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About the book

**The End of Karma: An exploration of Indias Evolving Y outh**

In "The End of Karma," Somini Sengupta masterfully navigates the rapidly
transforming landscape of contemporary India, as witnessed through the
tumultuous journeys of its youth. This riveting narrative peels back the
layers to reveal anation teetering between tradition and modernity, captured
through vivid profiles of young Indians defying the long-revered belief in
karma. Against a backdrop of fervent ambition and relentless change,
Sengupta paints a portrait of a new generation poised to recalibrate the
trgjectory of its destiny, challenging norms with dreams unfettered by the
weight of lineage. Herein lies a symphony of hope and rebellion, where each
story pulsates with the energy of young minds daring to remold their futures,
regardless of the legacies they were born into. Join thisjourney to
understand a billion dreams poised to reshape a nation, challenging the

ancient to create an unprecedented future.
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About the author

**Somini Sengupta** is arenowned journalist and distinguished writer,
with an illustrious career that spans more than two decades. Born in Kolkata
and raised in Canada and California, Sengupta has always had a profound
connection to the diverse and complex narratives of the Indian subcontinent.
Sheis best known for her insightful and evocative reporting for leading
publications like The New Y ork Times, where her sharp focus on global
affairs, particularly her remarkable coverage as the paper's former South
Asia bureau chief, has earned her widespread acclaim. Her work,
characterized by its empathetic prose and deep understanding of
socio-political nuances, has also made a significant impact in the realms of
international climate coverage, winning her notable accolades like the
George Polk Award in Journalism. "The End of Karma," her debut book,
showcases her unparalleled ability to weave personal stories with larger
socia dynamics, reaffirming her role asavital voicein global journalism

and literature.
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Chapter 1 Summary: “HI-FI” How to Outrun Fate

Anupam Kumar's story unfolds against the backdrop of Patna, a city chaotic
and vibrant, encapsulating India's complexities. He grows up in a modest
three-room home juxtaposed with Patna's notorious streets known for
disorder and poverty. His father, Srikrishna Aiswal, ekes out aliving asan
auto-rickshaw driver, a profession marked by physical strain and societal
disdain. Despite these conditions, Anupam dreams of alife far removed

from the path followed by his father.

Anupam's aspirations are kindled with the support of his mother, Sudha,
who sees his potential and shields him from societal constraints. She
facilitates his educational journey, allowing him to drop out of a
dysfunctional school when he criticizes his teacher’ sinability to read
textbooks properly. Anupam becomes self-taught, absorbing knowledge by
the dim light of akerosene lamp due to Patna's unreliable electricity. Driven
to escape the overpopulated and polluted earth, Anupam sets his sights on
studying life beyond this planet.

Patna, and Bihar as awhole, is stegped in ahistory of socio-political
turbulence rooted in its caste dynamics and feudal legacies. This
environment creates a challenging backdrop for Anupam's ambitions.
Despite Bihar's entrenched caste conflicts, precipitated by a deeply

hierarchical society, Anupam navigates his educational journey with
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resilience. He benefits from the marginal opportunities afforded by
affirmative action but eschews caste-based distinctions, focusing instead on

merit.

The story moves through Anupam's attempts to get into the prestigious
Indian Institutes of Technology (I1T), emblematic of excellence in education
and asymbol of India’s scientific future. His first attempt at the entrance
exam is unsuccessful, yet his perseverance leads him to Anand Kumar's
Super 30—a program that nurtures talented underprivileged students. With
Anand's guidance, Anupam secures aplacein |I'T Kharagpur, atriumph

celebrated widely as atestament to aspiration overcoming adversity.

However, Anupam's journey in |1 T introduces new challenges. The
transition from Patna's familiar confinesto I1T's demanding academic and
socia environment brings him face-to-face with loneliness and identity
crises. He briefly joins the Hare Krishna movement, seeking solacein
gpirituality, but soon recognizesit as a distraction from his goals.
Recognizing his missteps, he transfers to the Indian School of Mines, where
he realigns his focus on studying mining—afield aligned with India's

industrial backdrop but not his passion.
During internships, Anupam confronts stark economic and social realities,

grappling with widespread corruption and poverty. His exploration of the

Indian socio-economic landscape deepens his understanding of the systemic
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issues that perpetuate inequality. Y et, his resolve remains firm to transcend

his circumstances.

As Anupam advances in his studies, he pursues a business degree at the
Indian Institutes of Management, aiming for a career that aligns with his
aspirations for economic and social upliftment. His family's sacrifices and

unwavering belief in his potential propel him through various challenges.

Anupam's professional journey culminatesin arolein the financial sector,
distancing him from the background of mining. Although not initially the
job of hisdreams, it signifies economic stability and an ability to support his
family, culminating in his parents joining him in Mumbai. The transition
allows them all to experience adrastically improved quality of life compared

to Patna’ s confines.

Through Anupam’slife, the narrative of modern Indiais revealed—an India
where traditional barriersincreasingly clash with youthful ambition. His
journey reflects the optimism and challenges faced by new generations
determined to redefine their destinies despite systemic flaws. Anupam's
story isnot just of individual triumph but also acommentary on India's
educational and socio-political landscapes—marked by missed
opportunities, potential untapped, and an indomitable spirit to rise against
the odds. His aspirations mirror the dreams of many in an India straddling

old worlds and new promises.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Resilience in the face of adversity

Critical Interpretation: Anupam Kumar's tale unfolds as a beacon of
hope, showcasing the power of resilience amid challenging
circumstances. As you navigate your own life challenges, Anupam'’s
journey serves as areminder that no obstacle is insurmountable with
determination and self-belief. Though the world may seem daunting,
as a complex blend of societal constraints and personal hurdles, the
essence of Anupam's story illustrates that your dreams are worth
pursuing. By emulating his persistent spirit, you can rise above
adversities, redefining your own path to success, much like Anupam

did by balancing the load of ambition and harsh realities.
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Chapter 2 Summary: ATESK egping Out the Lives of
Others

The story unfolds with vivid descriptions of awedding in Jharkhand, India,
amidst a backdrop of traditional music, vibrant clothing, and the presence of
Mani, a pivotal character who stands out with her reserved demeanor. Mani
is portrayed as the family's reliable worker and a symbol of resilience,
working as amaid in Gurgaon to support her family in the village. The
narrative shiftsto her life in Gurgaon, delving into her employment with
Supriya, a stay-at-home mother who resides in a gated community called

Central Park, representing the stark socio-economic divide in modern India.

Supriya and Mani's relationship is functional yet distant, highlighting their
mutual reliance despite the social gap between them. The narrative explores
themes of economic disparity, cultural practices, and the enduring caste
system. Supriya, an educated and introspective woman, becomes acutely
aware of the systemic inequalitiesin her country, particularly after Mani's
niece, Phoolo, is abducted and forced to work asamaid in Delhi. This event
marks a turning point for Supriya, challenging her comfortable existence and

prompting her to assist in rescuing Phoolo.
The narrative intertwines Mani's personal struggles, including a problematic

marriage characterized by financial exploitation, with broader societal issues

like child labor, human trafficking, and the failures of government programs
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intended to uplift marginalized communities. The descriptions of rura
Jharkhand, with its lack of basic amenities and harsh living conditions,
contrast sharply with the opulence of urban India, represented by Central

Park and the burgeoning city of Gurgaon.

The story also examines the psychological and emotional costs of livingin a
deeply unequal society. Supriya's experiences reflect a growing
consciousness of the 'other India,' revealing her discomfort with the
prevailing social norms and her subtle attempts to challenge them, such as
serving food to all guests equally at her children’s parties. Y et, the narrative
acknowledges the ingrained nature of these divides, suggesting that

transformation is agradual and challenging process.

Throughout the story, the narrative provides insight into the lives of
adivasis, India's indigenous people, who face systemic neglect and poverty
despite residing in resource-rich lands. The narrative critiques India's
development model, which has led to significant economic growth but also

exacerbated inequality and marginalization.

In essence, the story is a poignant exploration of aspiration, inequality, and
the pursuit of dignity in contemporary India, encapsulating the interplay
between personal ambitions and structural barriers. It challenges readers to
ponder the complex realities of anation striving for progress while grappling

with deep-seated socio-economic and cultural challenges.
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Summary

The chapter opens with a vibrant depiction of a wedding in Jharkhand,
highlighting traditional music and clothing. Mani, a significant character,
is introduced as a reserved yet resilient worker.

Mani works as a maid in Gurgaon, employed by Supriya, a
stay-at-home mother in an upscale gated community, Central Park,
symbolizing the socio-economic divide.

Supriya and Mani's interaction is functional but distant, revealing
mutual dependence amidst economic inequality and cultural
distinctions.

Supriya becomes conscious of systemic inequalities, especially after
Mani's niece Phoolo is abducted, prompting Supriya to act to rescue
her.

Mani's challenges include marital financial exploitation and societal
issues like child labor and human trafficking, contrasting rural hardship
with urban opulence.

Supriya grapples with societal norms in an unequally divided society,
subtly challenging them in personal settings, like her children's parties.

The narrative sheds light on the adivasis' systemic neglect and poverty,
critiquing India's development model that deepens inequality.

The chapter delves into themes of aspiration, inequality, personal
ambition versus structural barriers, and the pursuit of dignity in India's
socio-economic landscape.
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Chapter 3 Summary: UERRILL APaying for Broken
Promises

The narrative unfolds against the backdrop of rural West Bengal in May
2010—aregion marred by poverty, political tumult, and a fierce insurgency
led by the Communist Party of India (Maoist), more commonly known as
the Naxalites. Thisinsurgency is steeped in alegacy of rebellion that dates
back to a peasant uprising in Naxalbari in 1967. Y ears after the rebellion was
brutally suppressed, discontent simmered and reignited with a deadly

resurgence in the 2000s, despite India's burgeoning economic success.

In this setting, we meet Rakhi, a 21-year-old commander in a Maoist
guerrilla sguad tasked with her first execution—a political informant,
emblematic of the deep-seated grievances that underpin the movement. The
evening operation is swift and stealthy, culminating in aritualistic
affirmation of the act through a handwritten note beside the body,
identifying the victim as a police informant. Such killings breed a pervasive
fear and mistrust among villagers, creating an environment reminiscent of

living under arepressive regime.

Having later surrendered to the authorities, Rakhi recounts her story to a
journalist, revealing ajourney from arelatively stable village life to
insurgency, driven by personal and political disillusionment. Her narrative is

marked by tales of violence and survival, as well as her eventual
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disenchantment with the movement—a sentiment mirrored by others drawn

to the cause, lured by aspirations and crushed by unmet promises.

The journalist's own curiosity about India's young insurgentsis deeply
personal, interwoven with memories of afamily member's involvement in
the original Naxalbari uprising, providing alensinto the ideological fervor
and subsequent disillusionment of that era. Tracing these cycles of rebellion
and suppression across decades reveals a continual struggle over inequity
and deprivation, especially among the marginalized adivas communities

who have long borne the brunt of India's socio-economic divides.

Through intimate interviews and firsthand accounts, the journalist explores
not only the motivations driving individuals like Rakhi but also the broader
geopolitical and socio-economic forces fueling the insurgency. These
narratives paint a stark picture of a country rife with
contradictions—simultaneously a democracy teeming with opportunity and

aland marked by entrenched systemic failures.

The insurgency, once expansive across India's central and eastern states,
served as a violent protest against state neglect and rampant economic
disparities. At its height, it controlled significant swaths of territory,
enforcing its own governance and extorting funds to sustain its activities.
However, as the government mounts a stronger counterinsurgency, the

Maoist grip wanes, leaving behind devastated communities and fragmented
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lives.

The personal stories of insurgents like Rakhi, and her fellow fighters,
illuminate the complex layers of hope, betrayal, and survival in aland where
socio-political turmoil is as pervasive as the rugged terrain. Through Rakhi's
evolution—from a dedicated insurgent to a defector seeking alife of
peace—the text underscores the enduring struggle for agency and dignity
amidst the vast inequities of modern India. The narrative concludes with an
unresolved question: whether India's democracy can deliver the promises
that eluded past generations, ensuring that insurgency does not find fertile

ground anew.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Power of Personal Choice

Critical Interpretation: The story of Rakhi, a 21-year-old Maoist
Insurgent who once commanded guerrilla operations but later chose to
surrender, sheds light on the profound power of personal choicein
transforming one'slife. It illustrates how, even in the darkest
circumstances fueled by socio-political disillusionment and violence,
you have the ability to step back, re-evaluate, and redefine your
personal narrative. Rakhi's journey from committing an execution to
seeking peace highlights the potential for change and growth amidst
adversity. Her decision to abandon a path of conflict and seek alife of
dignity and peace serves as a powerful reminder that your choices, no
matter the external pressures, can pave away to personal redemption
and a brighter future. It encourages you to assess your life and
understand that change is possible when you take control of your
narrative, embracing the courage to strive for arebirth, even amidst

chaos.
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Chapter 4: UERRILLAPaying for Broken Promises

The political landscape of India has been shaped by various pivotal moments
and movements over the decades. For many of the current generation, the
defining moments have varied depending on their geographical and cultural

context.

The Ram Janmabhoomi movement is one such critical episode that
significantly influenced India's political and religious dialogue. This
movement, spearheaded by the Hindu nationalist group Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), centered around a site in Ayodhya, believed to
be the birthplace of Lord Ram, arevered figure in Hindu mythology. The
site was also home to the Babri Magid, a mosgue constructed in the 16th
century. This conflict escalated to acrisisin 1992 when the mosgque was
demolished by Hindu militants, sparking widespread Hindu-Muslim
violence. For many, this event marked aturning point in India's secular ethos

and fueled the rise of Hindu nationalism.

Shashi, an individual shaped by this movement, experienced the
socio-political zeal of this eraclosely. Raised by afather who was deeply
involved with the RSS and educated in its camps, Shashi grappled with the
dual emotions of pride for his religious roots and dread for the ensuing
violence. The political consequences of such events were profound,
catapulting the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), an affiliate of the RSS, into a
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significant political force throughout the 1990s.

Parallel to Shashi's journey, the broader socio-political landscape of India
was also influenced by the legacies of leaders like Indira Gandhi, who used
emergency rule during political crises while championing policies focused
on poverty reduction and social transformation. Her tenures were marred by
accusations of authoritarianism and corruption, sparking opposition from

various factions, including the RSS.

AsIndiaevolved, so did its political landscape and electorate. By the early
21st century, anew force emerged in the form of NarendraModi, a dynamic
leader with roots in the RSS, aiming to consolidate the support of India's
burgeoning youth demographic. These young voters, described as
“aspirational Indians," were less swayed by religious fervor than by
promises of jobs and economic growth. Modi and his strategists, like Shashi,
capitalized on digital tools and social mediato engage this demographic,
crafting a campaign that focused on modernity and prosperity while

projecting Modi as a self-made |eader with humble beginnings.

However, the rise of modern India also saw its challenges. The Aam Aadmi
Party (AAP), led by Arvind Kejriwal, emerged as a response to pervasive
corruption, appealing to the disaffection of young urban Indians. Figures like
Ankit, atech-savvy youth, were drawn to AAP's grassroots approach and

anticorruption stance, though ultimately, this movement struggled to sustain
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its momentum in the face of Modi's charisma and BJP's robust machinery.

The narrative leading to Modi's 2014 electoral victory is atestament to the
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Chapter 5 Summary: FACEBOOK IRL SSpeaking
Up, Testing Democracy’s Conscience

On November 2012, Bal Thackeray, a controversia right-wing politician in
Mumbai, passed away. His death led to a massive public display of
mourning, leaving the city at a standstill. The funeral, attended by over a
million people, highlighted the deep cultural divide and emotional extremes
associated with his legacy. Thackeray was a polarizing figure known for his
chauvinistic views against various communities, and he left a significant

mark on India's political landscape.

While Mumbal mourned, in Palghar, a young 20-year-old named Rinu was
more interested in music than politics. Her life took an unexpected turn that
evening when, after seeing a Facebook post made by her friend Shaheen
criticizing the city shutdown following Thackeray's death, Rinu “liked” the
post. This simple action catapulted both her and Shaheen into a national
debate about freedom of expression in India. They were arrested under
Section 66A of the Information Technology Act, alaw intended to curb
online speech inciting public disorder. Their arrest drew widespread outrage

and ignited a conversation about the limits of free speech in India.

Historically, India has struggled with freedom of expression since gaining
independence in 1947. The Preamble of its Constitution promises liberty of

thought and expression, but the First Amendment introduced in 1951
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imposed significant restrictions. This amendment was born from Prime
Minister Nehru's concerns about maintaining public order over protecting
free speech. Over the decades, India has banned numerous books, films, and
other forms of expression that threatened public order or offended religious

or cultural sentiments.

The arrest of Shaheen and Rinu for their Facebook activity exposed the
tensions between maintaining public order and protecting free speech—a
debate that traces back to the First Amendment. The public outcry following
their arrest forced the government to reassess its stance on online speech.
Thisled to alandmark Supreme Court ruling in 2015 that struck down
Section 66A, declaring it vague and unconstitutional. It was a significant
victory for freedom of expression, especially in the context of India's

burgeoning digital native population.

Indians, primarily young adults like Rinu and Shaheen, are part of adigitally
connected world where expressing opinions online is as natural as breathing.
As India grapples with this new digital landscape, the tension between
public sentiments and individual expression remains pertinent. The case of
Rinu and Shaheen symbolized the demands of India's younger generation for
their voices to be heard, pushing boundariesin a society still balancing

modernity with deep-rooted traditions.

Even as the narratives of intolerance persist, individuals like Rinu and
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Shaheen continue to navigate the complex landscape of free expression in
India. Their stories exemplify the ongoing negotiation between censorship
and freedom in one of the world's largest democracies. Rinu's and Shaheen’s
experiences reflect not only the challenges but also the resilience of a
digitally savvy generation determined to claim their right to free speech,

signaling atransformative erafor India s democratic ethos.

Event

Death of Bal
Thackeray

Impact on Mumbai

Rinu and
Shaheen's
Facebook Incident

Legal Context

Historical Struggle

Supreme Court
Ruling

Generational
Impact

Ongoing
Challenges

More Free Book

Details

In November 2012, Bal Thackeray, a controversial right-wing
politician, dies. His funeral halts Mumbai with mass mourning.

The city is at a standstill, showcasing both cultural divides and
emotional extremes surrounding Thackeray's legacy.

Shaheen posts criticism of the shutdown; Rinu likes it. Both are
arrested, sparking national debate on freedom of expression.

Arrests made under Section 66A of the IT Act, intended to curb
speech inciting public disorder, yet facing widespread criticism.

India has battled with free speech since 1947, with restrictions
accentuated by the 1951 First Amendment to its Constitution.

In 2015, Section 66A is declared unconstitutional, marking a
victory for freedom of expression in India.

Young individuals like Rinu and Shaheen symbolize a connected
digital generation demanding expression rights.

As digital natives confront the balance between order and
expression, their resilience marks a new democratic era in India.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Freedom and resilience in the face of censorship

Critical Interpretation: Imagine finding yourself in aworld where
every 'like,' post, or comment can become a catalyst for controversy,
challenging the very foundation of your freedom of expression. This
scenario mirrors Rinu's courageous stand with her ssmple act of
engaging online. As you navigate your own digital presence, let Rinu's
experience serve as areminder that your voice holds power. Engage
with purpose, knowing that just as Rinu's actions propelled significant
legal and cultural shifts, your contributions can inspire change.
Embrace this freedom, balancing courage with responsibility, and be

part of a generation that defines the principles of a modern democracy.
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Chapter 6 Summary: APOSTATESWhen They Dared to
L ove

The story revolves around the clandestine romance and subsequent tragic
fate of Monica and Kuldeep, two young individuals from rival castesin
Wazirpur, a neighborhood on the outskirts of Delhi suspended between
modernity and tradition. Despite cultural norms strictly forbidding
inter-caste marriage, Monica, a Gujjar, fallsin love with Kuldeep, a Rajput,
leading to their secret marriage in an Arya Samaj temple. However, their
love becomes afatal indiscretion in their conservative communities, where

crossing caste linesis taboo.

Wazirpur, once avillage on the edges of Delhi, has evolved radically since
India gained independence. The surge of economic liberalization in the
1990s saw the transformation of farmland into burgeoning urban spaces,
prompting an influx of migrants and resulting in a property boom. Y et,
despite this economic prosperity and modernization, the rigid caste-based

social order persisted.

Kuldeep, characterized by his stylish demeanor and ambitious nature,
contrasts with his elder brother Amit, who adheres closely to traditional
ways. Kuldeep's aspirations are toward modernity, embodied by hiswork in
acall center, efforts to climb the corporate ladder, and his preference for

contemporary lifestyle choices. In contrast, Amit pursued a more traditional
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path, working in the garment industry and partaking in an arranged marriage.

Monica and Kuldeep’' s union initially withstands community disapproval,
with Kuldeep’' s family embracing Monicainto their fold albeit with a
warning to live far from their native Wazirpur to avoid potential threats.
Despite this, the couple relocates closer to their familiesin relatively
progressive Ashok Vihar, symbolizing a reconciliation with tradition on

their terms.

The peace is short-lived when the community's fragile honor is threatened
again by incidents involving other young women, which rekindle memories
of Monica s supposed ‘'transgressions.’ Her brother, Ankit, along with
accomplices from similar backgrounds, fueled by societal pressuresto
uphold family honor, partakes in orchestrating a sequence of murders.
Tragicaly, Monica, Kuldeep, and another young woman, Shobha, fall victim

to this brutal reassertion of outdated norms.

The aftermath of these 'honor killings' reveals societal tensions within a
rapidly changing India. Amit, profoundly affected by his brother and
sister-in-law’ s deaths, becomes an unlikely advocate for change. He
envisions a future for his daughter Harika free from caste-based restrictions,

reflecting a generational shift in attitudes towards marriage and tradition.

This narrative also dovetails with a broader discourse on personal freedoms
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in India, juxtaposing cases of honor-based violence with struggles for
LGBTQ rights. The re-criminalization of homosexuality under Section 377
of the Indian Penal Code underscores the fraught journey toward individual

autonomy amidst pervasive social conservatism.

The tale of Monica and Kuldeep encapsulates the collision between youthful
aspirations for self-determination and entrenched traditional values,
Illustrating the complex tapestry of modern Indian society. It servesas a
poignant reminder of the continuous struggle for freedom, particularly the
freedom to love, in aland where ancient customs frequently clash with the

forces of modernity.
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Chapter 7 Summary: CURSEA Father’s Fears,a
Daughter’s Dreams

Varsha, a bright and ambitious seventeen-year-old from a dhobi family,
spends her days pressing clothes for the affluent residents of Gurgaon, a
rapidly developing city in India. Despite her humble background, Varsha
dreams of becoming a police officer to protect herself and other womenin a
country where violence against women is a pressing issue. Her resolveis
steeled by the horrific 2012 gang-rape of a young woman in Delhi, an event
that sparked widespread protests and brought issues of women's safety and

rights to the forefront in India.

Varsha's aspirations are both supported and hindered by her father, Madan
Mohan, who wishes for a better life for his children but is also bound by
traditional expectations. He envisions finding V arsha a suitable husband
from arespectful family, emphasizing her role as awife over her ambitions
of joining the police force or pursuing higher education. Despite these
constraints, Varsha relentlessly pushes against the boundaries set by her

family.

Growing up, Varsha attended a charity-run school where she excelled in
academics and extracurricular activities, soaking up knowledge and proving
her capabilities. Her zest for learning contrasts with her mother's struggles

with mental health issues, which forced Varshato mature quickly and
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shoulder family responsibilities, including supporting their pressing

business.

The backdrop of India during Varsha's adolescence is tumultuous, with
societal attitudes toward women facing scrutiny following the infamous
2012 Delhi gang-rape. Public outrage led to legal reforms and calls for more
women in the police force, fueling Varsha s ambition to become a police
officer—a dream that represents both a personal escape and away to combat

gender-based violence.

Varsha's academic success offers glimpses of hope, and her father eventually
agreesto let her pursue further education in Delhi. However, she must
navigate traditional constraints and limited opportunities, all while
contending with societal pressures. Her determination to achieve her dreams
IS unwavering, even as she juggles familial duties, societal expectations, and

her own desires.

Her story reflects the larger struggle of many young Indian women striving
for autonomy and a future of their choosing, in a society where traditional
roles continue to dictate the narrative. Despite setbacks, Varshasjourney isa
testament to her resilience and the slow, yet promising, change in attitudes

towards women's rights and opportunities in modern India.
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