanism, the predictability and rule-based character of
global trade governance stand compromised.

Compounding this institutional paralysis is the WTO’s limited success in advancing new
multilateral agreements. The consensus-based decision-making process, while designed to
ensure inclusivity, has increasingly rendered negotiations cumbersome and protracted. Over the
past decades, only a handful of agreements—most notably in trade facilitation and fisheries
subsidies—have been concluded, highlighting the organisation’s diminished legislative efficacy.
In response, a growing number of members have turned to plurilateral arrangements, wherein
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subsets of countries negotiate agreements outside the full multilateral framework. While such
initiatives may offer pragmatic pathways to progress, they also raise concerns about
fragmentation and the potential marginalisation of smaller or developing economies.

Among the contentious issues likely to dominate MC14 deliberations is the moratorium on
customs duties for electronic transmissions. Initially conceived as a temporary measure to
facilitate the growth of digital trade, the moratorium has been periodically extended since its
inception. However, its continued relevance has come under scrutiny, particularly from
developing countries that argue it constrains their fiscal autonomy and deprives them of a
potentially significant revenue stream. The exponential expansion of digital commerce has
amplified these concerns, transforming what was once a technical provision into a politically
charged issue with distributive implications.

Another focal point pertains to the principle of Special and Differential Treatment (SDT), which
accords developing and least-developed countries certain flexibilities within the WTO
framework. While SDT has long been integral to accommodating developmental asymmetries,
its scope and applicability are increasingly contested. Some advanced economies advocate for
a recalibration of these provisions, arguing that emerging economies with substantial global
trade shares should not continue to avail themselves of preferential treatment. Conversely,
many developing countries maintain that structural inequities persist, necessitating the retention
of such safeguards.

The broader context within which these debates unfold is characterised by a resurgence of
unilateralism and strategic trade interventions. Tariff escalations, export controls, and industrial
policy measures have become more pronounced, often justified on grounds of national security
or economic resilience. These developments challenge the foundational WTO principles of
non-discrimination and reciprocity, thereby testing the organisation’s relevance in an evolving
global order.

In this milieu, the role of countries such as India assumes particular significance. Historically a
proponent of multilateralism, India faces the task of reconciling its developmental priorities with
the imperatives of a changing trade landscape. It is expected to advocate for the restoration of
the dispute settlement system, defend the continuance of SDT provisions, and articulate
concerns regarding the e-commerce moratorium. Simultaneously, it may be called upon to
engage constructively in emerging areas of rule-making, balancing caution with adaptability.

Ultimately, MC14 represents more than a routine ministerial gathering; it is a critical juncture that
will shape the trajectory of global trade governance. The outcomes of the conference will signal
whether the WTO can adapt to contemporary challenges or whether the centrifugal forces of
fragmentation will further erode its authority. The stakes, therefore, extend beyond specific
policy domains to encompass the very viability of the multilateral trading system.
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