
NEW DELHI: Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi
on Monday paid homage to Mahatma Gandhi, the
freedom movement leader shot dead at point-blank
range by a Hindu zealot 75 years ago. “I bow to Bapu
on his punya tithi (death anniversary) and recall his
profound thoughts,” Modi tweeted ahead of taking
part in a ceremony in New Delhi.

“I also pay homage to all those who have been mar-
tyred in the service of our nation. Their sacrifices will
never be forgotten and will keep strengthening our
resolve to work for a developed India,” he added. The
death anniversary of Gandhi, who is widely known in
India as Bapu (father), is also observed as Martyrs’
Day in the country.

Gandhi was assassinated at a multi-faith prayer
meeting in January 1948 by Nathuram Godse, a reli-
gious zealot irked by Gandhi’s conciliatory gestures
towards the country’s Muslim minority. Modi has reg-
ularly paid respects to Gandhi, often visiting his spir-
itual retreat with foreign dignitaries including former
US president Donald Trump, and speaking about his
legacy. But Modi has refrained from commenting on
efforts by Hindu nationalists to rehabilitate and hon-
our Godse, who was executed in 1949. Some have
conducted reenactments of the assassination using an
effigy of Gandhi.

Modi’s government has also championed the work

of Hindu ideologue Vinayak Damodar Savarkar, who
is known as Godse’s mentor. Gandhi’s great-grandson
Tushar Gandhi told AFP last week that under Modi,
Godse’s views are seeing a worrying resonance in
India.

“That whole philosophy has now captured India
and Indian hearts, the ideology of hate, the ideology
of polarisation, the ideology of divisions,” he told
AFP at his Mumbai home. “There is no denying that
in his heart, he (Modi) also knows what he is doing is
lighting a fire that will one day consume India itself,”
Tushar said. 

Tushar, 63, attributes this tectonic shift to the rise
of Prime Minister Narendra Modi and his Hindu
nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). Modi took
office in 2014 and Tushar says his government is to
blame for undermining the secular and multicultural
traditions that his namesake sought to protect.

Today, Gandhi’s assassin is revered by many Hindu
nationalists who have pushed for a re-evaluation of his
decision to murder a man synonymous with non-vio-
lence. A temple dedicated to Godse was built near
New Delhi in 2015, the year after Modi’s election, and
activists have campaigned to honour him by renaming
an Indian city after him.

Godse was a member of the Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), a still-prominent Hindu

far-right group whose members conduct paramilitary
drills and prayer meetings. The RSS has long dis-
tanced itself from Godse’s actions but remains a
potent force, founding Modi’s party decades ago to

battle for Hindu causes in the political realm. Modi
has regularly paid respect to Gandhi’s legacy but has
refrained from weighing in on the campaign to reha-
bilitate his killer. — AFP
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News in brief
Uzbekistan gas explosion

TASHKENT: A gas explosion tore through a flat in
Uzbekistan killing at least five people, officials said
Monday, as residents facing a brutal energy crisis
resort to makeshift heat sources. Gas and electricity
shortages in the Central Asian country have led to
the sacking of a slew of senior officials this month, as
Uzbekistan struggles under historically low tempera-
tures. The resource rich ex-Soviet nation is plagued
by ageing energy infrastructure, which regularly
leads to deadly incidents. The emergencies ministry
said the explosion on Sunday damaged a four-storey
building in the city of Nukus, the administrative cen-
tre of the autonomous Karakalpakstan region, which
last summer saw deadly protests over self-determi-
nation. The ministry said rescue workers pulled five
bodies from the rubble and that an injured five-year-
old girl was taken to hospital. The blast was triggered
by an “air-gas mixture” in an apartment on the top
floor, it added.

Russian spies detained

LJUBLJANA: Slovenian authorities said on Monday
the EU country’s intelligence services had detained
two suspected spies, with media reports saying they
were allegedly working for Russia. The Ljubljana
Public Prosecution confirmed two men had been
detained in December suspected of spying for a for-
eign country, but did not give more details since the
investigation was still under way. “The court has
ordered a criminal investigation that is still being car-
ried out against the two suspects who were detained
on December 5,” public prosecutor Katarina Bergant
told AFP. The detainees are members of the Russian
military intelligence organisation GRU and had false
identities, Slovenian daily Delo said. The two had
registered a real estate and antiques business in
Ljubljana as a cover-up, with one of them holding
Argentine citizenship, it added. Last April, Slovenia, a
member of the European Union and NATO, expelled
33 Russians working in the country’s Ljubljana
embassy following Moscow’s invasion of Ukraine.

Azerbaijan suspends embassy work 

BAKU: Azerbaijan said on Monday it was suspend-
ing work at its embassy in Iran, days after a gunman
stormed the mission, killing one guard and wounding
two others. Iran has said the attack on Friday was
motivated by personal reasons but Baku labelled it an
act of terrorism. “The operation of Azerbaijan’s
embassy in Iran has been temporarily suspended fol-
lowing the evacuation of its staff and their family
members from Iran,” Azerbaijani foreign ministry
spokesman Ayxan Hacizada told AFP. “That doesn’t
mean that diplomatic ties had been severed,” he said,
adding that Baku’s consulate general in the Iranian
city of Tabriz was “up and running”. In a phone call
on Saturday with his Iranian counterpart Ebrahim
Raisi, Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev said he
hoped “this violent act of terror would be thoroughly
investigated”. Tehran’s police said the attacker, who
was arrested, was an Iranian man married to an
Azerbaijani woman.

Two dead after Japan avalanche

TOKYO: Two men have been confirmed dead after
their bodies were recovered following an avalanche
in Japan, police said Monday, a day after the off-piste
accident in the central region of Nagano. Japanese
authorities declined to identify the pair, but US ski
magazine Mountain Gazette reported that one of the
dead was American professional skier Kyle Smaine.
Two men who were travelling with Smaine posted
Instagram updates saying he had been killed in the
avalanche. Emergency rescue teams “confirmed the
death of the two men”, a local police spokesman told
AFP. Their identities or nationalities would be
released after thorough ID checks, he added. The
missing two had been outside the patrolled areas of a
ski resort in Otari village along with several other
skiers and snowboarders when the avalanche took
place on Sunday. — AFP

Modi has refrained from commenting on efforts by Hindu nationalists to honour Godse

NEW DELHI: India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi pays his respect at the Mahatma Gandhi memorial at Rajghat on
Gandhi’s death anniversary in New Delhi on January 30, 2023. — AFP

Gandhi’s killer a 
hero to diehard 
Hindu nationalists
MEERUT: Hindu fundamentalist Ashok Sharma has
devoted his life to championing the deeds of an Indian
“patriot”: Not revered independence hero Mahatma
Gandhi, but the man who shot him dead. Sharma is the
custodian of a temple dedicated to Nathuram Godse,
who 75 years ago this Monday on January 30, 1948,
gunned down a figure celebrated the world over as an
apostle of non-violent struggle.

For generations, the young religious zealot-hanged
the following year-was roundly despised as the
archvillain of India’s long struggle to free itself from
British colonial rule. But since the election of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi nearly a decade ago, an alter-
nate history forged in Hindu nationalist ideology has
left Sharma no longer a “lone warrior” in worshipping
the assassin. “I was ostracised by everyone, including
my family and friends... but today I command respect
for being Godse’s disciple,” he told AFP at his shrine in
the bustling city of Meerut, a couple of hours from
New Delhi by car.

“There is a wind of change in the country and peo-
ple have understood that Godse was the real patriot
and Gandhi a traitor.” Sharma established his unre-
markable temple complex in 2015, a year after Modi
took office, after several unsuccessful attempts under
previous governments that saw him briefly jailed and
his property seized. Its inauguration was met with out-
rage and hand-wringing in the press, renewed in 2019
when it marked the anniversary of Gandhi’s death with
a staged re-enactment of the killing using an effigy that
spurted fake blood. Now the humble shrine, featuring
small ceramic busts of Godse and his chief accomplice
Narayan Apte, is visited by droves of people-some out
of curiosity, but most to pay their respects.

‘Cannot stop this storm’ 
Sharma and his followers hold daily prayers in front

of the Godse idol, chanting religious sermons that
accuse Gandhi of betraying the nation despite his role
in mobilising the mass protests that brought India’s

independence. In their view, Gandhi failed to stop
Britain’s colony from being partitioned into the sepa-
rate nations of India and Pakistan, thwarting it from
becoming a state governed by ancient Hindu scriptures.

“It is because of Gandhi and his ideology that
India was divided and Hindus had to bow before
Muslims and outsiders,” said Abhishek Agarwal, like
Sharma a member of the century-old radical Hindu
Mahasabha group. Agarwal said that Godse was
denigrated by post-independence secular politicians
in a conspiracy to suppress Hindu beliefs and impose
democracy, a concept he claims is alien to local his-
torical tradition. “But now Gandhi is exposed and
Godse’s word is spreading far and wide. The secular
leaders cannot stop this storm and there will be a
time when Gandhi’s name will be wiped out from the
pious land,” he told AFP.

Patriot or traitor? 
Godse was born in a small Indian village in 1910,

the son of a postal worker, and at a very young age
joined the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), a
still-prominent Hindu revivalist outfit whose members
conduct paramilitary drills and prayer meetings. He
was 37 years old when he shot Gandhi at point-blank
range as the latter emerged from a multi-faith prayer
meeting in New Delhi. At the time, authorities briefly
banned the RSS-despite its leaders claiming that
Godse left the organisation before the crime-but
reversed course not long before the killer was exe-
cuted alongside an accomplice.

Today, the RSS has continued relevance as the
ideological fountainhead of the ruling Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP), which it founded to champion
Hindu causes in the political realm. Decades before
he became India’s leader, Prime Minister Modi’s first
role in public life was as an RSS cadre.

‘Our hate will devour us’ 
Modi has regularly paid respect to Gandhi as one

of the 20th century’s most venerated figures, visiting
his spiritual retreat and speaking movingly about his
ideals and legacy. He has refrained from weighing in
on efforts by nationalist activists to rehabilitate the
legacy of Gandhi’s assassin-to the disappointment of
Sharma and his acolytes. But he has also never
explicitly denounced Godse or his ideology, and his
government has championed the work of Vinayak
Damodar Savarkar, an important Hindu ideologue
who served as Godse’s mentor and was tried along-
side him but acquitted as a co-conspirator in the
assassination.

Modi has proved adept at channelling India’s
growing tide of Hindu nationalism after coming to
power in 2014, invoking the glorious past of India’s
majority religion and promising to end its “persecu-
tion”. His departure from the secular values of his
predecessors has been watched with dismay by
Gandhi’s great-grandson Tushar, an author living in
Mumbai.

Tushar told AFP that Godse’s veneration was the
direct result of an ideology espoused by Modi’s gov-
ernment that risked sowing the “seeds of our
destruction”. “For too long we’ve been too diplomatic
and a bit generous in equating it as nationalism. It’s
not nationalism, it is fanaticism,” he said.—AFP

NATO asks S Korea 
to ‘step up’ military 
support for Ukraine 
SEOUL: NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg
asked South Korea on Monday to “step up” military
support for Ukraine, suggesting it reconsider its policy
of not exporting weapons to countries in conflict.

Stoltenberg is in Seoul on the first leg of his Asia
trip, which will also take in Japan, as part of a drive to
boost ties with the region’s democratic allies in the
face of the Ukraine conflict and growing competition
from China. He met top South Korean officials Sunday,
and on Monday urged Seoul to do more to help Kyiv,
saying there was an “urgent need for more ammuni-
tion”. He told AFP that while South Korea and Japan
were “providing significant economic support to
Ukraine”, regional allies needed to recognise that
global “security is interconnected”.

Were Russian President Vladimir Putin to win the
war, it would “send a very dangerous message to
authoritarian leaders all over the world”, he said during
an interview in Seoul, with “direct consequences” for
security and stability in Asia.

He pointed to North Korea “providing rockets and
missiles to the Wagner group”-something that

Pyongyang has angrily denied, with state media saying
Monday that Stoltenberg’s Asia trip was bringing the
region “close to the extreme security crisis”.

‘They need weapons’ 
South Korea has provided non-lethal and humani-

tarian aid to Kyiv, and since the invasion has signed
deals to sell hundreds of tanks to European countries,
including NATO-member Poland. But Seoul has long-
standing policies against the export of weapons to
governments in active conflict, which it has said makes
it difficult to provide arms directly to Ukraine.

Stoltenberg said Germany and Norway, among oth-
ers, had similar policies in place that were revised after
Putin invaded Ukraine in February last year. “If we
believe in freedom, democracy, if we don’t want autoc-
racy and tyranny to win then they need weapons,” he
said, speaking at the Chey Institute in Seoul.

South Korea opened its first diplomatic mission to
NATO last year. President Yoon Suk-yeol, who met
with Stoltenberg, said the NATO chief had “expressed
appreciation for Korea’s continued support” on the
Ukraine conflict, according to a readout released by
Yoon’s office.

“President Yoon wrapped up the meeting by saying
that he would continue to play a possible role in coop-
eration with the international community to help the
people of Ukraine,” it added. Stoltenberg told AFP that
his visit to Seoul and Tokyo was “not about expanding
NATO into the Asia-Pacific” but it was crucial that
democratic allies cooperated more. “Cyber is a global
threat, terrorism has been a global threat for many
decades, space is becoming more and more contested,
which is truly global,” he said.

Regional security issues also affect Europe, he
added. “The nuclear programmes of North Korea are
also NATO’s problem, because stability in this region
matters for us.” “And then, of course, China, with heavy
investments in new modern nuclear capabilities, long-
range missiles, of course behaviour in the South China
Sea-all of this matters also for NATO allies.

“So this idea that we can have a kind of regional
security doesn’t apply any longer. Security is global.
And that is something also NATO has to take into
account.” — AFP

China’s Sichuan 
province to scrap 
three-child limit 
BEIJING: Southwest China’s Sichuan province will lift
its three-child birth limit and remove restrictions on
single parents as the world’s most populous nation
faces a looming demographic crisis. China’s population
shrank last year for the first time in more than six
decades, official data released this month showed, and
the nation of 1.4 billion has seen birth rates plunge to
record lows as its workforce ages. China ended its
strict “one-child policy” — imposed in the 1980s out
of fears of overpopulation — in 2016 and began allow-
ing couples to have three children in 2021. But that has
failed to reverse the demographic decline.

Faced with falling birth rates, authorities in Sichuan
on Monday said they would remove the limit on the
number of children a family can have and lift a ban on
single women registering a birth. The Sichuan
Provincial Health Commission said the new rules would
take effect on February 15. Out-of-wedlock births are
frowned upon in China, with the National Health
Commission saying in 2017 that they were “against the
public order and against good morals”. The last time
China’s population declined was in 1960, as the coun-
try battled the worst famine in its modern history,
caused by the disastrous Mao Zedong agricultural
policy known as the Great Leap Forward.

The population stood at around 1,411,750,000 at
the end of 2022, Beijing’s National Bureau of Statistics
(NBS) reported recently, a decrease of 850,000 from
the end of the previous year. Many point to the soar-
ing cost of living — as well as a growing number of
women in the workforce and seeking higher education
— as being behind the slowdown. Many local authori-
ties have already launched measures to encourage
couples to have children. The southern megacity of
Shenzhen, for example, now offers birth bonuses of
up to 10,000 yuan (around $1,500) and pays
allowances until the child is three years old. — AFP

SEOUL: NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg speaks
during a conversation at Chey Institute in Seoul on
January 30, 2023. — AFP

MEERUT: In this photograph taken on January 23, 2023,
Hindu fundamentalist and priest Ashok Sharma sits in
front of the statues of Mahatma Gandhi’s assassins
Nathuram Godse (L) and Narayan Apte at Godse temple
in Meerut. Sharma has devoted his life to championing
the deeds of an Indian “patriot” — not revered inde-
pendence hero Mahatma Gandhi, but the man who shot
him dead. — AFP


