
When we talk
about cleanli-
ness, what usu-
ally comes to

our minds are spotless
homes and litter-free streets.
We feel good when the
floors shine and the dust-
bins are empty. But have we
ever asked ourselves what
cleanliness really means? Is
it just about what’s visible to
the eye, or is there some-
thing far more harmful than dust or litter? Most
of us equate cleanliness with what’s visible: what
we can see, touch, or smell. In doing so, we may
be ignoring a far more crucial aspect.

It is often asked why people from South Asia
become more conscious about cleanliness when
they are abroad. The answer isn’t really about
nationality; it has to do with human nature, our
tendency to modify our actions in response to
external stimuli rather than from an internal
understanding. 

When someone’s conduct is based on outer 
factors, it reveals that the change is not arising
from an inner understanding but an external pres-
sure. A person living in India may litter careless-
ly. When living overseas, the same person may 
suddenly become very strict about following rules,
not because they have grown genuinely respon-
sible, but because they are afraid of penalties, 
being watched, or being judged by others. This
type of behaviour is unconscious and reactive. As
soon as the external pressures go away, the old
habits return. 

It is clear that the problem is not merely cul-
tural or location-based. The real issue lies deep-
er in the human mind.
Cleanliness through an economic
lens
We must also view cleanliness through an 
economic lens. It is unrealistic to expect people
to put appearance first when they are fighting 
for basic necessities like food, shelter, or safety.
When survival is at stake, environmental clean-
liness isn’t crucial.

We rarely see wealthy nations that are visibly
unclean or poor nations that look spotless from
the outside. This is just an illustration of how 
economic conditions change priorities. 

When survival is the top priority, cleanliness
becomes a thing of luxury. Only when families
achieve economic stability do issues like 
waste management and community health
become real priorities. Economic stability lets peo-
ple look beyond basic needs and care for commu-
nal well-being.

Even in India, well-off communities often 
manage to keep their surroundings as clean as
those in developed countries. This proves that the

issue is more situational than cultural. What leads
to development and cleanliness in one country
may not apply to another. A variety of elements,
including geography, history, leadership, and
external influence, combine to generate materi-
al prosperity. Economic wealth makes it easier to
focus on keeping the environment clean; pover-
ty makes it difficult to focus on anything beyond
day-to-day survival. 

Reducing the question of cleanliness to race 
or nationality is unfair. It overlooks the deeper,
structural factors.
The covert violence of progress
In today’s world, cleanliness is often reduced to
appearance. But what happens when appearance
hides harm? A modern, high-tech slaughterhouse
might look clean, with shiny floors, polished tools,
and no blood in sight. But the violence and cru-

elty inside that slaughterhouse cannot be denied.
On the other hand, imagine a small Indian rural
hospital. Despite cracked tiles and peeling walls,
it fulfils its purpose of healing and care. 
In this context, cleanliness isn’t just about appear-
ance; it’s also about the impact that an action 
has on others.

Now picture an electric SUV: shiny, quiet, and
labelled eco-friendly. But if it’s charging off 
electricity generated by coal and consuming
resources just to carry one person comfortably,
is it really any better than what it replaced? In 
contrast, an old diesel train puffing black smoke,
yet transporting 1,000 people efficiently, has a
much smaller impact per person. Cleanliness isn’t
about shine and glitter, but about how our deci-
sions affect society, nature, and the mind. We must
weigh the psychological, social, and environmen-
tal costs of our actions.

The hidden footprint of modern
progress
When societies obsess over a shiny, surface-level
version of cleanliness — polished skyscrapers, 
manicured lawns, sparkling cars — while ignor-
ing massive carbon footprints, water waste, and
resource exploitation, they create a much deep-
er kind of filth. Imagine someone taking four
showers a day in a desert country where water is
scarce or a lush garden kept alive by thousands
of gallons of precious water. 

All this, while millions of people still lack access
to clean drinking water. This superficial version
of cleanliness comes at a huge cost. It is essential-
ly violence, not just against nature, but against
people, and eventually oneself. And it comes from
overconsumption and putting appearance before
real sustainability.

The World Resources Institute says that if every

country consumed like the US, we would need the
equivalent of five Earths to sustain that level of
consumption. Just because something looks spot-
less doesn’t make it clean. Cleanliness, in a real
sense, means living in a way that is truly sensi-
tive to oneself and the planet.
Beyond what meets the eye
It is time we understand and redefine cleanliness.
Is a glittering street in a fuel-hungry city cleaner than
a dusty road in a carbon-neutral village? Can a soci-
ety be clean if it runs on fossil fuels and emits heav-
ily? These questions challenge us to look beyond
the surface, and should be asked more frequently.

Here is the contradiction: the very countries we
praise for their “cleanliness” often rank among the
worst offenders in harming the environment. For
example, according to the Global Carbon Project,
the United States, despite its clean streets and strict
hygiene standards, accounts for nearly 15 per cent
of global carbon dioxide emissions. 

Meanwhile, a small, messy village may have lit-
tle to no carbon footprint. Is it the trash scattered
on the streets or the invisible fumes that are slow-
ly suffocating our planet? 

Litter is ugly, no doubt, but it’s the emissions
we don’t see that are far more dangerous. If 
carbon dioxide had a colour, we’d see it swirling
everywhere, covering so-called clean cities in a
choking haze, as a constant reminder of the dam-
age we cause. Cleanliness can’t just be about how
things look. It must reflect how responsibly we
walk on the planet. Only then can we honestly
claim to be clean.
Inner cleanliness is true cleanliness
When our actions come only from fear, the hope
for rewards, or social pressure, they lack inner
honesty. True cleanliness starts inside us. You’re
truly clean only when you have clarity within —
when you’re no longer driven by borrowed iden-
tities or compulsions picked up from the world.

Spirituality, in essence, is just this: to live with
inner clarity. Not for show, not to gain favour with
some higher power, but to live a truthful life based
on self-knowledge. 

When someone lives with inner understanding,
they naturally bring cleanliness externally as well.
They leave no clutter — neither in the world nor
in the minds they touch. This is what real clean-
liness looks like.

We need to put aside our preoccupation with
appearances and reaffirm our dedication to truth
and sensitivity towards the environment. 

Real cleanliness should guide our lives and rela-
tionships. In that light, it is alright to be a little
messy on the outside than to appear spotless out-
side while carrying inner grime.

When something begins to shine,
it’s only natural that some
would rather dim the lights, lest

the sheen blind them completely and
nudge them back into the comfort of
their armchair slumber. Case in point:
the much-talked-about Northeast, which
is now at the centre of India’s growth
story, drawing unprecedented global
investments and seeing a transformation
not just in statistics, but in the spirit of
its people. A turnaround turning decades
of neglect into a decade of transforma-
tion. And the brighter it shines on the
centre stage, the more some try to push it back to
the periphery, not with facts, but with fog.
“Overlooking” becomes convenient when too much
must be acknowledged, that was long kept out of the
picture. After all, oblivion is easier than acceptance.

Today, the Northeast is not just being seen, it is
being celebrated, empowered, and transformed like
never before. In Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
words, “EAST is not just a direction, EAST stands
for Empower, Act, Strengthen, and Transform.” 

The Northeast is no longer a distant corner, it is
our “Ashtalakshmi”, as the name says it all — the
embodiment of prosperity, potential, and promise.
While these words are music to the ears of 5 crore
Indians in the region, they are deafening to those who
preferred a marginalised and victimised Northeast.

The transformation of the past 11 years isn’t just
about infrastructure and towers; it’s about the depth
and dignity with which the region has been engaged.
This isn’t inclusion by compulsion, it is integration
by conviction. The results speak for themselves: ̀ 4.3
lakh crore in investment interest is catapulting the
Northeast from a forgotten frontier to a front-run-
ner in India’s development journey. It is unarguably
setting the stage for the Northeast region to become
India’s next economic powerhouse. The sense of alien-
ation & discrimination once felt by the region and
its people is now being acknowledged and addressed
through presence, participation and policy. PM Modi
has visited the region nearly 70 times. For perspec-
tive, all previous PMs since Independence together
made just 21 visits. This isn’t symbolic, it is system-
atic. More than 700 ministerial visits happened to
ensure every policy, every vision turns to an action.

With deepening ties to ASEAN, the Northeast is
no longer a remote outpost, it is the gateway with
Act East becoming more of a purpose than just a pol-
icy. Delhi no longer wants proximity in words, but
in action — economically, emotionally & cultural-
ly. Northeast is being embraced wholeheartedly by
the entire nation — a bitter pill to swallow for those
thriving on propaganda. Naysayers will, of course,
continue to block and blur, not just Parliament ses-
sions but narratives of progress. But governance isn’t
built on the approval of ‘those’. The Northeast’s
momentum is real, and only growing stronger. 

From Arunachal’s Sela Tunnel to Assam’s Bhupen

Hazarika Bridge, transformation is visible
and visceral. In 11 years, 16,000 km of
roads have been built. Operational airports
have gone from 9 to 17. New railway lines
now reach what were once isolated
pockets. The Brahmaputra and Barak
waterways are alive again. Hundreds of
mobile towers have brought the silent hills
into the digital age with 13,000 km of opti-
cal fibre, expanding 4G and 5G coverage. 

Connectivity is expanding and so is dis-
comfort among those peddling obsolete
narratives. Guwahati, Imphal, and
Agartala are being developed as logistics

hubs. Land Customs Stations in Meghalaya and
Mizoram are boosting international trade. As India
strengthens ties with the Indo-Pacific, the Northeast
is launch-ready. The gateway to Southeast Asia lies
in the development visible on ground. It is easy to
quote anecdotes of discrimination. It is harder — but
more honest — to recognise the systematic support
being provided to empower Northeast youth. More
than 60,000 youth have been skilled under the North
East Skill Development Scheme. ̀ 21,000 crore in edu-
cation investments, 850 new schools, 9 medical col-
leges, AIIMS Guwahati, two IIITs, and over 200 skill
institutes have unlocked ignored potential. 

From coding apps in Kohima to launching start-
ups in Aizawl, the youth is  leading. Dozens of Khelo
India Centres, and India’s first Sports University, and
you have a Northeast wired, not just digitally, but for
success. Cultural festivals and tourism boosting ini-
tiatives aiming to mainstream the region’s vibrant tra-
ditions, crafts and cuisine have been encouraged.
Where earlier there was disillusion and unrest, today
there is participation and entrepreneurship. Violence
in the region has dropped by over 70 per cent in the
last 8 years. The Armed Forces Special Powers Act
(AFSPA) has been withdrawn from over 75 per cent
of areas in the region, including entire districts in
Assam, Nagaland, and Manipur. 

From Assam’s golden Muga silk to Arunachal’s
organic kiwis; from Meghalaya’s world-class
Lakadong turmeric to Tripura’s GI-tagged Queen
Pineapple, the Northeast isn’t just contributing to
India’s economy, but curating a global identity. Cherry
on the cake? Mizoram — India’s first fully literate state.
Manipur — home to Loktak, an ecotourism jewel.
As PM Modi said during his visit to Shillong, “For
me, the Northeast is not distant. It is at the heart of
India’s growth story. The sun rises here and with it
rises India’s future.” Let us not flatten the Northeast’s
rich and complex story into a binary of neglect and
stereotype. Let us instead recognise it as the living
example of how vision, investment, and respect can
empower a region to rise. 

For decades, public
health in India and
across the globe has

largely been the domain of
the state — driven by poli-
cies, programmes, and
top-down interventions.
While this approach has
enabled major break-
throughs in disease con-
trol and population health,
taking India’s life
expectancy from just 35.21
years in 1950 to over 70 years in 2025, the caus-
es of mortality and barriers to good health in New
India are very different from those that our pub-
lic health systems were designed to address.

As the domain of public health expands from
addressing communicable diseases and infections
through vaccination drives to tackling the prob-
lems of lifestyle disorders and taking healthcare
services to the last mile, a new public health par-
adigm is emerging — one that is deeply rooted in
innovation. This new public health ecosystem,
anchored by startups, is bringing together
Government bodies, NGOs, research institutions,
and communities to co-create solutions that are
context-specific and scalable.

In this new paradigm, public health challenges
are increasingly being met with entrepreneurial
energy and scalable tech-driven solutions, not just
by trying to scale state capacity by increasing man-
power at the grassroots level. Startups across India
are stepping in to bridge gaps and make public
health service delivery more efficient in key sec-
tors like improving maternal health outcomes,
enabling low-cost diagnostics, or deploying AI-
powered screening tools for diseases like cancer
and tuberculosis. This transformation is being
actively supported by platforms like Startup
India, India Accelerator, BIRAC, and other ven-
ture capital firms that are acting as ecosystem
enablers that not only fund but also mentor and
scale health innovations tailored to India’s unique
needs. Technology is proving to be a powerful
enabler for improving India’s health outcomes.
Telemedicine and mobile health platforms are
expanding access to care in underserved regions.
AI and machine learning are revolutionising early
detection and decision support. IoT and wearable
devices are enhancing real-time community-level
health monitoring. Drones, cold chain tech, and
supply-chain innovations are improving last-mile
medicine and vaccine delivery. This innovation-
driven model doesn’t replace Government efforts
— it complements and strengthens them to make
sure the healthcare needs of over 140 crore citi-
zens of India can be met.

In many facets of public health, India has made
remarkable strides over the years. It has brought
down maternal mortality from 560 in 1990 to 97
per 100,000 live births today. However, the pop-

ulation and geographical spread of India combined
with the unique and transforming healthcare needs
of individuals necessitates that technology and
innovation form the core of India’s public health
going forward if the rate of progress is to be main-
tained. Today, the leading causes of death are no
longer communicable diseases, they’re instead dis-
orders like obesity, diabetes, heart disease, cancers
and Alzheimer’s. Technological innovations by
startups are revolutionising treatments and pre-
ventative care in all these areas where disease bur-
den now predominantly lies. A startup called
Sunfox Technologies has developed Spandan, a
portable ECG device that facilitates early detec-
tion of cardiac issues at home or in clinics - and
it has already helped over 30,000 users and pre-
vented more than 10,000 heart attacks. Another
startup, Fitterfly, focuses on diabetes, obesity, and
metabolic health, having managed over 50,000
patients with clinically proven HbA1c reduction
of up to 1.8 per cent. BeatO, a digital diabetes man-
agement platform, boasts over 1 million users and
has processed more than 6 million blood glucose
readings, reducing hypoglycaemic events by 52 per
cent. Twin Health works on diabetes reversal and
metabolic disease management, claiming over 90
per cent success among enrolled users, with
deployments in both India and the US. Wellthy
Therapeutics addresses diabetes, hypertension, and
cardiac health, supporting over 70,000 patients
while improving medication adherence by 87 per
cent and halving hospitalisation risk. 

Aindra Systems offers point-of-care diagnostic
devices for early detection of cardiac and cancer
conditions, performing 5,000+ tests monthly
and operating in 100+ healthcare centres in tier-
2 and 3 cities.

As some startups work on developing techno-
logical solutions for these new health challenges
of the 21st century, others are working to solve
timely diagnostics and skilled care that still con-
tinues to be a major challenge in large parts of the
country, especially in rural and underserved areas.
Startups like Janitri Innovations are piloting AI-
powered, wearable maternal and foetal monitor-
ing devices in primary health centres (PHCs),
enabling frontline workers to detect complications
in real-time, reduce delays in care, and lower out-
of-pocket costs for mothers. Another startup,
SpotSense, offers ReaDx and ViewDx, compact
diagnostic tools that deliver lab-quality results in
minutes using just a drop of saliva or blood. 

These tools screen for neonatal conditions like
jaundice, sepsis, and congenital hypothyroidism,
as well as maternal health issues such as anaemia,
diabetes, and thyroid disorders. Such real-world
deployments of technologies to address pressing
public health issues demonstrate how innovation
can enable informed, timely decisions at the last
mile - where conventional systems often fall short.

While it is clear that a new paradigm for pub-
lic health is already taking shape in the country,

it isn’t without its challenges. The success of this
new paradigm requires that startups go beyond
innovation for its own sake and become ethical,
embedded partners in systemic change. 

This starts with startups understanding in depth
where the challenges of public health delivery lie,
and building solutions to address those challenges
rather than trying to integrate technology into
areas not in need of a solution. As technology
becomes more critical for public health, startups
would also require radical transparency in algo-
rithms, ensuring AI tools are explainable and unbi-
ased, particularly for vulnerable populations.
Equity must also be built in from the start, with
user interfaces designed for low-literacy popula-
tions, gender-sensitive features, and offline-first
modes for low-resource settings.

Innovation in this sector would often mean for-
going the most technologically advanced solution
in favour of a combination of low-tech tools with
deep-tech backends to augment, not replace, front-
line workers. Startups must also build contextu-
al intelligence, recognising that health data means
different things across regions and communities
— something best achieved by co-designing with
local health workers and social scientists.
Participatory business models that empower
ASHAs or enable community ownership can
increase engagement and trust. 

Innovations should align with existing 
public systems, integrating with Government
processes and local community practices instead
of aiming for radical disruptions that might never
materialise. Finally, startups must also plan for 
ethical exit strategies, ensuring continuity of 
service and costs by integrations into existing sys-
tems once pilots end. This depth of integrity and
alignment is what new public health truly needs
from entrepreneurs.

Innovation is the key to a healthier
nation: A new paradigm for public health
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