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WHAT IS IT?

Hectocotylus: a mating arm

Vasudevan Mukunth

ctopuses often live solitary lives

and rarely encounter mates,

which means they need to be
very good at recognising other
octopuses if they are to have
reproductive success.

Now, researchers have found that
male octopuses have a specialised arm,
known as the hectocotylus, as a
sophisticated sensory organ to identify
fE':“al‘95+ Scientists previously thought Researchers found that male octopuses have a
this arm served asa tool to deliver specialised arm, known as the hectocotylus, a
sperm, but the new work has revealed sensory organ to identify females. H. ZELL (cC BY-SA)
that the hectocotylus actually ‘tastes’

the female by touching her. evolutionary innovation is a widespread
Specifically, the hectocotylus detects trait across both octopuses and squids
progesterone, a hormone found in the and that it merges sensory assessment

female's reproductive tract and skin. and gamete delivery into a single

Once it dﬂ'l‘-‘_S- the male locates the appendage, allowing the octopuses to

oviduct for insemination. And the reproduce efficiently during their brief

hmtyll.ls allﬂ\lﬂ mahstﬂ dﬂ thiﬁ encounters.

even in complete dark .?—_ emenece The findings also highlight how small
- The researchers also foun changes in protein structures can help

1
«alled CRT1 that triggers mating_ i organisms develop complex new
dehaviour. CRT1 evolved from ancient |  behaviours, and contribute to the
Mneurotransmitter receptors and today |  already vast biodiversity of the oceans.

Kserves two purposes. While the octopus !
wses similar receptors to hunt for prey by ,-‘

sensing chemical compounds on the |

peaﬂonr, CRT1 has also specialised over ! For feedback and suggestions

millions of years to recognise I for ‘Science!, please write to

?rqg_estemne with a hlgh aﬂinrl:! . science@thehindu.co.in with the
By analysing various cephalopad ~ =~ subject ‘Daily page’

species, the team found that this
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The World Trade Organization is flailing

rade multilateralism is facing its biggest

stress test since the Second World War.

‘The United States’ coereive unilateralism
and attempts to dilute foundational rules such as
the most-favoured nation (MFN) treatment
threaten to hollow out the entire s Atsuch
a critical juncture in history, the e
Organization (WTO)'s fourteenth Ministerial
Conference (MCI4), which recently concluded in
Yaoundé, Camernon (March 2026), was expectad
to reassure the global community about the
importance of a rules-based global trading order,
which limits hegemonic tendencies.

Regrettably, the MC14 failed 10 meet this
challenge. While no one expected the MC14 to
turn up trumps, the fact that the 166-member
WTO failed to reach consensus on even issuing a
ministerial declaration oudining future work is
disconcerting. To paper over the cracks, the
WTO's Director General declared that the MCl4
had produced a Yaound? package comprising
certain draft decisions, that is, decisions yet to be
finalised, which will be discussed ar Geneva in the
months ahead.

Tale of two moratoriums
The MCH4 will go down in history as the one that
broke the long-standing consensus on
moratoriums for two things. First, customs duties
on electronic commerce transactions. Since 1998,
WTO member-countries agreed not to impose
cusroms duties on electronic commerce
transactions to keep digital trade flows free. The
moratorium has been extended every two years
since its inception. However, at MC14, countries
were unable 1o reach an agreement on extending
the moratorium, which, thus, lapsed on March 31
Today, countries are free to impose tariffs on
digital trade flows, though it is expected that the
WTO's General Council will deliberate on this
issue again in the months ahead. While this may
provide developing countries with an

Prabhash Ranjan

Professor and

Vice Dean (Research),
Jindal Global Law
School, O.P. Jindal
Global University

The WTO's
fourteenth
Ministerial
Conference has
showed up the
cracks in the
rules-based
system

opportunity to augment their revenue, it will
burden consumers and businesses, AE:fniﬁcant
development that accompanied the end of the
e-commerce moratorium was the signing of an
e-commerce agreement (ECA) by 66 WTO
members, which prohibits customs duties on
digital trade.

Although not yet part of the WTO rulebock
and hinding only for the signatories, ihis
agreement will establish two separate legal
frameworks: the WTO, which allows tariffs on
digital trade, and the ECA, which does not.

‘The second moratorium, in force since 1995,
barred non-violation complainis under the WTO's
TRIPS Agreement. The WTO allows countries to
file claims not only for legal violations but also
when a country’s measures nullify another
country’s anticipated benefits, even if those
measiires are legal.

‘This raises coneerns for developing nations
that their laws to promote public health could
provoke complaints from developed countries
alleging rhat they nullify the hengfits of their
intellectual property. Although such complaints
are possible, history suggests they are unlikely to
succeed, as evidenced by the failure of all 10
non-violation complainis related w trade in goods
at the WTO.

Plurilateral innovation
A so-called low-hanging fruit at the MC14 was the
incorporation of the plurilateral Investment
Facilitation for Development ([FD) agreement
into Annex 4 of the WTO Agreement, with
support from 129 of 166 countries, However, it did
not materialise due to India’s opposition. New
Delhi opposed the IFD's inclusion for multiple
reasons, including the absence of legal safeguards
to incorporate plurilateral agreements into the
WTO acquis.

Plurilateral agreements to be incorporated into
the WTO should be open and inclusive rather

than exclusive. The failure to include the [FD
Agreement has deepened the WTO's legislative
erisis, as the organisation struggles to establish
rules for 21st century challenges.

No read map for the future
The MCI4 failed to provide a clear road map for
WTO reforms. Critical issues such as reviving the
stalled appellate function of the WTO's dispute
settlement system have been postponed. Any
attempts by the developed world, especially the
U.5., to undermine key principles, such as MFN
and the special and differential rreatment, must
be srrangly resisted

It is often said that those who do not learn
from history are doomed to repeat it. The history
of trade multilateralism demonstrates that
whenever trade multilateralism slows, American
unilateralism rends to rise. This occurred inthe
early 1970s when the General Agreement on
Tariffs and Trade (GATT) negotiations floundered,
leading to the enactment of strict measures such
as Section 301 of the LS. Trade Act af 1974. This
provision empowers the U.S. President to take
unilateral action against perceived unfair trade
practices. We are currently witnessing a similar
sitwation, but this time without Congressional
approval and with far greater vengeance. A
setbacle at the MC14 will exacerbate these trends.

Additionally, the failure of the MCI4 will
accelerate the trend of countries creating new
trade rules ourside the WT0O. To keep the WTO
relevant, innovative solutions must be found,
such as p. ising the WTD. India should
take the lead in developing the legal guardrails
needed for the development and adoption of
plurilateral agreements within the WTO.
Achieving this will require a novel approach and
unflinching political commitment to trade
multilateralism.

The views expressed are personal
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How to fast-track reservation for
women in Parliament —aroadmap

HE GOVERNMENT’S deci-

sion, reported in the media,

to convene additional sittings

of Parliament to debate

amendments to the Women's
Reservation Act, 2023, is awelcome and sig-
nificant step. It signals that a historic
reform has now entered the difficult phase
of implementation.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi deserves
full credit for accomplishing what had
eluded Pardiament for nearly three decades.
the Constitution (106th

But every reform must answer one ques-
tion: How will it be implemented?

Current discussions suggest that the
strength of the Lok Sabha may be increased
from 543 to about 816 seats — an addition of
273 seats, If this entire block of additional
seats is reserved for women, it would im-

require constituencies.
stituencies can only be created through de-
limitation. And delimitation, by law, can
only follow a Census, The next Census is

sion, and the completion of its work will
take several Past experience sug-
gests that delimitation cannot be com-
pleted before 2032 or 2033,

This creates a simple difficulty. If
constituencies do not exist.
not be held. Without delimitation,
there is no electoral map within which

reservation can operate, for women. These seats need notbe linked  readiness available, there islittle reason to
There is also another constitutional ’J toconstituencies. Instead, theycanbeallo-  deferimplementation for anotherdecade.
issue. The Constitution itself freezes the al- cated to political parties or alliances in pro- Ifthisapproachisaccepted, women's res-
location of seats among states until after portion tothelr vote share, er\mimcanbeunplamentedaseaﬂynsme
the first Census conducted after 2026 Any Ifone appliesthe broad patternofithe last lelection without
attempt tochange this arrangement earlier general election, the ruling alliance would Hrnmmlndeed.theremmmnsﬂrutmﬂ
would require another constitutional receive the largest share of these seats, fol-  principle that requires us to wait even that
amendment and may reopenthe sensitive Y QL'R_.I\_ISH' lowed by the principal opposition alliance,  long. Once Parli C fonal
question of representation between the with the rest going to other parties. Within  allocation, additional seats for women can
northern and southern states, each alliance, seats can then be distributed  becreated and filled onthe basisofthe most
The Home Minister has tried to address among constituent parties. recent electoral mandate. A constitutional
this concern by saying that the balance be- Thil jse need not wait for the next election
tweenthe northern and southern states will the mandate of the electorate, whilealse  cycletobe honoured.
b intained, and that any inc inseats maintaining political stability. Noparty or al- Infact, the logic of the proposal permits
will be proportional across states. In the ab- an even earlier step. The additional seats
sence of a better formula, this approach ap- After the L'ln:ttluu each party’soral-  could be Introduced in the current Lok
pears most reasonable. Yetit must be recog- llance'svotest ddetermineitsshare  Sabha ltself, through a constitutional
nised that proportionality preserves ratios, of these additional seats. Parties would amendment, using the vote shares of the
not influence. Larger states will still gain nominate women from pre-declared lists.  most recent general election. Thiswould
'more seats in absolute numbers. Padiament This would ensure fairness, t Y. h I
votes by numbers, not by proportions. Even andpmd.{mbillty_ tationwithout disturbing the existing man-
50, since no alternative has yet been sug- bk date. What is required is not another elec-
gested, this maybe the most accepeable com- \\hm':mermm cmbelmﬂemd tion, but a decision. This may sound radical
promise for now. without waiting for or vbutit bl
Buteven ifthisissue Is set aside, the cen- tuency needsto be created. Aﬂﬂmﬂmhacmﬂﬂuﬁona}amend-
I jon ins: Howwill con- It has otherad It hewill ment. Parli has already shown that it
tmelemmsw:ﬁmtmmmmms? Mmmmmacmmly.mmshasﬂcn c:mnct TheO)nsdtumn has already been
There is a way forward. hare. It lowers the barriers that women W 'sright torep-
We need not assume that every candidates face in costly elections. Ineffect,  resentation: it can be amended againto en-
Member of Parliament must come from a itis an election with zero additional cost. sure that this right is not delayed.
territorial constituency. Many democ- It is imporant to clarify that reserva- This arrangement need not be perma-
racies combine cons(lmenqr ~based elec- tion is a minimum guarantee, notacell- nent. It can operate for one or two elec-
tionswith prog atlon. In ing. Women will continue to contestand  tions. Once delimitation is completed,
such systems, some members are elected win from general constituencies; thead-  constituencies can be redrawn and seats
from constituencies, while others ditional seats are overand above  can be reserved within the normal electo-
are chosen on the basis of vote . : : this number. ral system, should that be the choice.
share of political parties, Thisis Viany democracies combine The new Parliament building, is at stake Is not a techaical de-
the PR model, India canadopta  constituency-basedelections  gesigned to accommodate a il itisthe credibility of aconstitutional
limited version of this model asa with proportional much larger House of up to 858 promise.The House has already been

temporary arrangement.
Theexisting 343 constltuencies
can remain unchanged. Elections
tothese seats can continue as they
are. Alongside, anadditional block
of seats can be created exclusively

representation. Some members

are elected from constituencies,
others are chosen on the basis
ofvote share of political parties

members, offers an opportunity
that did not exist earlier. Whether
or not this was envisaged at the
time, the infrastructure and ca-
pacity are now in place, With both
political will and institutional

built. The question is whether we are
readyto fill it.

Quraishi is former chief electior
of India and author of Democracy's Heartland:
Inside the Battle for Power in South Asla
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Mothers require better
healthcare, notjust access

STUDY published in The Lancet Obstetrics, Gynaecol-

ogy & Women’s Health last week has underscored the
sucresses of the country’s maternal health programme.

tit hasalsoflagged aworrying slowdown in progress

since 2015. Maternal mortality in 2023 was nearly a fifth of what
it was in 1990. The steepest decline occurred in the first decade
and a half of this century, driven largely by more effective gov-
ernment interventions, a rise in institutional deliveries, and
greater public awareness. Yet, India still accounts for one in 10
matemaldeathsglobally, and the report highlights persistent sys-
temicchallengesthat stand inthe way of meeting the Sustainable
Development Goal of reducing maternal mortality to 70 deaths
per lakh births by 2030. Pregnant women continue to die due to
haemorrhages, infections, and blood pressure-related disorders.
The Covid pandemic exposed the fragility of India’s maternal
health programme. Frontline workers were diverted to meet the
crisis, institutional deliveries were delayed and antenatal visits
fell. The government has shown awareness of the challenge. It
has strengthened programmes like LaQshya to improve the
quality of care in labour rooms. The Pradhan Mantri Surakshit
Martritva Abhiyan has emphasised the use of online portals and
nmmhwmmmﬁlgﬂnhulﬂmf
pregnant women. [ lowever, implementation remains uneven.
Healthisastate Mﬂwmm:m-
grammes dependsonlocal administrative capacity and political
will. While Gujarat, Maharashtra, and the states in South India
are on track to meet the SDG goal, government reports and the

Addressing these deficits requires adecisive shift in strategy.
Strengthening primary and secondary healthcare systemsis es-
sential so that complications are detected early and managed
promptly. Functional emergency transport systems, well-
equipped labour rooms, availability of specialists, and accessto
blood banks can meanthe difference between life and death. At
the same time, policies focused solely on expanding healthcare
infrastructure will fall short unless they account for the social de-
terminants of health. It's well-known that large sections of women
eat last and their nutritional requirements are not met, leading
toanaemiaand poor health outcomes. The Lancet report’s mess-
age on a comprehensive strategy that combines improving
healthcare with increasing the social agency of women should
not be lost on policymakers.
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APAR GUPTA

PULKIT MANI, a 26-year-old stand-up
comic, is one of the many young Indians
who find humour in a world caught up in
cycles of violence, failing to provide safety
and hope. If you accessed socialmedia last
month, hisshort video was impossible to
ignore. On March 18, it wasblocked on [n-
stagram under Section 79(3)(b) of the IT
Act, for which Pulkit has only received a
terse notice from the social media platform.
The Centre has not told him why his video
isillegal, nor has he been giventhe oppor-
tunity of a hearing orareasoned order. His
experience is typical of what has beenan
alarming rise ingovernment-directed cen-
sorshiponline.

This power resides in the Information
Technology Rules, 2021, issued on Febru-
ary 25,2021 through an executive order
and then expanded continuously through
notification. Each amendment
has expanded executive power

I'T rules have made the
internet less free

tutional challenge and pendency have af-
forded theopportunity for the Ministry of
Electronics and Information Technology
(MeitY) to continuously expand censorial
and surveillance powers.

The IT Rules, 2021, were earlier ex-
panded onFebruary 10, compressing take-
down timelinesto three hours. The amend-
mentsdid not contain any exemptions for
parody and satire, and in many ways re-
kindled a fact-checking power for Al-gen-
erated content. Before that, onOctober 10,
2025, insertions in the Act gave suppott to
the Sahyogeensorship portal, in which now
more than 35 state police officers and eight
central agencies can order content take-
downs. In addition, there is also the power
for the Union government to block web-
sitesunderSection 694, which offers some
modicum of procedural fairmess. However,

none of them are being followed.
Multiple, overlapping legal

and gl}den:ineg user }iig]fus. ltj On March 30, MeitY proposed powdef for c(;ensors?lﬁ are b;;ing
in different high courts, which  Amendmentsthatinclude (G TRy A
have granted interim orders re- expanding the censorship sared. Evidence for this is found

straining enforcement, striking
some down as unconstitutional,
upholding some. However, all
these casesremain pending final
legal determination. The high
threshold in a successful consti-

powers overdigital news media
platforms to any social media
user who comments on current

affairs and politics

aplenty over the past three weeks
with notices of account restric-
tions and content takedowns on
social media.

The situation is about to get
muchworse. On March 30, MeitY

proposed further amendments that in-
clude expanding the censorship powers
overdigital news media platforms to any
social mediauser who comments on cur-
rent affairs and politics. Not only is this
dangerous, but it is also a camouflage for
bringing in regulations proposed under
the Broadcasting Bill, 2024, which stalled
due to widespread public outrage.
Beyond this, MeitY wants to make infor-
mal instrumentsnot grounded within the
parent statute, such as advisories and
SOPs, have legal force without the need to
publish them. Another change is that the
mandatory data retention timelines for
intermediaries, which also include our
online email providers or ISPs, will no
longer be capped at three months. To riff
on Kanye, "no one government should
haveall that power”.

Itisunfortunate that Union Minister Ash-
wini Vaishnaw has repeatedly deflected de-
mands for accountability and has framed
changestothe I'T Rulesas aresponse to deep-
fakes and Al-generated misinformation. At
the Al ImpactSummitin February, he called
India’s approach a “global benchmark”.
Clearly, the country has a long way to go
towards that.

The writer is an advocate and founder director,
Internet Freedom Foundation




GS 2:

Sanslatn IAS

IMPORTANT EDITORIAL HIGHLIGHTS

SOCIAL JUSTICE

INDIAN EXPRESS PAGE : 16

°LAW

Transrights

VineetBhalla
New Delhi, April 5

‘THE TRANSGENDER Persons (Protection
of Rights) Amendment Act, 2026, marks a
departure in the evolution of transgender
rights over the last decade. Since the land-
mark NALSA judgment, constitutional
courts have consistently interpreted the
lawto expandthe rightsand. lxbmms ofthe
t community,

sonal autonomy, often in contrast with the
legislative and executive approach.

Core conflict
Thebedrock of transgender jurispru-

How 2026 Amendment Act dev1ates fr()m decade-longjudicial arc

same-sex relations, ruling that sexual
orientation and gender identity are innate.

High Courts have ever since consist-
entlyapplied this principle to preventstate
and institutional interference inan indi-
vidual's self-identified gender. In2020, the
Madras HC affirmed this while confirming

women. Reiterating this, the Kerala HC
held in 2023 that “[t/he right to choose
gender is vested with the individual con-

On theissue ofofficial documentation,
HCs have consistently directed state auth-
orities and educational boards to update
namesand genders on educational certifi-

me C onselfic 1, without

in National Legal Services Authority — demanding medical proof.
(NALSA) v. Union of India. In it, the court In the realm of employment, the Mad-
legally rasHCin2014r aper-
the“ﬂ'nirdggtﬂet ‘and recognised the dg:t sonto undergn a medlca] examination to
framingitasafunda- ~ provetheirgender rightto pri-
Itale vacy and dignity. Similarly, the Kerala HC
i in2020allowed a transwomanto enter the

In 2018, the SC in Navtej Singh Joharv.
Union of India decriminalised consensual

National Cadet Corps Girls Division, over-
ridi; der-bi! i rule:
‘Whenit comes to contesting elections,

the 20; d

During

ActinF h 31. ARuUL HOREON

the Patnaand Bombay HCs have, insepar-
ate rulings, allowed transwomen the right
tocontest local elections for seats reserved
for women. The Bombay HC's verdict led
tothe petitioner Anjali GuruSanjana Jaan,
then a 42-year old Muslim transwoman,
claiming a historic victory in the Bhadli Bu-
druk gram panchayat election in 2021

ras HC upheld a marriage between a man
and a transwoman under the Hindu Mar-
riage Act, ruling that the term “bride” in-

cludes transgender women.
Imhnsupnyov UnionofIndia marriage
squality )23, the SC affirmed that
in rela-

under

Courts have also protected the right to
family and relationships. In 2019, the Mad-

=xistlng laws. In 2020 the Orissa HC in
2020 granted police protection to a trans-

manand his female partner, upholding
theirright toa live- 1nrelan0nshlv

‘The 2026, goesagainst
trﬂsbymmovlngthedeﬁmﬁun of a trans-
gender person based on self-perceived
identity. Instead, it mandatesthat a certifi-
cate of transgender identity will only be is-

drafts facedbacklash over provisions crimi-
nalising begeing — a traditional source of
livelihood for many in the community —
and introduction of district screening com-
mittees tocertify gender.

the eventual 2019 Act did away
with the screening committees, it still

beforethe SC

suedby required proofof surgery to change one's
€ medi- geudermmalem female. This, and other
calboard, ,wete

Itdeletes categories like “trans-man”,
"Lrans—wnman md “genderqueer” from
the person” in

m 2020 — the matter remains pending.
Even aﬂer the 2D19 Act was passed, its

promp-

the ‘J‘mnsgende( Persons (Protection of
ndates

ting courtsto intervene. In October 2025,
theSC Union

Rights) Aet, 2019,
surgery to o‘btmnarﬂdsed

mar
fora

change in gender.
‘Omissivediscrimination’

The judiciary’s expansion of rights
stood in contrast to the back-and-forthin
Parliament to pass the 2019 Act. Following
the NALSAverdict, a Private Member's Bill
drafted by DMK MP Tiruchi Siva was
passed in Rajya Sabha in 2015. However,
the government subsequently drafted its
ownversions in 2016 and in 2018. Both

o t 2

ernments for their “administrative leth-
argy” and what it termed “omissive dis-
erimination” — discrimination caused by
theState’s failuretoact.

Itordered the Centre toform anadvis-
ory committeeand implement the law in
letter and spirit. However, the 2026
Amendment Act, reintroducing medical

ingself-identification, was broughtin with-
outconsulting the committee.
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