

    
        
          The Tariff Weapon: How the New Global Trade War Will Change Your Life

        

        
        
          ABHIJEET SARKAR

        

        
          Published by ABHIJEET SARKAR, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      THE TARIFF WEAPON: HOW THE NEW GLOBAL TRADE WAR WILL CHANGE YOUR LIFE

    

    
      First edition. August 7, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 ABHIJEET SARKAR.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8230588078

    

    
    
      Written by ABHIJEET SARKAR.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Introduction

Chapter 1: The Day the Rules Changed

Chapter 2: What is a Tariff, Anyway? And Why It's More Than Just a Tax

Chapter 3: The Titans Clash: The Elephant in the Global Room

Chapter 4: The Ghost of 1991: Is India Retreating into a Shell?

Chapter 5: The Weaponization of Everything: From Soybeans to Semiconductors

Chapter 6: The Price of Your Smartphone: How Tariffs Hit Your Pocket

Chapter 7: The 'Made in India' Dream vs. The Chinese Dragon

Chapter 8: Our Pharma, Their Problem: The Double-Edged Sword

Chapter 9: The IT Professional's Dilemma: From H-1B to Data Fortresses

Chapter 10: From the Farm to the Foreign Port: The Farmer's Stake

Chapter 11: The Rupee's Rollercoaster: Why Your Savings Are at Risk

Chapter 12: Fueling the Nation: The Energy Security Conundrum

Chapter 13: Friend-Shoring: Is India the World's New Best Friend?

Chapter 14: Atmanirbhar Bharat: Shield or Self-Inflicted Wound?

Chapter 15: Walking the Tightrope: India's Multi-Alignment Masterclass

Chapter 16: The Alphabet Soup of Trade: RCEP, IPEF, and Why India is Wary

Chapter 17: The Battle for the Indian Startup: A New Kind of Proxy War

Chapter 18: The Neighbourhood First? How Trade Wars Reshape South Asia

Chapter 19: The Demographic Dividend: Our Ultimate Weapon?

Chapter 20: Scenario 1: The Great Decoupling

Chapter 21: Scenario 2: The Multi-Polar Muddle

Chapter 22: Scenario 3: India, the Third Pole

Chapter 23: The Consumer's Playbook: How to Invest, Spend, and Skill-Up

Chapter 24: The Student's Compass: Choosing a Career for the New Age

Chapter 25: The New Indian Bargain

End Note

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    " I dedicate this work to You, Mahadev—the supreme source of wisdom and the eternal flame that guides seekers through the darkness of doubt. May Your boundless grace illuminate each page, inspiring readers to explore the depths of consciousness, to embrace transformation, and to recognize the divine spark within all beings."
Om Namah Shivaya

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Introduction 


[image: ]




It started, as most big changes do, not with a bang, but with a quiet line item on a spreadsheet.

Sometime in late 2019, a mid-level manager at a large electronics retailer in Bengaluru was preparing a forecast for the upcoming festival season. His job was to predict demand and set the prices for the new range of smart televisions that would soon flood his showrooms. For years, this had been a simple, satisfying exercise. A new model from a Chinese or South Korean brand would arrive, slightly better and slightly cheaper than the last. He would calculate his margin, set a competitive price, and watch the boxes fly off the shelves. Globalization, for him, was a predictable and profitable rhythm.

But this time, the numbers didn’t add up. The landing cost of the imported television sets had jumped. Not by a little, but by a jarring 20 percent. The reason, his suppliers explained, was a government policy, a hike in something called “basic customs duty.” It was a tariff. A word he vaguely remembered from economics textbooks, a relic of a bygone era. Suddenly, this relic was the most important number in his professional life. He had a choice: absorb the cost and eviscerate his profits, or pass it on to the customer and risk a disastrous sales season. He passed it on.

A few weeks later, a young couple, recently married and setting up their first home, walked into his store. They had saved for months, dreaming of a large-screen TV for the upcoming cricket World Cup. They had seen the ads, they had a budget, they knew the model they wanted. But the price tag on the floor was significantly higher than the one they had seen online just a month before. They were confused, then disappointed, then a little angry. They left the store empty-handed.

Neither the manager nor the couple knew it, but they were the first civilian casualties in a new kind of global war. They were on the receiving end of a weapon that had been fired thousands of miles away, in the corridors of power in Washington D.C. and Beijing, and whose trajectory had been altered by a strategic decision made in New Delhi. The weapon was the tariff. And this book is about how that weapon, and the new global conflict it represents, is fundamentally and irrevocably changing your life.

For the better part of three decades, we in India, along with the rest of the world, lived through a period of unprecedented calm in the long history of global trade. It was an era built on a simple, powerful consensus: that lowering barriers, connecting supply chains, and allowing goods, capital, and ideas to flow freely across borders would make everyone richer and the world more stable. For India, this was more than just an economic theory; it was our second independence. The liberalization of 1991 unshackled us from the stagnant, inward-looking economy of the past and plugged us into the dynamic currents of the global marketplace. The results were nothing short of miraculous. An entire generation of Indians was lifted out of poverty. A new, confident middle class emerged, and our companies and professionals took their rightful place on the world stage. We came to believe that this was the natural order of things.

That order is now dead.

We are living in the early years of a new age of economic nationalism. The quiet consensus on free trade has been shattered by the loud, angry rhetoric of protectionism. The intricate, efficient supply chains that defined globalization are being systematically dismantled. The tariff, once a dusty tool of economic history, has been unsheathed and weaponized. This is not a temporary spat. It is not a passing political storm. It is a fundamental, structural shift in the global order, a new Cold War fought not with missiles and tanks, but with customs duties, import quotas, technology blacklists, and financial sanctions.

And every single one of us is on the front line.

The price of your next smartphone, the interest rate on your home loan, the availability of life-saving medicines, the security of your job in the IT sector, the future of your child’s career—all of these are now directly linked to the moves and counter-moves in this great global trade war. The clash between the United States and China, the two titans of our age, has created a geopolitical earthquake, and the aftershocks are re-drawing the economic map of the world. For India, caught geographically and strategically in the middle, navigating this new reality is the single greatest challenge and opportunity of the 21st century.

This book is an attempt to provide a clear, comprehensive, and uniquely Indian guide to this new world. It is not for economists or policy wonks, though they may find it useful. It is for the student trying to choose a career, the professional trying to understand their industry’s future, the business owner trying to navigate the new risks, the consumer trying to make sense of the rising prices, and the citizen trying to understand the choices our nation must make.

Why an Indian perspective? Because while the trade war is global, its impact is intensely local. For too long, we have consumed analysis of global events written from a Western viewpoint. But the story looks very different from New Delhi than it does from New York. Our history of colonialism and our post-1991 embrace of globalization give us a unique sensitivity to the promises and perils of an interconnected world. Our position as a neighbour to an assertive China, a partner to a demanding West, and a leader of the Global South places us at the very fulcrum of this new conflict. Our flagship national mission, Atmanirbhar Bharat or Self-Reliant India, is a direct, high-stakes response to this new global environment. To understand this new war, we must understand it through our own lens, weighing the choices according to our own national interests and aspirations.

To guide you through this complex new landscape, this book is structured as a journey. We begin with the fundamentals of the conflict, then move to its direct impact on your life, analyze India’s grand strategy, and finally, look ahead to the possible futures that await us and the choices you can make to prepare.

Our journey begins with Chapter 1: The Day the Rules Changed, where we revisit the optimistic promise of 1991 and pinpoint the precise moments the era of globalization was assassinated, setting the stage for the new conflict. In Chapter 2: What is a Tariff, Anyway?, we will demystify this core weapon, showing you how it functions not as a simple tax, but as a strategic tool that directly impacts your household budget. The conflict’s main engine is the US-China rivalry, and in Chapter 3: The Titans Clash, we will explore this battle for 21st-century supremacy and why it dictates the price of everything you buy. This global turmoil has forced a profound rethink in New Delhi, which we will dissect in Chapter 4: The Ghost of 1991, asking whether India’s new push for self-reliance is a smart shield or a retreat into a protectionist past. The modern conflict, however, goes far beyond mere tariffs. In Chapter 5: The Weaponization of Everything, we reveal how technology, finance, data, and even culture have been turned into ammunition in this new total economic war.

From there, we bring the battle directly to your doorstep. Chapter 6: The Price of Your Smartphone will use the world’s most iconic gadget to give you a masterclass in how global geopolitics lands in the palm of your hand. We then zoom out to the grand national ambition in Chapter 7: The 'Made in India' Dream vs. The Chinese Dragon, a chapter that honestly assesses our chances of becoming the world’s next factory. India is the “Pharmacy of the World,” but as Chapter 8: Our Pharma, Their Problem will show, this strength rests on a critical, hidden vulnerability. In Chapter 9: The IT Professional's Dilemma, we will explore the new challenges facing our most globally successful industry, from visa walls to data fortresses. The war isn’t just urban; Chapter 10: From the Farm to the Foreign Port connects the dots between global trade rules and the fate of the Indian farmer. We will then explore the invisible forces that buffet your finances, from the Chapter 11: The Rupee's Rollercoaster that erodes your savings, to the Chapter 12: Fueling the Nation, which explains how our energy dependence is a core national security threat.

How is India responding to these immense challenges? In Chapter 13: Friend-Shoring, we will investigate the historic opportunity for India to become the world's new best friend in manufacturing as companies flee China. This is the promise of our flagship policy, which we will put under the microscope in Chapter 14: Atmanirbhar Bharat: Shield or Self-Inflicted Wound? To succeed, domestic policy needs a clever foreign policy, and in Chapter 15: Walking the Tightrope, we will analyze India’s daring diplomatic masterclass of being friends with rival powers. This strategy involves hard choices, which we explore in Chapter 16: The Alphabet Soup of Trade, explaining why India is wary of joining big, international trade blocs. The new war is also a proxy war fought with capital, and Chapter 17: The Battle for the Indian Startup uncovers this fight for control over our digital future. Our strategy must begin in our own backyard, and Chapter 18: The Neighbourhood First? examines how the trade war is forcing India to re-engage with its South Asian neighbours. Ultimately, our success hinges on our greatest asset, which we explore in Chapter 19: The Demographic Dividend: Our Ultimate Weapon?, asking if we can truly harness the power of our youth.

Finally, we turn our gaze to the future. What kind of world will you and your children inhabit? We will explore three speculative but plausible futures. Chapter 20: Scenario 1: The Great Decoupling paints a dark picture of a world split into two hostile camps. Chapter 21: Scenario 2: The Multi-Polar Muddle imagines a more chaotic but perhaps more realistic world of shifting alliances. And Chapter 22: Scenario 3: India, the Third Pole presents an optimistic vision of India rising to become a true global leader.

The future is not something that just happens to us. It is built by the choices we make. The final two chapters are dedicated to empowering you. Chapter 23: The Consumer's Playbook provides practical, actionable advice on how to invest, spend, and skill-up for this new era. Chapter 24: The Student's Compass is a guide for the next generation on how to choose a career path that is resilient and rewarding in the new economy. We will conclude with Chapter 25: The New Indian Bargain, a powerful final statement on the new social and economic contract being forged between the Indian state and its citizens.

This book is a journey of understanding. It will take you from the global to the personal, from the strategic to the practical. It will equip you with the knowledge to decode the headlines, to understand the forces shaping your world, and to make better decisions for yourself, your family, and your country. The age of comfortable certainties is over. The new world is more complex, more dangerous, but also full of immense opportunity for a nation like India. It is time to understand the rules of this new game. It is time to understand the tariff weapon.
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​Chapter 1: The Day the Rules Changed
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The air in Manesar, on the industrial outskirts of the ever-expanding National Capital Region, had a specific taste in late 2017. It was a metallic, industrious tang, a compound of hot steel, coolant, and the faint, almost imperceptible scent of ozone from the robotic welders. Inside the sprawling, climate-controlled expanse of Unit 7 of "Bharat Auto Components," this air was the very breath of progress. For Avinash Singh, the plant's 58-year-old general manager, it was the smell of victory.

The symphony of the factory floor was his life’s work. It was a percussive masterpiece: the rhythmic, high-pitched whine of the CNC machines carving camshafts with micron-level precision; the deep, hydraulic sigh of the stamping presses, each one capable of exerting 800 tons of pressure to shape a door panel; the almost silent, balletic dance of the articulated robotic arms, their movements a blur as they spot-welded chassis components destined for assembly lines in Stuttgart and Detroit. This was the hum of a globally integrated India, a sound that had been a distant, impossible dream when Avinash had started his career in the staid, license-bound world of a state-run enterprise in the 1980s.

He stood on the elevated gantry, a glass-walled corridor that offered a panoramic view of the shop floor. Below him, hundreds of men and women in blue overalls moved with a practiced efficiency. They were not just workers; they were soldiers in a quiet economic revolution. Avinash, a man whose posture still retained a hint of the parade ground from his university NCC days, saw himself as their commander. His uniform was a crisp, light-blue shirt, his only concession to the shop floor a pair of steel-toed boots. He had seen it all. He remembered the India of waiting lists, of the ‘Hindu rate of growth,’ a phrase that felt like a national insult. He remembered when an imported car was a near-mythical beast, and a foreign business trip was a privilege reserved for the highest echelons of the bureaucracy.

The year 1991 hadn’t just been a change in economic policy for Avinash; it had been a psychological liberation. It was the year the country, and men like him, were finally allowed to be ambitious. This factory, with its gleaming German machinery, its Japanese quality control circles, and its American and European order books, was the physical manifestation of that liberation. It was a testament to the idea that if you gave an Indian the right tools and the right rules, they could compete with anyone in the world. This was ‘Make in India’ before the slogan was coined. It was India’s tryst with a new kind of destiny, one written not in the ink of constitutions, but in the cold, hard logic of global supply chains.

He descended to his office, a spartan, glass-walled cube overlooking the final inspection line. His phone buzzed on the polished desk. A news alert. He glanced at it, a flicker of annoyance crossing his face. It was early 2018. "US President Trump Announces Sweeping Tariffs on Steel and Aluminum." Avinash snorted. More noise from that ridiculous man. Politics. It was always there, a background hum of its own, but it rarely interfered with the real business of making things and selling them. America was the high priest of free trade, the nation that had written the rules. A bit of populist posturing for the home crowd, that’s all it was. His buyers in Michigan weren’t interested in politics; they were interested in quality, price, and delivery schedules. He dismissed the thought and turned his attention back to the production schedule for the next quarter.

But the noise didn’t go away. In the weeks that followed, it grew louder. The initial dismissal on his buyers’ conference calls—"Don't worry, Avi, this'll blow over"—morphed into a nervous "We're monitoring the situation." Then came the emails with subject lines like "Potential Tariff Impact Analysis." The language of commerce, usually so direct and unambiguous, became hedged, cautious. The solid ground of global trade, a bedrock Avinash had built his entire world upon, began to feel like sand. This wasn't just a politician's speech. It wasn't a negotiating tactic. He felt a cold dread creep into his gut, a feeling he hadn't experienced since the uncertain days of his youth. This was something different. This was the first shot in a new kind of war, and his factory, his life's work, was on the front line. The rules, the ones he had banked his career, his country’s future, and the livelihoods of a thousand families on, were being rewritten overnight. The predictable, interconnected world that India had so enthusiastically joined in 1991 was dying. It wasn't a slow, natural death. It was an assassination.

​Act I: The Golden Age of Promise (1991-2008)

To understand the depth of the shock that began in 2018, one must first remember the sheer, unadulterated optimism of 1991. For generations of Indians, life had been defined by scarcity and restraint. The "Hindu rate of growth," a term coined in the late 1970s, was more than an economic statistic; it was a psychological cage, a self-deprecating acceptance of mediocrity. The economy was a closed, centrally planned fortress, designed to keep foreign influence out and domestic ambition in check. To get a telephone line required years of waiting. To buy a scooter, the ubiquitous Bajaj Chetak, meant putting your name on a list and hoping. The choice was between two car models, the Ambassador and the Padmini, both based on decades-old British designs. The state dictated what could be produced, in what quantity, and at what price.

The reforms of 1991, forced upon a nearly bankrupt nation by a balance of payments crisis, were not just a policy pivot; they were a cultural earthquake. It was as if a black-and-white film suddenly burst into Technicolor. The most immediate, visceral change was the arrival of choice. Suddenly, the drab, state-run Doordarshan was competing with the slick, 24-hour news cycles of STAR TV, beaming in a world that seemed impossibly glamorous and fast-paced. The first international brands began to tentatively set up shop. For the first time, you could walk into a store and buy a bottle of Coca-Cola, a Kellogg's cornflakes box, or a Benetton sweater. These weren't just products; they were symbols of a new compact with the world. They were a promise that India was no longer a bystander to global progress.

The change was felt most profoundly in the aspirations of the middle class. Consider the fictional, yet representative, story of the Joshi family in Pune, a city that was then a quiet pensioner's paradise, a far cry from the IT hub it would become. Mr. Joshi was a senior clerk in a government department, a respected position that offered security, a modest but steady income, and the promise of a pension. His life was a map of predictable certainties. His eldest son, Rahul, however, was part of a new generation. In the late 1990s, armed with a basic arts degree and a command of English, he landed a job at one of the first international call centers to open in the city.

The impact on the Joshi household was immediate and revolutionary. Within six months, Rahul was earning more than his father, a man who had served the state for three decades. The family's first purchase was a color television, replacing the old black-and-white set. Then came a refrigerator, a washing machine, and eventually, a small Maruti 800, the people's car that symbolized the new mobility. But the change was deeper than consumer goods. It was about the currency of hope. Rahul's job, answering calls from disgruntled insurance claimants in Ohio, was a direct link to the global economy. It was a nightly reminder that an Indian, sitting in Pune, could provide a service that an American company found valuable. This single fact upended generations of received wisdom about India's place in the world. The Joshi family's story, of a son's globalized salary transforming the family's fortunes and ambitions, became the story of millions. It was the personal, tangible dividend of globalization, a force that was no longer an abstract economic theory but a lived reality that put food on the table and dreams in the mind.

This phenomenon found its grand narrative in the "Bangalore Boom." The city, once known for its gardens and pleasant climate, became the epicenter of India's software revolution. Companies like Infosys, Wipro, and TCS became household names, their founders the new national heroes. They demonstrated that India could do more than just assemble goods or answer calls; it could write the code that powered the global financial system, design the chips in the latest electronics, and manage the back-office operations of the world's largest corporations.

It was into this environment that Thomas Friedman's 2005 book, "The World Is Flat," landed. While it was a global bestseller, in India, it was received as gospel. Friedman's thesis—that technology and globalization had created a level playing field where individuals and companies anywhere could compete—was not a theory for India; it was a confirmation of our national strategy. We had seen it happen. We were living it. From an Indian perspective, the "flat world" was the most profound strategic opportunity in our post-independence history. For decades, development theory had dictated a specific path: first agriculture, then low-end manufacturing, and finally, services. India, with its poor infrastructure and labyrinthine bureaucracy, had struggled with manufacturing. But the digital revolution allowed us to leapfrog this stage. Our unique advantage was our vast, English-speaking, technically proficient, and cost-effective talent pool. The internet cables snaking across the ocean floor were our new trade routes.

We believed this new world order was permanent. The rules, governed by institutions like the World Trade Organization (WTO) and underpinned by an American-led consensus on the benefits of free trade, seemed immutable. We were the star pupils of globalization, the poster child for how a developing nation could integrate with the world economy and lift millions out of poverty. Our entire economic edifice, from the gleaming IT parks of Bangalore and Hyderabad to the burgeoning auto-component hubs in Manesar and Chennai, was built on this faith. The belief was simple and powerful: the world was interconnected, the rules were fair, and India's rise was not just possible but inevitable.

​Act II: The Cracks Appear (2008-2016)

The first tremor that shook this edifice of faith struck on September 15, 2008. The collapse of Lehman Brothers, a 158-year-old Wall Street investment bank, felt like a distant American problem. But the shockwaves travelled at the speed of light. In Mumbai, the screens of the Bombay Stock Exchange turned a bloody red. The Sensex, which had been on a dizzying bull run, plummeted. For the first time, the Indian middle class, which had enthusiastically embraced equity markets as a path to wealth, felt the sting of global financial contagion. Their paper wealth, tied to the fortunes of companies listed in New York and London, evaporated in a matter of days.

The crisis quickly spilled from the financial markets into the real economy. In the textile hub of Tiruppur, export orders from retail giants like Walmart and Gap vanished overnight. In the software campuses of Bangalore, projects were abruptly cancelled, and the once-frequent hiring sprees turned into hiring freezes. The 2008 financial crisis was a brutal education. It was the moment India realized that the interconnectedness it had so celebrated was a double-edged sword. The Western-led global system, which we had trusted to be the bedrock of our prosperity, was not just fallible; it was reckless. The architects of the system had built it on a foundation of toxic assets and regulatory failure. The crisis planted the first, deep seeds of doubt. The promise of the flat world began to look less like a level playing field and more like a rollercoaster operated by someone else.

The years following the crisis were a period of slow, creeping disillusionment. The West, grappling with the fallout of its own financial hubris, began to turn inward. The narrative of globalization, once celebrated in the corridors of power in Washington and Brussels, began to sour. In the US and Europe, a new political vocabulary emerged, one that spoke of "lost jobs," "unfair competition," and the "hollowing out" of the middle class. Globalization was no longer a win-win proposition; it was increasingly framed as a zero-sum game, where a job created in Bangalore was a job lost in Ohio.

For India, this shift was felt most acutely in the IT sector. The H-1B visa program, the primary channel for Indian tech professionals to work in the US, came under intense scrutiny. What was once seen as a bridge for talent became a political lightning rod. Indian IT professionals, who had been welcomed as the backbone of America's tech industry, began to feel a chill. Visa denials increased. The rhetoric turned hostile. They were no longer seen as collaborators in innovation but as cheap labor undercutting American workers. This wasn't a trade war yet, but the social and political consensus that had enabled the free flow of services—India's core strength—was visibly eroding.

The most dramatic signal of this changing tide came from across the Atlantic. On June 23, 2016, the United Kingdom voted to leave the European Union. The Brexit vote was a seismic shock to the global order. It was a rejection of the very idea of open borders, shared sovereignty, and economic integration that had defined the post-Cold War era. The campaign was fueled by a potent cocktail of nationalism, anti-immigrant sentiment, and a deep-seated resentment against a perceived distant and unaccountable elite. For India, the implications were profound. The UK had long been seen as India's gateway to Europe. But more importantly, Brexit was a clear sign that the political winds in the West had changed. The forces of nationalism and protectionism, which we believed had been confined to the dustbin of history, were back with a vengeance. The cracks in the foundation of the globalized world were no longer just visible; they were widening into chasms. The golden age was over. A new, more uncertain era was dawning.

​Act III: The Assassination (2016-Present)

The election of Donald Trump as the 45th President of the United States in November 2016 was not just another change of leadership. It was the moment the simmering discontent of the post-2008 era boiled over and consumed the very center of the global system. Trump's "America First" doctrine was a frontal assault on the entire post-World War II consensus. It wasn't just about renegotiating trade deals; it was a fundamental philosophical shift. Trade was no longer viewed as a mutually beneficial exchange but as a battlefield of national interests, a zero-sum game of winners and losers.

For India, which had meticulously built its foreign and economic policy on the assumption of a stable, rules-based order led by the US, this was a cataclysm. Trump's rhetoric was direct, brutal, and often aimed squarely at us. He famously called India the "tariff king," accusing the country of charging "tremendously high" tariffs on American products like Harley-Davidson motorcycles. The irony was lost on no one in New Delhi. For decades, it was the US that had lectured India on the virtues of lowering trade barriers. Now, the roles were reversed, but with a crucial difference. When the US spoke, the world listened.

The Trump doctrine quickly translated into action. The sweeping tariffs on steel and aluminum in early 2018 were just the beginning. These were not targeted sanctions against a rogue state; they were a broadside against allies and partners alike, justified on the dubious grounds of "national security." Indian steel exports, a key source of foreign exchange and employment, were hit hard. New Delhi, after a period of hopeful restraint, was forced to retaliate, imposing its own tariffs on American goods like almonds, apples, and walnuts. The carefully constructed edifice of India-US trade relations began to crumble. The language of partnership was replaced by the language of disputes and retaliation. The WTO, the supposed arbiter of global trade, was rendered impotent, its appellate body paralyzed by the US's refusal to appoint new judges. The referee had not just left the field; he was actively trying to dismantle the stadium.

If the trade wars were the slow poisoning of the globalized system, the COVID-19 pandemic was the final, fatal blow. The pandemic transformed the theoretical dangers of supply chain disruption into a life-or-death national crisis. As the virus swept across the globe in early 2020, the world's pharmacy, as India proudly called itself, found its own medicine cabinet was bare. The country was shockingly dependent on China for critical supplies. The most glaring vulnerability was in Active Pharmaceutical Ingredients (APIs), the core chemical compounds that are the building blocks of finished medicines. Over 70% of India's APIs were imported from China.

The panic in the corridors of the Ministry of Commerce and the Ministry of Health in those early months was palpable. As China went into lockdown, the supply of APIs, as well as essential medical equipment like ventilators and Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) kits, dried up. A senior official from the Ministry of Commerce, speaking on the condition of anonymity, later described the situation as a "national security nightmare." "We woke up one day to realize that the health of our 1.3 billion people was dependent on the goodwill of a geopolitical rival," he said. "The phrase 'supply chain resilience' moved from a PowerPoint presentation in a boardroom to the top of the Prime Minister's agenda."

The scramble for supplies was a brutal lesson in the new realities of global trade. Countries hoarded essential goods. Export bans were slapped on masks and medicines. The open, collaborative system that was supposed to characterize globalization vanished, replaced by a desperate, every-country-for-itself mentality. For India, the pandemic was the nail in the coffin of the old world. The idea that you could source critical goods from the cheapest global supplier, regardless of its origin, was exposed as dangerously naive. Economic efficiency had to be balanced with strategic autonomy. The assassination of the old order was complete.

In its place, a new and more dangerous world is emerging, one with its own lexicon of power. These are not just words; they are the operating principles of the 21st-century geoeconomic battlefield. "Decoupling" refers to the strategic disentangling of economies, particularly the US from China, to reduce dependence and mitigate security risks. "Weaponization of finance" describes the use of financial sanctions, control over payment systems like SWIFT, and currency manipulation as tools of statecraft. "Friend-shoring" or "ally-shoring" is the new mantra for supply chains, the idea that you should only source critical goods from countries that are geopolitical allies, not just economic partners. And the umbrella term for this new reality is "geoeconomics," the fusion of economic strategy with geopolitical goals. For the "Class of 1991," who were taught the gospel of Adam Smith and David Ricardo, this new language is alien and menacing. It represents a world where the logic of the market is subordinate to the logic of power.

​A New Map for a New World

Let us return to Manesar, to the office of Avinash Singh. It is the present day. The hum of the machinery on the factory floor below is still there, a constant, reassuring presence. But it is now tinged with the high-pitched whine of anxiety. The world Avinash knew, the one he had mastered, is gone. On the wall opposite his desk, where a simple world map once hung, there is now a new one. This one is covered in markings. Red lines trace the tariff barriers and sanctions regimes. Green lines highlight the potential new markets in Southeast Asia and Latin America, part of the government's new "friend-shoring" initiatives. The old, simple, and profitable routes to Europe and the US are now fraught with peril.

Avinash Singh is no longer just a factory manager. He has been forced to become a geopolitical strategist. His morning reading now includes not just the Financial Times but also foreign policy journals. His conversations with his buyers are no longer just about price and quality; they are about navigating the complex web of tariffs, understanding the nuances of the latest trade agreement, and calculating the political risk of sourcing a component from a particular country. The boundless optimism of the man who saw his factory as a symbol of India's arrival has been replaced by the harsh, cynical realism of a man trying to survive in a world where the rules are constantly changing.

His journey is India's journey. A nation that embraced a set of rules with the fervor of a convert, only to have the game changed midway through. The promise of 1991 was a world of open markets, of predictable rules, of shared prosperity. The reality of today is a world of economic walls, of arbitrary power, of strategic competition. The factory in Manesar, once a symbol of a flat world, is now a fortress in a world of fragments.

Avinash looks at his new, complicated map, a map of a world at war, fought not with tanks and missiles, but with tariffs and sanctions, with semiconductors and supply chains. His central question is the one that should haunt every Indian citizen, from the farmer in Punjab to the software engineer in Bengaluru to the policymaker in Delhi: What exactly are these new weapons being aimed at us, and how do they work? The answer to that question will determine the future of our nation, our economy, and our place in this new, more dangerous world. It is the story we will explore in the chapters to come.
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​Chapter 2: What is a Tariff, Anyway? And Why It's More Than Just a Tax
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The air in Gaffar Market is thick with the smell of ozone, hot plastic, and fried samosas. It’s a symphony of commerce, a chaotic orchestra of shouted deals, the rattle of handcarts, and the incessant buzz of a million tiny electronic components waiting to be born into a new life. Through this river of humanity, Rohan and Priya, a young couple armed with a recent bonus and a dream of cinematic weekend nights, navigate their way towards a brightly lit shop, its walls a mosaic of glowing screens. They are on a mission: to buy a new smart TV.

For an hour, they’ve been comparing models. A sleek, 55-inch panel from a well-known South Korean brand, assembled in India, stands next to a slightly less-known model from a Malaysian company. The features are almost identical—4K resolution, Dolby Atmos sound, all the right streaming apps. But the price tag tells a different story. A difference of nearly ₹15,000.

Priya, ever the pragmatist, turns to the shopkeeper, a man whose weary eyes have seen a thousand such negotiations. "Bhaiya, why is this one so much more expensive? The specs are the same."

The shopkeeper lets out a sigh, a sound that seems to carry the weight of global supply chains and international trade disputes. He leans in, a conspiratorial whisper cutting through the market's din. "Duty, madam. It's all because of the 'duty'."

Duty. The word hangs in the air, a simple, four-letter explanation for a complex reality. For Rohan and Priya, it’s an abstract concept, a bit of financial jargon they’ve heard on the news but never really felt. But here, in the heart of Delhi's electronics bazaar, that abstract word has materialized into a ₹15,000 wall standing between them and their preferred television. This "duty," the shopkeeper explains with a frustrated wave of his hand, isn't just a simple tax collected by the government. It’s a ripple, an economic shockwave from a battle being fought with spreadsheets and shipping containers thousands of miles away. The price they are contemplating, the choice they are about to make, is a direct, tangible consequence of a weapon being fired in a new kind of global war. A weapon called a tariff. And as they are about to discover, this weapon is aimed squarely at them.

​Deconstructing the Weapon: A Layman's Guide

For most of us, the word 'tariff' is filed away in the same mental cabinet as 'fiscal deficit' and 'quantitative easing'—boring, complicated, and best left to economists in grey suits. This is a dangerous misconception. In the 21st century, the tariff has been unsheathed from its dusty academic scabbard and is now the primary ammunition in a new global conflict. Understanding how this weapon works is no longer optional for the average Indian citizen, because it directly targets your wallet, your job, and your future.

​Tariff 101: The Bouncer at the Door

So, what is a tariff?

Think of it like a bouncer at a popular nightclub. The club is India. The people trying to get in are foreign goods. The bouncer doesn't necessarily stop everyone from coming in, but he charges them a hefty cover fee at the door. This cover fee is the tariff. It's an import tax, a duty levied on a product when it crosses a country's borders.

The purpose of this cover charge is twofold. First, it makes the foreign goods more expensive for the people inside the club (the consumers). This, in theory, makes the club's own offerings (domestically produced goods) look more attractive. Second, the money collected from the cover charge goes to the club owner (the government).

Tariffs come in two main flavors, and India uses both with strategic precision:

	Ad Valorem Tariff: This is the most common type. 'Ad Valorem' is just Latin for "according to value." It's a percentage-based tax. The more expensive the item, the higher the tariff paid. Think of it as a bouncer who charges a cover fee that's 20% of the value of your designer watch. India levies ad valorem tariffs on a vast range of products, from electronics and automobiles to chemicals. When the government announces a 20% duty on imported mobile phone components, that's an ad valorem tariff in action. If a component costs ₹1,000, the tariff is ₹200. If it costs ₹5,000, the tariff is ₹1,000.

	Specific Tariff: This is a fixed fee per unit of the product, regardless of its price. It’s like a bouncer who charges every single person ₹500 to enter, whether they're wearing a billionaire's suit or a student's t-shirt. This type of tariff is often used for agricultural products. For instance, India might impose a specific tariff of ₹10,000 per tonne on imported apples. This protects local apple growers from cheap imports flooding the market, especially during harvest season. It doesn't matter if the apples are premium quality from Washington or a cheaper variety from a neighboring country; the tax per tonne remains the same.


The choice between these two isn't random. Ad valorem tariffs are effective for manufactured goods where prices and quality can vary wildly. Specific tariffs are simpler to administer for bulk commodities where the primary concern is the volume of imports, not their individual price.

​Who Really Pays the Tariff? The Anatomy of a Hidden Tax

Here lies the most pervasive and politically convenient myth about tariffs: that the exporting country pays for them. When a political leader announces a new tariff on Chinese goods, the implication is that China is being punished, that money is being extracted from Beijing's coffers and sent to New Delhi. This is fundamentally untrue.

China does not pay the tariff. The Indian company that imports the goods pays the tariff.

Let's follow the money trail for the television Rohan and Priya are looking at. The TV is assembled in India, but let's say its most crucial component, the display panel, is manufactured in Shenzhen, China, and costs the Indian assembly company ₹10,000.

The Myth: The Indian government slaps a 20% tariff on the panel. China pays ₹2,000.

The Reality:

	The Importer Pays: The Indian TV assembly company, let's call it 'Bharat TV,' places an order for 1,000 display panels from the Chinese manufacturer. When the shipment arrives at Chennai port, the Indian Customs officer doesn't send a bill to Beijing. He sends it to Bharat TV. To get their panels, Bharat TV must pay the Indian government 20% of the total value. They pay a tariff of ₹2,000 on each ₹10,000 panel. The cost of their key component has just instantly risen from ₹10,000 to ₹12,000.

	The Manufacturer Passes it On: Bharat TV is a business, not a charity. They absorb this new ₹2,000 cost. They build it into the factory price of the finished television. The cost of manufacturing the TV has gone up, so the price at which they sell it to their distributors must also go up.

	The Wholesaler Passes it On: The distributor, who buys TVs in bulk from Bharat TV and sells them to retailers, now pays a higher price. He, in turn, adds his own margin and passes this increased cost on to the retailer.

	The Retailer Passes it On: The shopkeeper in Gaffar Market now has to buy the TV from the wholesaler at a higher price. He has rent to pay, staff to support, and a profit to make. So, he marks up the new, higher cost.

	The Consumer Pays: Finally, Rohan and Priya walk into the shop. The final price tag they see has that original ₹2,000 tariff baked into it, compounded by the margins of everyone else along the supply chain.


The tariff is a hidden tax, paid not by the foreign country, but by the domestic consumer. It's a stealthy transfer of wealth from the pockets of ordinary citizens like Rohan and Priya to the government and, in some cases, to the protected domestic industries who can now charge higher prices without facing foreign competition. The politician gets to look tough on China, the domestic industry gets a price cushion, and the consumer foots the entire bill.

​The Arsenal of Protectionism: Beyond the Bouncer's Fee

Tariffs are the blunt instrument of this new war, but the arsenal of protectionism is deep and sophisticated. Sometimes, the most effective weapons are the ones you can't see.

Quotas: The Velvet Rope

If a tariff is the bouncer charging a cover fee, a quota is the bouncer holding up a velvet rope and saying, "Sorry, we're full. Only the first 100 people can enter tonight." A quota is a direct limit on the quantity of a specific good that can be imported into a country in a given period. India has historically used quotas to manage the import of sensitive agricultural products like pulses (daal). The government might decide that only 200,000 tonnes of tur daal can be imported in a year. Once that limit is reached, the door slams shut. No more imports are allowed, no matter how much of a tariff an importer is willing to pay. This is a far more drastic measure than a tariff. It creates scarcity, which can drive up prices dramatically and guarantees a market for domestic producers.

Non-Tariff Barriers (NTBs): The Invisible Walls

This is where the game gets truly sophisticated. Non-tariff barriers are the invisible walls of modern trade, often more effective and less politically controversial than tariffs. They are the realm of "bureaucratic warfare." Instead of a bouncer at the door, imagine an impossibly complicated entry form, a dress code that changes every week, and a fire safety inspection that requires a specific, hard-to-find type of fire extinguisher.

NTBs are rules and regulations that make it difficult and expensive for foreign goods to enter a market. They often masquerade as legitimate consumer safety or environmental protection measures.


●  Complex Regulations and Licensing: This can involve labyrinthine paperwork, opaque approval processes, and the requirement for multiple licenses from different government departments. The sheer complexity and delay can deter foreign companies from even attempting to enter the market.

●  Quality and Safety Standards: This is a powerful and widely used NTB. A country can set its own unique standards for products that are difficult for foreign manufacturers to meet. A famous example is the European Union's stringent regulations on the presence of certain pesticides on fruits and vegetables, which for years created a significant barrier for Indian mango exporters. They had to invest heavily in new processes and certifications to meet these standards. Conversely, India has been increasingly using its own standards body, the Bureau of Indian Standards (BIS), as a strategic tool. Mandatory BIS certification for imported products, from toys to electronics, acts as a quality check but also as a significant hurdle. A Chinese toy manufacturer, for instance, must go through the entire BIS certification process—factory audits, product testing, paperwork—before their products can be sold in India. This adds cost, time, and complexity, making domestic toys more competitive.


Subsidies: The Owner's Friends Drink for Free

Subsidies are the other side of the protectionist coin. If tariffs and NTBs are about making foreign goods more expensive, subsidies are about making domestic goods cheaper to produce. It's like the nightclub owner giving his own friends free drinks and a prime spot on the dance floor so they can out-compete everyone else.

A government subsidy is a direct or indirect payment to a domestic industry. It can be a cash grant, a tax break, or cheap loans. The goal is to lower the cost of production for local companies, allowing them to sell their products at a lower price than their foreign rivals, both at home and abroad.

India's Production-Linked Incentive (PLI) scheme is a textbook example of this strategy. The government isn't just blocking Chinese electronics with tariffs; it's actively encouraging domestic and foreign companies to manufacture in India by offering them a financial incentive—a subsidy—based on their incremental sales. The message is clear: we will make it more expensive for you to import finished goods (tariffs), but we will pay you to manufacture those same goods here (subsidies). It's a classic pincer movement, a core part of the government's economic warfare strategy.

​The Strategic Logic: Why Fire the Tariff Weapon?

Governments don't deploy these weapons for fun. Behind every tariff, quota, and subsidy lies a strategic calculation. While the immediate effect is often higher prices for consumers, the stated long-term goals are usually loftier.

​Protecting Infant Industries: The Nursery Argument

This is the oldest and most classic argument for protectionism. The idea is that new, "infant" industries in a developing country cannot possibly compete with the established, "adult" industries of developed nations. They are like saplings in a forest of giant redwoods, unable to get enough sunlight to grow. Protectionism, in this view, is like building a greenhouse around the sapling. Tariffs and quotas shield the infant industry from the harsh winds of foreign competition, giving it time to grow, achieve economies of scale, and become strong enough to compete on its own.

India's own history is steeped in this logic. The "Bombay Plan," conceived in the 1940s by leading Indian industrialists, laid the groundwork for a post-independence economy where the state would play a major role in protecting and nurturing domestic industry. This philosophy drove the protection of the Indian automotive industry for decades. High tariffs on imported cars meant that for a long time, Indian roads were dominated by Ambassadors and Fiats. While this led to a lack of choice and outdated technology for consumers, the argument was that it allowed Indian companies like Mahindra & Mahindra and Tata Motors to build their capabilities.

Today, this same logic is being applied to new sectors. The push to protect and promote domestic electronics manufacturing, solar panel production, and specialty steel is a modern-day application of the infant industry argument. The government believes these are the key industries of the future, and they need a protective greenhouse to survive their infancy.

​National Security: The Fortress Argument

In the new era of geopolitical tension, national security has become a powerful justification for tariffs. The argument is simple: some products are too important for a country's security to be dependent on imports, especially from a potential adversary. It's about building a fortress, not just an economy.


●  Defence Production: Steel is the backbone of any military-industrial complex. It's used to build tanks, ships, and aircraft. A country might place a heavy tariff on imported steel to ensure its own domestic steel industry remains robust and can supply the military in times of crisis, without being vulnerable to a foreign blockade.

●  Critical Infrastructure: The most prominent modern example is telecommunications equipment. The global pushback against Chinese telecom giant Huawei is a case study in the national security argument. Countries like the US, UK, and Australia have banned Huawei from their 5G networks, not because their equipment is bad, but because of the fear that it could contain hidden "backdoors" allowing for Chinese state-sponsored espionage. India, while not issuing an outright ban, has made it clear through its regulations and security directives that it wants its telecom operators to use equipment from "trusted sources," a clear signal against Chinese vendors. The tariff becomes a tool to price out potentially insecure equipment and favor alternatives.


​Punishing a Rival: The Economic Sanction

Let's be direct. Sometimes, a tariff is just a punch in the face. It's a tool used to inflict direct economic pain on a rival nation, to force it to change its policies, or to retaliate for its own protectionist measures.

The US-China trade war that escalated under the Trump administration is the most dramatic example of this. It was a tit-for-tat escalation of tariffs, a heavyweight boxing match where each side tried to land blows on the other's economic weak spots. The US imposed tariffs on a wide range of Chinese goods, from industrial machinery to electronics. China retaliated with tariffs on American products.

Crucially, these retaliatory tariffs are often surgically targeted to maximize political pain. When China imposed tariffs on American soybeans, it wasn't a random choice. Soybeans are a major export from the American farm belt, a key political constituency for the ruling party. The tariff was designed to hurt American farmers, who would then, in theory, pressure their own government to back down. Similarly, US tariffs were often aimed at products coming from key industrial zones in China, targeting the heart of the Chinese manufacturing machine. It's a calculated, often brutal, form of economic statecraft.

​Generating Revenue: The Old, Fading Reason

Historically, tariffs were a primary source of government income. Before the advent of income tax and consumption taxes like GST, import duties were one of the easiest ways for a state to fill its coffers. For many developing countries, this remains an important function.

However, for a major economy like India, the revenue-generating aspect of tariffs is now a secondary, or even tertiary, objective. The total revenue from customs duties, while significant, is dwarfed by collections from GST and income tax. The strategic goals—protecting domestic industry, ensuring national security, and gaining leverage over rivals—have become far more important drivers of tariff policy. The money is a welcome bonus, but it's no longer the main point of the exercise.

​The Indian Perspective: Echoes of the Past, Visions of the Future

For any Indian over the age of 40, this new wave of protectionism stirs a sense of unease, a flicker of a ghost from the past. The language of self-reliance, of import substitution, of protecting domestic industry sounds eerily familiar.

​The Ghost of the Licence Raj

The question that haunts many is a simple one: Are we just going back to the Licence Raj? Are these new tariffs and non-tariff barriers simply a return to the inefficient, corrupt, pre-1991 era of economic isolation?

It's a valid fear. The Licence Raj was a period of blanket, ideologically-driven protectionism. It wasn't about strategically picking a few infant industries to nurture; it was about closing the entire economy off from the world. The result was a stagnant economy, poor quality products, long waiting lists for basic goods like a telephone or a scooter, and a system rife with corruption as businesses had to bribe officials for the licenses needed to produce or import anything.

The proponents of the new protectionism argue that this time is different. They contend that the current approach is not the blanket closure of the past but a strategic, targeted intervention. It's not about shutting India off from the world, but about changing the terms of its engagement. The goal, they claim, is not to produce everything at home regardless of quality or cost, but to build globally competitive industries in a few key sectors. Unlike the old system which discouraged foreign investment, the new model actively courts it, as long as it comes with a commitment to manufacture in India. The contrast is between a fortress with the drawbridge permanently up (Licence Raj) and a modern economic hub with carefully controlled access points (the new model). Whether this distinction holds true in practice remains one of the most critical questions for India's future.

​Atmanirbhar Bharat: A Coordinated Pincer Movement

The "Atmanirbhar Bharat" or "Self-Reliant India" campaign is the grand strategic framework for this new approach. It is not just a slogan; it is a comprehensive strategy that uses the full arsenal of protectionism in a coordinated manner.

It's a pincer movement designed to reshape India's economy:


●  One arm of the pincer is the tariff weapon. By systematically raising customs duties on finished goods (like TVs, mobile phones, and air conditioners) while keeping duties lower on the raw materials and components needed to make them, the government creates a powerful incentive to assemble and manufacture products in India. It makes it cheaper to make in India than to import to India.

●  The other arm of the pincer is the subsidy weapon. The Production-Linked Incentive (PLI) schemes are the driving force of this arm. The government is essentially telling global giants like Apple, Samsung, and their contract manufacturers: "If you set up your factories here and produce for India and the world, we will not only protect you from cheap imports with our tariffs, but we will also give you a cash bonus for every unit you sell."


This two-pronged strategy is a deliberate attempt to integrate India more deeply into global supply chains, but on its own terms—as a manufacturing hub, not just as a consumer market. The success or failure of this grand experiment will define India's economic trajectory for decades to come.

The appeal of this narrative extends far beyond India's borders. The themes of hidden taxes eroding purchasing power, the struggle of local industries against global giants, and the tension between consumer choice and national self-reliance are universal. A reader in Brazil struggling with the high cost of an imported car, a factory worker in Indonesia worried about their job being replaced by cheaper imports, or a citizen in Nigeria facing high prices for imported food can all see their own reality reflected in the dilemma faced by the Indian couple in the electronics shop. The demystification of these economic weapons is a story that resonates globally, as nations everywhere grapple with the same fundamental questions in this new age of geoeconomic conflict.

​The Game Has Changed

Back in the fluorescent glare of the Gaffar Market shop, the shopkeeper, having delivered his mini-lecture on the mysteries of "duty," leans back against a stack of boxes. He’s not an economist. He doesn’t have a degree in international relations. But he understands the new reality of his business better than most professors.

He sees Rohan and Priya still hesitating, weighing the price difference in their minds. He offers a final piece of wisdom, a ground-level dispatch from the front lines of this new war.

"The game has changed, sir," he says, with a shrug that is part resignation, part cynical acceptance. "It's no longer about who makes the best product for the cheapest price. That was the old world. Now, it's about which country is friends with which country. It's about where the parts come from. Yesterday, the shipment was stuck at the port for a new quality check. Tomorrow, they might announce another duty hike. The supply chains are all being redrawn."

His words, simple and direct, perfectly encapsulate the profound shift that has occurred. The world has moved from an era of pure economics, driven by the cold logic of efficiency and comparative advantage, to an era of geoeconomics, where trade is a tool of statecraft, and every transaction, every price tag, is a reflection of a larger strategic contest.

The couple's choice of a television, once a simple consumer decision, is now a data point in this global struggle. The extra money they might have to pay is their unwitting contribution to a war chest. The shopkeeper's uncertainty is the daily reality for millions of businesses caught in the crossfire. This is the new normal. And as we will see in the next chapter, the central conflict driving this new reality, the epic clash redrawing the maps of trade and technology, is the one between the world's established superpower and its rising challenger: the United States and China.
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​Chapter 3: The Titans Clash: The Elephant in the Global Room
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The air in the 30th-floor boardroom in Mumbai was thick with the recycled chill of industrial-grade air conditioning, but the tension was entirely organic. Outside, the monsoon-grey Arabian Sea stretched to the horizon. Inside, a dozen of the sharpest minds at one of India’s largest conglomerates were locked in a debate that had stalled for three hours. On the polished mahogany table lay proposals for a multi-billion-dollar investment in the nation’s 5G infrastructure, a project that would form the digital spine for a billion people. The choice was between two leading vendors. One was European—reliable, established, expensive. The other was Chinese—technically superb, aggressively priced, and backed by a state machinery that guaranteed flawless execution.

A decade ago, this would have been a 90-minute discussion. The CFO would have built a model, the CTO would have vetted the specs, and the cheapest, best-in-class option would have won. The decision would have been a simple calculus of cost and quality. But this was not a decade ago. The conversation today had little to do with financial modeling or network architecture. It was a seminar in high-stakes geopolitics, conducted by men and women who had spent their careers thinking about supply chains and market share.

“Let’s be blunt,” said the head of strategy, a silver-haired veteran of a hundred such meetings. “We go with the Chinese, and we save nearly thirty percent upfront. Their tech is arguably ahead of the curve. But what happens six months down the
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