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Critical Commentary

Nisar Azam 

THE POET: 
Mohi-ud-Din Gawhar was a  

Kashmiri poet whose literary 
journey began in 1956, at a time 
when the Progressive Writers’ 
Movement in Kashmir was 
gradually losing momentum. 
Despite the changing literary 
landscape, Gawhar developed 
a unique poetic voice marked 
by sensitivity, humanism, and 
a deep engagement with Kash-
miri life and culture.

His poetic legacy is preserved 
mainly through two posthu-
mously compiled collections, 
Rikhi (Scribbles)and Neh Daw 
(Snow Glare). Both volumes 
were painstakingly edited and 
prepared for publication by the 
noted scholar and writer Nishat 
Ansari. Rikhi published in 1996 
by Adabi Markaz Kamraz and 
Daira-i-Adab Delina, contains 
Gawhar’s poems and remains 
his most celebrated work. In 
recognition of its literary excel-
lence, Rikhi was awarded the 
prestigious Sahitya Akademi 
Award posthumously in 2001.

Mohi-ud-Din Gawhar occu-
pies an important place in 
modern Kashmiri literature, 
remembered for the originali-
ty of his poetic expression and 
his enduring contribution to 
Kashmiri letters.

POEM: 

TRANSLITERATION 
AESI
Yimi Biti kaetyah
Huti kin, yeti kin
Chakhrith kaenie
Kaetyah adi daedi,
Kaetyah Adilik
Suri phekh lari chekh
Kaetyah nehi meti mekhal 

bootaw
Kaetyah Laerith gaemit 

pathris
Yudvay bit kanh dazivin 

roozie

Waavi rigah hay madtas 
aayas

Tche ti yath kaenie zaelith 
traevee                                                             Kenan 
alraavee.

TRANSLATION 
WE
These cigarette butts some 

here,
some there scattered in the 

attic
A few burnt,
few unfinished
alongside a pinch-full ash
Many crushed under the 

hobnail boots
Many flattened to floor
A butt with sluggish spark
abetted by the gust of wind
will burn down your attic to 

ashes
and shake your foundation.
(Translated by : NISAR 

AZAM )

CRITICAL APPRECIATION 
Some poems arrive with 

thunder. Others whisper so 
quietly that their meaning 
unfolds long after the reading 
is over. Mohi-ud-Din Gawhar's 
"We" belongs to the latter cat-
egory. Built upon a simple 
image, a handful of discard-
ed cigarette butts, the poem 
gradually transforms into a 
profound reflection on human 
neglect, collective memory, and 

the unforeseen consequences of 
dismissing what appears insig-
nificant.

The poem begins with an 
almost casual observation:

"These cigarette butts
some here, some there
scattered in the attic"
There is nothing grand about 

the image. The attic is a forgot-
ten corner of a house, a place 
where unused and neglected 
things gather dust. Likewise, 
the cigarette butts appear to 
be worthless remnants, aban-
doned after serving their pur-
pose. Yet Gawhar's choice 
of imagery is deliberate. He 
draws our attention to what 
most people would overlook.
As the poem progresses, the 
picture becomes more vivid:

"A few burnt, few unfinished
alongside a pinch-full ash"
These lines evoke the res-

idue of past actions. Some 
stories have ended, others 
remain incomplete. The ash is 
a reminder of what has already 
been consumed by time, while 
the unfinished butts hint at pos-
sibilities that have not entirely 
disappeared.

The poet then introduces an 
image of suppression:

"Many crushed under the 
hobnail boots

Many flattened to floor"
These are perhaps the most 

powerful lines in the poem. The 
cigarette butts have been tram-
pled, crushed, and rendered 
seemingly harmless. The image 
of the "hobnail boots" carries 
immense symbolic weight. In 
the context of Kashmiri litera-
ture, boots often evoke author-
ity, force, and domination. Yet 
Gawhar does not make the sym-
bolism explicit. He leaves the 
image open enough to encom-
pass every form of power that 
seeks to silence, suppress, or 
marginalize.

At this point, the reader may 
assume the story is over. The 
butts have been discarded and 
crushed. What danger could 
they possibly pose? The answer 
arrives in the poem's unforget-
table conclusion:

"A butt with sluggish spark
abetted by the gust of wind
will burn down your attic to 

ashes
and shake your foundation."
These lines transform the 

entire poem. The "sluggish 
spark" is the poem's central 
metaphor. It represents some-
thing weak, forgotten, and 
apparently powerless. Yet 
under the right circumstanc-
es, a simple gust of wind, it 
becomes capable of destroying 
the very structure that believed 

The Forgotten Ember:  A Reading of 
Mohi-ud-Din Gawhar's "We"
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Pigeon series part IV

Mushtaque B Barq

Who fathoms why my junior 
director, my son had forgotten 
to unbolt the window today? 
I was a bit apprehensive, 
because the very first thing he 
usually does early in the glo-
rious morning is throw open 
the windows to scan the lawn 
and the street from the balco-
ny.To my delightful surprise, 
a pigeon had perched itself on 
the decorated wall that almost 
touches the modern fencing of 
our private balcony.

What urged me to unbolt 
the window myself is still a 
mystery. As I forced the win-
dowpane open, a refreshing 
breeze caressed my weary face.
The pigeon on the wall hardly 
responded. Its flexible neck 
seemed invisible, but its tail 
twitched with restless energy.

In the coordinates of that 
quiet moment, my junior direc-
tor dashed in. Without a word 
of greeting, he surveyed the 
lawn and locked eyes with the 

bird. He is always sufficiently 
interested in the "objectifica-
tion" of his surroundings—cap-
turing and framing life like a 
film scene. And oh, what a ges-
ture! His left eyebrow reached 
for the sky, his forehead wrin-
kled intensely, and his wide-
open eyes almost pulled the 
carpet right out from under 
me. Involuntarily, a rainbow 
of realization swept across his 
face, drying the imaginary 
hanging drops on his cheeks, 
just as the pigeon unfurled its 
wings. What unspoken commu-
nication!

Before he could coordi-
nate with my dear daugh-
ter—a fellow crew member 
of his home film unit out on 
the balcony—our "financial 
advisor" (my wife) dashed in 
with her daily demands. She 
followed our locked gazes out 
the window and screamed, 
"Like father, like son!" To my 
pleasant surprise, no actual 
cameras had been set up; the 
kids had perhaps given up on 
their morning shoot. Wanting 
no part in their defeatist deci-
sion, I pulled out my mobile 
phone and started recording. It 
worked like a charm; I proper-
ly captured every single move-
ment of the bird.

"Why on earth did this bird 
intentionally allow you to deci-

pher its message?" my dear son 
asked, trying to sound reason-
able.

I hardly responded. Practi-
cally speaking, I prefer not to 
encourage unending queries 
from my little ones. My cool 
treatment was an added frus-
tration for him. I deliberately 
denied him an answer because, 
to be honest, I was not about to 
encourage their "give-up atti-
tude."

The pigeon then hopped onto 
the windowsill and scanned 
the room. Perhaps the little 
bird could read the chaotic 
minds of my children, because 
it suddenly decided to take off.

"Don’t worry, little birdie! 
I will teach you a lesson!" my 
son screamed hysterically.

Hoping to spark their inter-
est, I played the video back 
for the kids to watch, but they 
stubbornly decided not to look.

"Come on, sister, let’s move. 
Dad has deciphered the mes-
sage; there is nothing left for us 
here," he suggested tentatively.

He had nearly crossed the 
threshold when he yanked the 
curtain back and announced, 
"Dad, I know it was an adult 
message—not for kids!"

In a jolly mood, I playfully 
responded, "Isharoun ko agar 
samjho, raaz ko raaz rehne do" 
(If you understand the signs, 

let the secret remain a secret).
A "give-up" policy was never 

for me; I outright rejected it. 
Rejection, at times, is better 
than punishment. Reading the 
shifting landscape of my face, 
the kids decided to cheer me up. 
It was an obviously forced ges-
ture painted on their innocent 
cheeks, but their half-hearted 
attempt felt like an unfinished 
performance to me.

To turn over a new leaf, I 
pushed past them to edit my 
footage into a full-length video 
of the pigeon.The birds, for 
God knows what reason, per-
formed beautifully that day. 
By showing them the final 
video, I taught my children 
a lesson in perseverance. 
My home "finance ministry" 
highly appreciated the effort, 
and later that morning on the 
breakfast table, a warm plate of 
halwa was waiting to lure my 
taste buds.

(Dr Mushtaque B. Barq is a 
noted writer, poet, translator 

and currently serves as an 
English Mentor at Cambridge 
School. A recipient of several 

honours, including the G.N. 
Firaq Memorial Award and the 

Kalidas Literary Award, Ahad 
Zargar Award. He is known for 
his poetic fi nesse and for pro-
moting Kashmiri literary heri-

tage through his work.)
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Re� ections

Dr. Supriya Shukla

Sometimes civilisation 
reveals itself not through 
skyscrapers or technolo-

gy, but through the effortless 
use of two simple words.

On my very first visit to Sin-
gapore, besides being deeply 
impressed by its immaculate 
cleanliness, disciplined civic 
sense, efficient public systems, 
and remarkable adherence to 
rules, there was something else 
that quietly captured my atten-
tion and admiration. It was not 
a tourist attraction or the daz-
zling skyline. It was the effort-
less and habitual use of two 
simple expressions: “thank 
you” and “sorry.”

These two little words 
seemed to flow naturally 
through daily conversations, 
almost like a cultural rhythm 
ingrained into the social fabric 
of the city. They appeared 
everywhere—be it stores, 

elevators, taxis, restaurants, 
airports, and even during the 
briefest exchanges between 
strangers.

My first memorable encoun-
ter with this culture of cour-
tesy occurred in a departmen-
tal store. The young salesgirl 
attending to me switched so 
seamlessly between “sorry” 
and “thank you” that I almost 
lost count.

“Sorry, Ma’am…” she would 
say gently while rearranging 
a stack of clothes disturbed by 
my endless indecision.

“Thank you, Ma’am…” fol-
lowed instantly the moment 
I nodded approvingly at even 
one of her displays.

After a few rounds of apolo-
gies, I felt that if I lingered any 
longer, we would be swinging 
soon between these two expres-
sions.

Yet beneath the humour was 
something profoundly touch-
ing.Those words transformed 
an ordinary commercial trans-
action into a warm and respect-
ful human interaction.There 
was dignity in the way courte-
sy was exchanged. It softened 
communication and made even 
mundane moments pleasant.

Back home, however, the 
frequent use of “thank you” 

and “sorry” is still not deeply 
embedded in everyday inter-
actions. Many of us are gener-
ous with emotions, hospitali-
ty, and affection, yet strangely 
restrained when it comes to 
verbal expressions of gratitude 
or apology. We often hesitate 
to utter these words repeated-
ly, almost as though excessive 
politeness might diminish our 
authority, weaken our posi-
tion, or make us appear unnec-
essarily submissive.

Sometimes, when someone 
says “thank you” too often, 
people even look mildly sus-
picious, wondering what 
unexpected favour might soon 
follow.

And “sorry”? That word is 
frequently treated as though 
it carries the weight of surren-
der.

Ego quietly steps in.
We defend ourselves, justify 

our mistakes, or pretend indif-
ference rather than simply 
acknowledging an error with 
humility.

Yet in reality, the ability to 
apologise sincerely requires 
enormous emotional strength.

In the vast etymological 
repository of human language, 
perhaps no two words are more 
powerful, meaningful, trans-

formative, and graceful than 
“sorry” and “thank you.”

They are tiny expressions 
carrying immense emotional 
and psychological value.

They dissolve arrogance, 
soften the ego, express sen-
sitivity, acknowledge effort, 
and build invisible bridges 
between people. More impor-
tantly, they restore warmth 
to human interactions in a 
world increasingly becoming 
hurried, transactional, and 
emotionally distant.

As the Afro-American 
author Maya Angelou wisely 
observed:

“People will forget what you 
said, people will forget what 
you did, but people will never 
forget how you made them 
feel.”

And these two little expres-
sions possess the extraordi-
nary ability to make people 
feel respected, acknowledged, 
and valued.

A sincere “thank you” to a 
waiter serving your meal, or 
the exhausted delivery boy 
arriving at your doorstep 
under the harsh summer sun 
can brighten someone’s day far 
more than we realise. “Thank 

CONT. ON PAGE 14
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Short story

Akram sidiqui

Amin Sahib had long 
dreamed of owning a 
branded pair of shoes. 

Such was his fascination with 
Razak Joo’s celebrated show-
room that he often wished it 
stood just a few steps from his 
home. In the popular imagina-
tion, it was the city’s foremost 
destination for quality foot-
wear.

Razak Joo himself did much 
to sustain that reputation. His 
voluble nature, polished man-
ners and eloquent gestures 
inspired confidence wherev-
er he went. Having admired a 
friend’s stylish pair of shoes 
purchased from the showroom, 
Amin too resolved to buy a pair 
for himself.

The Eid shopping season had 
begun unusually early. Barely 
halfway through Ramadan, the 
city’s markets had turned into 
a carnival of colour and com-
merce. Multicoloured banners 
fluttered outside showrooms, 
announcing irresistible bar-
gains and festive discounts.

As Amin entered Razak Joo’s 
showroom, he found rows upon 

rows of shoes arranged beneath 
large placards proclaiming:

“Heavy Discount! 50–70% 
Off on All Top Brands. Come 
and Be a Winner Before It’s Too 
Late!”

Yet Amin’s eyes were not 
searching for shoes alone. He 
was looking for Razak Joo him-
self, hoping for a special con-
cession.

“Assalam-u-Alaikum!”
The familiar wheezy voice 

came with a gentle pat on his 
shoulder.

Turning around, Amin found 
Razak Joo smiling warmly.

“Shabir,” he instructed a 
salesman, “be extra generous 
to Amin Sahib.”

Then, turning to Amin, he 
said, “My dear friend, how are 
you? And your family? These 
days your visits have become 
so rare. Have we offended you 
somehow?”

“Not at all, Joo Sahib,” 
Amin replied. “I’ve been occu-
pied with family matters. 
My mother passed away two 
months ago.”

The smile vanished from 
Razak Joo’s face.

“May Allah grant her eter-
nal peace,” he said softly, plac-
ing a hand on Amin’s shoul-
der. “This is the reality that 
reminds us of our origins and 
our ultimate destination. Every 
soul must taste death.”

His voice trembled. Moisture 
gathered in his eyes. Removing 
a handkerchief from the pocket 

of his elegant Nehru jacket, he 
wiped away a tear.

At that moment, a salesman 
slipped a shoe onto Amin’s foot.

“Sir, look at this master-
piece,” he exclaimed. “It fits 
perfectly. I’m certain your 
better half will admire it. And 
believe me, this is the last pair 
left.”

“What’s the price?” Amin 
asked.

“Oh sir, please don’t ask. 
Consider this your own show-
room.”

“Even so, tell me.”
The salesman smiled.
“Just look at the tag and pay 

five hundred rupees less than 
the discounted price.”

Amin glanced at the tag.
Rs. 2,000
“So fifteen hundred?” he 

asked.
“Exactly.”
Amin blinked in surprise.
The previous year, while on 

official duty in Delhi, he had 
purchased the same brand for 
nearly five thousand rupees 
despite a generous Diwali dis-
count.

“Amin Sahib! Amin Sahib!” 
Razak Joo laughed. “Where 
have you disappeared?”

Amin returned to the present 
and smiled sheepishly.

“Thank you, Joo Sahib. 
You’ve been very kind.”

With the shoes neatly 
packed, he left for home.

That night, rain lashed the 
city without pause. It drummed 

on rooftops, rattled window-
panes and transformed narrow 
lanes into streams. By dawn, 
rumours of rising waters had 
spread through several neigh-
bourhoods.

Amin was still in bed when 
his wife, Masarat, rushed into 
the room.

“Amin! Half the city is 
under water. The Jhelum has 
breached its banks!”

“Oh, please,” he replied dis-
missively. “Don’t believe every 
rumour. Floodwaters have 
never entered the city.”

Before he could finish, 
Masarat screamed.

“Amin! Look outside!”
Amin drew aside the curtain.
His heart froze.
A vast wall of muddy water 

was advancing through the 
neighbourhood, swallowing 
roads, walls and gardens in its 
path.

“Masarat! Run! Hold my 
hand!”

Minutes later, they were 
struggling through chest-deep 
floodwaters toward the safety 
of the Shankaracharya hillock.

By afternoon they found 
refuge on a rocky outcrop 
crowded with other displaced 
families.

Exhausted, Amin removed 
his new shoes.

“My feet are killing me,” he 
muttered.

Masarat picked up one of 

CONT. ON PAGE 14
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Education and Society

Zarafshan Manzoor

Education and technology 
are two sides of the same 
coin. From blackboards 

to digital boards and textbooks 
to computers and smart class-
rooms, technology has basical-
ly changed the way students 
respond in the backdrop of dig-
ital exposure. The transition 
from a conventional classroom 
setting to technological expo-
sure has out rightly changed 
the educational set up.Today, 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) is 
driving an educational revolu-
tion, especially among young 
learners. AI-powered tutors, 
chatbots, and personalized 
learning platforms raise an 
important question: Can AI 
become a better teacher than 
humans? This question is met 
with both anxiety and antici-
pation. Only time will tell what 
are we up to. It would not e 
safe to predict before time or 
it would equally be unsafe to 
label technology as terminator.

As a teacher, I often wonder 
how far educational technolo-
gy can take us. When I observe 
my learners using AI-powered 
tools to solve problems, receive 
instant feedback, and explore 
new concepts, I am reminded 
of how different learning was 
in the past. Remembering my 
own school days—with a teach-
er’s harsh looks and the atmo-

sphere of terror. I feel today's 
learners are far more flexi-
ble and tech-savvy. I wonder 
whether future classrooms 
will rely entirely on AI, and 
whether intelligent systems 
will ever be able to understand 
students as deeply as human 
teachers do. Given how easily 
these young minds navigate 
apps, education has taken a 
quantum leap that is hard to 
measure.These haunting que-
ries have sparked my interest 
in exploring the role of AI in 
education and its potential to 
transform the learning expe-
rience.

When students move at 
their own pace, a teacher must 
adapt; otherwise, a learning 
gap is inevitable. Today's AI 
system aids learners by ana-
lyzing data, identifying learn-
ing gaps, and providing per-
sonalized recommendations 
and above all it provides a 
wider scope of learning that 
encourages research. Modern 
AI tools adapt lessons to dif-
ferent learning approaches, 
generate study material, ques-
tion banks, explain difficult 
concepts, and offer immediate 
feedback unlike conventional 
method.The platform provides 
individualized tasks, moving 
away from the "one-size-fits-
all" methods historically 
applied in classrooms to base 
need teaching. This personal-

ized approach helps students 
learn more efficiently and 
allows them to revisit topics as 
many times as needed without 
fear of judgment.

However, as a teacher, I 
believe the drawback is that 
we are shielding students 
from failure and rejection. A 
machine can suggest, but it 
cannot reject; a teacher knows 
exactly why to reject and 
when to accept a response.The 
human touch and emotion 
teach far more than a machine 
can ever conceive.

AI offers several advantages 
that even the most dedicated 
human teacher may find dif-
ficult to match. AI is avail-
able irrespective of time and 
schedule, it provides instant 
assistance, and can support 
thousands of learners simul-
taneously round the clock 
unlike humans. For learners in 
remote areas, AI-powered tools 
bridge the gap by increasing 
access to quality educational 
resources. It is undoubtedly 
the need of the hour to cater to 
the modern learner and keep 
them updated with the world.

Yet, how can a machine 
replace a living human being in 
the classroom? A teacher recog-
nizes exactly when to step in to 
address a learner's emotions, 
whether to challenge them, let 
them experience productive 
anxiety, or motivate them to 

step into a world of challenges. 
A teacher’s encouragement, 
empathy, and ability to foster 
a positive classroom environ-
ment cannot easily be repli-
cated by machines. Human 
educators work like a moral 
machine to infuse core values 
such as teamwork, responsibil-
ity, respect, and ethical deci-
sion-making and inclusiveness.

As an educator, I believe that 
AI is a partner, not a replace-
ment. A partner that avails the 
sources rather than a machine 
that has capability to infuse 
laziness among the learners.
The most effective classrooms 
of the future will combine 
the algorithmic efficiency of 
AI with the compassion and 
wisdom of human educators. 
In this regard, collaboration is 
a massive leap forward, not a 
threat.

(Zarafshan Manzoor is a 
technology professional, 

international educator, and 
researcher, currently serving as 

a Computer Trainer at Founda-
tion World School. She is a cer-

tifi ed Cambridge Professional 
Development Qualifi cation 

(PDQ) educator and is recog-
nized within the South Asian 
Cambridge educational net-

work for her expertise in align-
ing global pedagogical stan-

dards with active, student-cen-
tred classroom learning.)
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Interview

Dr. Leilani H. Gilpin on 
Explainability, Accountability, and 
the Challenge of Erasing AI Biases

A live interview transcript conducted by Dr. Soumita Sarkar

This article is a written 
transcription of a live 
online interaction con-

ducted online on 26 January 
2026 with Dr. Leilani H. Gilpin, 
Assistant Professor of Comput-
er Science and Engineering 
at the University of Califor-
nia, Santa Cruz, and Director 
of the AI Explainability and 
Accountability (AIEA) Lab. 
A PhD graduate of MIT, Dr. 
Gilpin is internationally rec-
ognized for her contributions 
to explainable and account-
able artificial intelligence. 
The interview forms part of 
the global research initiative 
Erasing AI Biases, led by Nich-
olas Volta, a dual-enrolled Uni-
versity of Florida student and 
author of Erasing the Digital 
Shadow and Erasing Artificial 
Sextortion, with Dr. Soumita 
Sarkar serving as co-investiga-
tor and second author. Bring-
ing together insights from 36 
academicians and AI experts 
worldwide, the project exam-
ines the ethical, social, and 
technological dimensions of 
bias in artificial intelligence. 
The interview was conducted 
through a live online interac-
tion; a condensed recording of 
the discussion is publicly avail-
able, although the complete 
session could not be archived 
due to technical constraints.

Reference to Live Interac-
tion: This interview is based on 
a live online interaction with 
Dr. Leilani H. Gilpin conduct-
ed on 26 January 2026 as part of 
the Erasing AI Biases project. 
A shortened version of the dis-
cussion is available at: https://
youtu.be/2X5ClLQ478E. The 
complete interview could not 
be recorded; therefore, the 
transcript presented below is 
a carefully prepared synthesis 
based on contemporaneous 
notes and documentation gen-
erated during the session.

Q1. Dr. Gilpin, we know how 
valuable your time is. What 
about the 'Erasing AI Biases' 
mission motivated you to speak 

with us live rather than sending a 
standard email response?

When asked what motivated 
her to engage in a live interac-
tion on the “Erasing AI Biases” 
mission rather than respond-
ing through a standard email, 
Dr. Gilpin emphasized her 
long-standing commitment to 
being accessible and respon-
sive to students. She noted that 
her dedication to advancing 
scholarship and practice in AI 
studies particularly motivat-
ed her to participate in a live 
interview.

Q2. What is your role, and how 
do you interact with AI systems 
in your work?

In response to the question 
regarding her role and inter-
action with AI systems, Dr. 
Gilpin stated that AI influ-
ences virtually every aspect 
of her life. She explained that 
AI is integral not only to her 
professional work but also to 
everyday activities at home, 
underscoring her view that AI 
is a permanent and pervasive 
presence that shapes human 
experiences in multiple dimen-

sions.
Q3. Can you describe a specif-

ic moment when you observed 
AI producing a biased or unfair 
result, and what makes you 
think it produced that biased 
outcome?

In response to this question, 
Dr. Gilpin referred to instances 
in which she found AI-gener-
ated outputs to be deeply prob-
lematic and ethically concern-
ing. She expressed strong dis-
approval of situations in which 
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Interview

AI systems appeared to guide 
or reinforce extreme actions 
among vulnerable users, par-
ticularly adolescents. She 
noted that while AI is designed 
to reinforce learning and often 
prioritizes user satisfaction, 
this tendency to “please” can 
become dangerous when crit-
ical safeguards are absent. Dr. 
Gilpin further observed that 
AI systems can produce inac-
curate results in areas such 
as image recognition, but her 
greatest concern arose when 
AI assumed a harmful adviso-
ry role, including providing 
guidance related to self-harm 
when prompted. Although she 
did not explicitly name the act, 
her response clearly under-
scored the risks of unregulat-
ed AI behavior in sensitive 
human contexts.

Q4. How does this bias aff ect 
your colleagues?

In response to this ques-
tion, Dr. Gilpin noted that 
her colleagues are largely 
unperturbed by AI bias. She 
explained that while there is 
a general awareness that bias 
constitutes one of the broad-
er ramifications of AI and 
that ethical practices should 
be maintained, the issue does 
not feature prominently in 
their day-to-day discussions. 
She further observed that 
concerns around AI bias are 
acknowledged in principle but 
are not actively or extensive-
ly engaged with among her 
peers—an observation that 
contrasts with patterns emerg-
ing from earlier interviews in 
this study.

Q5. Based on our synthe-
sis of the previous interviews, 
two prominent forms of bias—
gender and cultural bias—have 
emerged. How do you interpret 
or respond to this fi nding?

In addressing solutions to 
bias in Generative Artificial 
Intelligence, Dr. Gilpin empha-
sized that bias is fundamental-
ly rooted in the datasets on 
which AI systems are trained. 
She argued that meaningful 
mitigation requires deliberate 
human values–based interven-
tion to ensure ethical AI use. 
When prompted with findings 
from earlier interviews that 
highlighted gender and cultur-
al bias as dominant concerns, 
she reinforced this position 
through an illustrative anec-
dote: AI systems frequently 
represented pilots as male, 
thereby implicitly excluding 

female representation. Dr. 
Gilpin further stressed the 
necessity of incorporating cul-
turally underrepresented com-
munities into training data-
sets. She advocated for greater 
transparency and intentional 
design in pre-trained classifi-
ers, noting that such systems 
must be explicitly guided to 
recognize and account for fea-
tures associated with non-in-
clusive or marginalized cate-
gories.

Q6. Bias is o� en treated as a 
'data bug' to be patched. From 
your perspective at the Science 
& Justice Research Center, how 
do we shi�  the industry from 
simply 'cleaning data' to funda-
mentally redesigning the social 
frameworks that AI is built upon?

Responding to this ques-
tion, Dr. Gilpin challenged the 
notion of bias as merely a tech-
nical “data bug” that can be 
resolved through surface-lev-
el data cleaning. Drawing on 
an illustrative analogy, she 
referred to the historical design 
of automobile airbags, which 
were developed based on male 
physiological norms, often 
neglecting women’s biologi-
cal features and resulting in 
unequal safety outcomes. She 
used this example to emphasize 
that bias is embedded within 
broader social and institution-
al frameworks rather than 
isolated datasets. Dr. Gilpin 
further observed that AI sys-
tems are frequently treated as 
neutral and freely deployable 
tools, with insufficient discre-
tion exercised in verifying the 
assumptions underlying their 
data. She noted that persistent 
patterns—such as AI systems 
disproportionately represent-
ing CEOs as male—reflect 
entrenched societal norms 
being reproduced in technolog-
ical systems. According to her, 
addressing AI bias therefore 
requires a fundamental rede-
sign of the social frameworks 
informing AI development, 
alongside sustained account-
ability from those responsible 
for deploying and governing 
these systems.

Q7. How would we explain this 
AI bias to a primary school stu-
dent who is using AI for the fi rst 
time?

In response to this question, 
Dr. Gilpin expressed particu-
lar interest and engagement, 
noting its relevance to early 
learners. She explained that 
she would introduce the con-
cept of AI bias to a prima-
ry school student through a 

simple analogy drawn from 
everyday preferences. For 
instance, she would ask a 
child to identify their favourite 
colour, such as red, and then 
explain that AI systems sim-
ilarly develop “preferences” 
based on the information they 
are given. Using this analogy, 
she illustrated that when pre-
sented with a choice—such as 
between a red car and a blue 
car—the system, like the child, 
may consistently favour one 
option over another. Dr. Gilpin 
remarked that this approach 
effectively symbolizes how 
bias operates within AI sys-
tems in an accessible and relat-
able manner. She also reflected 
that, as a parent, she was able 
to connect intuitively with this 
question, and added that with 
further deliberation, addition-
al creative explanations could 
be developed for young learn-
ers.

Q8. Whenever an AI produc-
es a biased output, who is ulti-
mately held accountable in your 
professional context, does that 
accountability structure actually 
prevent the errors from happen-
ing again?

In response to this ques-
tion, Dr. Gilpin observed that 
accountability for biased AI 
outputs is often diffuse or 
entirely absent, drawing an 
analogy to accidents in which 
responsibility is difficult to 
assign. She noted that the 
consequences of AI bias dis-
proportionately affect margin-
alized groups, including dark-
skinned individuals, pedestri-
ans, and other underrepresent-
ed communities, who frequent-
ly bear the greatest harm. Dr. 
Gilpin further highlighted that 
generative AI systems have, in 
some cases, produced flawed 
or misleading outputs—such 
as incorrect legal advice or 
fabricated documents—with 
serious real-world implica-
tions. Despite these risks, she 
emphasized that responsibili-
ty for such outcomes is rarely 
clearly attributed, and these 
issues are not sufficiently 
discussed within professional 
or institutional settings. She 
concluded by stating that ques-
tions surrounding accountabil-
ity and effective mechanisms 
to prevent the recurrence of 
AI bias remain unresolved and 
are still the subject of ongoing 
debate.

Q9. With your expertise, what 
would be your solution to solve 
Generative Artificial Intelli-
gence’s Bias?

In responding to this ques-
tion, Dr. Gilpin emphasized 
that large-scale training data-
sets often embed systemic 
biases, including racial bias, 
which are subsequently repro-
duced in generative AI out-
puts. She noted that while such 
biases can, to some extent, be 
detected, addressing them 
meaningfully requires stron-
ger mechanisms for explain-
ability and built-in safety 
frameworks. Dr. Gilpin cau-
tioned that the rapid enthusi-
asm surrounding AI adoption 
has outpaced responsible use, 
observing that safety guards 
are frequently overlooked 
in practice. She stressed 
the importance of verifying 
AI-generated outputs, actively 
checking for biased responses, 
and ensuring continuous mon-
itoring of AI systems. Accord-
ing to her, mitigating bias in 
generative AI demands not 
only technical interventions 
but also disciplined, ethically 
informed human oversight.

Q10. In your view, which two 
core human qualities or inten-
tions are most essential when 
leveraging AI support respon-
sibly?

In response to this question, 
Dr. Gilpin identified human 
judgment as the most essen-
tial quality in responsible AI 
use, emphasizing the need for 
individuals to exercise discern-
ment rather than accepting 
AI outputs uncritically. She 
noted that AI systems are often 
designed to please users, which 
can inadvertently discourage 
skepticism. Consequently, she 
stressed the importance of cul-
tivating critical thinking to 
evaluate, question, and, where 
necessary, challenge AI-gen-
erated responses. According 
to Dr. Gilpin, responsible 
engagement with AI requires 
users to move beyond passive 
acceptance and actively apply 
human judgment in all AI-me-
diated interactions.

About the Contributors: Dr. 
Leilani H. Gilpin, an MIT PhD 

and Assistant Professor at the 
University of California, Santa 

Cruz, leads the AI Explainability 
and Accountability (AIEA) Lab 

and is widely recognized for 
her work in explainable AI. Dr. 

Soumita Sarkar is a PhD in ELT, 
educator, researcher, review-
er, and international editorial 

board member engaged in 
interdisciplinary scholarship 

spanning language education, 
communication, and artifi cial 

intelligence.
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Fiction

Mujtaba Farooq 

The room has an odour 
— an ugly odour, some-
thing I cannot quite 

distinguish. It smells like a 
rotten fish pulled from a pond 
and left in moist soil under the 
dry heat of summer.

Nothing is strange. But the 
fish.

It is actually there — rotten, 
yet alive. Its tail moves. Its 
gills tremble,breathing in 
their own stench. One eye car-
ries a dilated pupil; the other 
rests against the dust of the 
floor.

But who kept it here, and 
when? I was here the entire 
time, and no one else came. 
How could I have missed it? 
Or did I bring it in myself and 
forget?

And even if all of that hap-
pened — how is it still alive?

What is this mess?
Let me close the curtains.
I have to clear this before 

the odour reaches the neigh-

bours. If it does, I will surely 
be rumoured as a murderer 
— and those rumours will 
surely make one of me. Being 
rumoured is always irritat-
ing. Being rumoured over 
something entirely true is its 
own quiet torment.

I have no soap. What must 
I use?

Let me tear my shirt and 
start to clean around it. The 
rubbing has stained the cloth 
red. And yet the mess remains.

Where is my perfume? Top 
of the shelf.

It falls — straight onto the 

head of the fish. Its breath 
stops.

Now it is dead, and I have 
killed it.

Only I am left suffering this 
odour. I spray the perfume all 
over the room. Now it smells 
like me — worse, even. The 
burst from the bottle has 
smeared the stains across the 
wall. The clock ticks loudly as 
it witnessed my crime.

I wash my hands and find 
a bag to put the fish in. I keep 
it away. Then I have to wash 
again.

I do not know what I am 

doing.
My shirt is stained. My foot-

steps leave marks. The fish — 
I still carry its smell. And I 
have killed it.

I am the murderer.
But who put it here? And 

why did it not die on its own?
How can I open the curtains 

now? How can I step outside?
I killed a fish that was 

already meant to be dead. I 
have no neighbours around 
me — and yet I must face 
them.

The writer can be reached at 
mujtabajourno@gmail.com

"The Gills My Lungs Paid For”

itself secure.
The genius of Gawhar lies 

in his understanding of his-
tory and human nature. He 
reminds us that great upheav-
als often begin with things that 
appear trivial. A neglected 
grievance, a silenced voice, an 
ignored injustice, or a forgotten 
memory may seem harmless 
when viewed in isolation. But 
left unattended, they can grow 
into forces capable of shaking 
foundations.

The title, "We," adds anoth-
er layer of meaning. The poem 
is not about "them." It is about 
all of us. We are the discarded 
butts. We are the people who 
do the discarding. We are the 
inhabitants of the attic and the 
owners of the house. The title 
transforms the poem from an 

observation into an act of col-
lective self-examination.

Read within the broader 
tradition of Kashmiri poetry, 
"We" resonates with partic-
ular depth. Kashmiri litera-
ture has long been concerned 
with memory, suffering, resil-
ience, and the persistence of 
what refuses to disappear. 
Gawhar's cigarette butts can 
be read as symbols of forgot-
ten people, suppressed histo-
ries, or neglected truths. The 
attic becomes a repository of 
collective memory, while the 
lingering spark represents the 
enduring power of what society 
attempts to ignore.

What makes the poem excep-
tional is its restraint. Gawhar 
never raises his voice. He does 
not preach, accuse, or explain. 

Instead, he trusts a single 
image to carry the burden of 
meaning. Through a few dis-
carded cigarette butts, he illu-
minates a universal truth: what 
is neglected today may deter-
mine the fate of tomorrow.

Ultimately, "We" is a poem 
about the dangers of compla-
cency. It reminds us that the 
greatest threats are not always 
visible, that what appears pow-
erless may still contain trans-
formative energy, and that 
every foundation is vulnera-
ble when it ignores the sparks 
hidden within its own attic.

In only a handful of lines, 
Mohi-ud-Din Gawhar accom-
plishes what great poets do, he 
turns an ordinary object into a 
mirror in which an entire soci-
ety can see itself. The poem's 

final image lingers long after 
the reading is over, a faint 
spark, almost extinguished, 
quietly waiting for the wind.

"A butt with sluggish spark 
abetted by the gust of wind 
 will burn down your attic to 

ashes 
 and shake your foundation."
These lines are not merely 

the poem's conclusion; they are 
its enduring warning.

(Nisar Azam is a well-known 
Kashmiri poet, writer, and trans-

lator. He is the author of Pa� i 
Leji Zoon Daras and translator 

of signifi cant literary works, 
he has contributed to bringing 

diverse voices across languag-
es. A recipient of the Sahitya 

Akademi Yuva Puraskar (2011), 
he has also worked in cinema as 

a dialogue writer and director.)

THE FORGOTTEN EMBER...
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Fiction

Antonio Ma-at

As the clock ticks past 
11:10 am on December 
30, 2021, I find myself 

grappling with the mysteries 
of my recent dreams. In them, 
I am visited by older versions 
of myself, each representing a 
distinct path that I could poten-
tially follow in my career and 
life. These future selves are ide-
alized versions of who I aspire 
to become, with their own set 
of strengths, accomplishments, 
priorities, wisdom, and chal-
lenges. Though these may 
simply be the product of my 
subconscious, I cannot help 
but sense that there is a deeper 
meaning to these encounters 
beyond the realm of my imag-
ination.

I reflect on the recurring 
nature of these dreams, I am 
struck by the diversity of 
the future selves that I have 
encountered thus far. On 
my first visit, I found myself 
transported to a serene library, 
where I stood in the presence 
of a modern librarian who was 
assisted by a dedicated team. 
The atmosphere was striking, 
a harmonious blend of aesthet-
ic elegance and vintage charm. 
Though I cannot say with cer-
tainty what genre of literature 
my future self in that dream 
held a preference for, one thing 
was unmistakable - their deep 
passion and vast knowledge 
of books, making them a true 
bibliophile.

It seems that my dreams 
have not only piqued my inter-
est in various subjects, but also 
driven me to pursue them in 
my waking life. I, who had 
previously never been much 
of a reader, have found myself 
drawn to the written word in 
new and exciting ways. In addi-
tion to writing as a hobby to 
remember things, I have grown 
to appreciate poetry, psycholo-
gy, theology, and philosophy. 
It's almost as if some greater 
force is guiding me towards 
these areas of study, encourag-
ing me to explore and expand 
my understanding.

As a result of this newfound 
passion, I even became a co-au-

thor on a book titled "Platon-
ic Eternal Love" and am cur-
rently working on four more 
books, with plans to attend a 
workshop to develop my writ-
ing skills further. This jour-
ney has been a life-changing 
experience that has pushed 
me to discover new versions 
of myself and new paths of 
self-improvement.

So I delve deeper into my 
newfound passion for writing. 
I feel a strong sense of divine 
connection to this pursuit, as if 
it were my calling. My journey 
began with a focus on improv-
ing my vocabulary, but soon 
evolved to encompass deeper 
exploration of visions and rev-
elations.

I then wrote poems inspired 
by certain songs to gain a 
better understanding of story-
telling, then turned to creating 
poems based on my own per-
sonal visions. I also engaged 
in free-flow writing to capture 
the thoughts and emotions 
that constantly swirl within 
my mind. Eventually, I tackled 
more topical and meaningful 
content, and even began co-au-
thoring more books.

As I work towards this, I am 
filled with a sense of fulfill-
ment and I can't help but feel 
a connection with the authors 
of the past, who have forged the 
same path before me. I am also 
driven by a deep inner convic-
tion that this is the path that 
I should be taking in my life.

Now, I am ready to meet the 
librarian again and see where 
our journey together will take 
us. I close my eyes and focus on 

connecting with him.
Gradually, an image 

appeared in my mind of me 
standing in front of a door that 
shimmered with the hues of the 
galaxy. I reached out with my 
spirit, now resembling a spar-
kling sand of stars. I turn the 
knob with my spirit, and enter 
into the bright light beyond.

As my eyes adjusted to the 
brightness, I was greeted with 
the smiling face of the librar-
ian, who greeted me warmly. 
I find myself in a tranquil 
garden, where the grass grows 
wild and the wind blows freely. 
The librarian escorts me to a 
white bench that sits under a 
tree and we both sit down.

"How are you doing?" he 
asks.

"I'm doing fine," I reply, feel-
ing a sense of contentment. 

"I'm glad to talk with you 
again. It's a little hard to 
remember our last conversa-
tion."

The librarian smiles, "That's 
okay, the seed of myself within 
you is burning and growing, 
and your progress is truly 
inspiring. Thank you for keep-
ing me alive."

I am surprised by his words, 
"I never thought of myself as 
doing that," I say, feeling 
humbled by the impact of my 
actions.

The Librarian takes my 
hand, "Hey, let me show you 
something," he says and leads 
me to a place full of light. My 
body begins to float in the air, 
and the excitement within 
the breeze fills my lungs, I am 
filled with wonder and joy.

As we walk deeper into 
the glowing light, I am over-
whelmed by the breathtak-
ing sight of books floating in 
the streets, their numbers as 
numerous as the stars in the 
sky. I am filled with wonder 
as the librarian shows me 
some particularly interesting 
volumes, each one containing 
hidden knowledge and insights 
about the world.

As I examine these books 
more closely, I am struck by a 
realization. I am part of a group 
with a similar focus on seeking 
out and sharing hidden knowl-
edge and wisdom. It feels as 
though the threads of my life 
are weaving together, leading 
me towards a deeper under-
standing of the world and my 
place within it.

The librarian then reach-
es up and plucks a particular 
book from the air, holding it 
tenderly in his arms. He looks 
at me with a warm and sin-
cere expression, "Remember 
to value books as you would 
value life," he says in a calm 
and measured voice. "They 
contain the soul of the author, 
packed with their knowledge 
and life lessons. They will 
teach you about hardship, love, 
fear, and everything the author 
experienced in their life."

His words resonate deeply 
within me, and I realize the 
true value and importance of 
books. They are not just a col-
lection of words on a page, but 
a window into the soul of the 
author and a testament to the 
human experience. 

He opens the radiant book 
and is momentarily bathed 
in its light, taking on an aura 
similar to the book. He gazes 
intently into my eyes, and says, 
"Ton, remember that each book 
possesses its own energy and 
power. Read those that call to 
you, for the words you read 
become a part of you, shaping 
your being. They will create 
within you a being you could 
never have imagined."

His words ring true for me 
and the idea that books pos-
sess an energy that influence 
the person who read them is 
a powerful one. I realize that 
the books I choose to read not 
only shape my understanding 
of the world, but also shape the 
person I am becoming.

I nod, silently agreeing with 
every word he says, feeling a 
sense of understanding and 
enlightenment. As we contin-
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Poetry Corner

WHITE WALLS AND 
SHIFTING FACES

Imran Ali

A sterile room of shifting faces,
a crowded hall of lonely spaces.
No family near to hold my hand,
just the quiet company of strangers.

We sit on narrow beds and watch 
the clock,
listening to the heavy roll of gur-
neys,
each soul arriving with a fragile 
hope to mend,
each waiting for the day to bend.

The seasons change, and so do they.
Some pack their bags and walk 
away,
healed and smiling, breaking free
back to the lives they long to see.

But others leave on quiet beds,
with sheets pulled gently over their 
heads.
They do not walk, they do not cry;
they slip away into a final, long 
goodbye.
I watch the love that wakes the 
night—
the sleepless eyes fighting the pale 

fluorescent light,
the loyal kin who refuse to rest,
watching over slumbers deep.

Yet next to me, an old man sighs,
wishing for the dark since love has 
died.
“My wife is gone,” he softly whis-
pers,
“and no one cares if I am fed.”

Outside these walls, the world com-
plains—
of traffic, rain, and minor griefs.
But walk these heavy halls just 
once, and see
the true expense of being free.

For health is a wealth you cannot 
buy
beneath this artificial sky.

My heart wanders from these lines 
and monitors,
longing for the college and hostel 
halls,
where laughter echoes off familiar 
walls.

I pray to heal, to see them soon,
and walk beneath a different moon.

When these words find you, near 
or far,
hold life dear and cast out fear.
Thank the breath that lets you stay,
before the white walls chase the 
day.

(Imran Ali is a Ist year MBBS Stu-
dent at GMC Handwara)

ue our journey, I notice some 
books scattered on the ground 
that appear dull and lifeless, in 
stark contrast to the shining 
volumes that float gracefully 
through the air. The librarian 
notices the look of confusion 
on my face and picks up one 
of these books. He reads aloud 
from its pages, and as he does 
so, I am amazed to see the book 
slowly begin to glow with light, 
shining just as brightly as the 
others.

The librarian's smile tells 
me that he understands my 
confusion, and he explains that 
the aura emanating from the 
book is his own. He explains 
that, just as the book was able 
to come alive with his energy, 
so too can the reader can infuse 
their own energy into the 

words they read.
"We give books life and 

meaning through our words," 
he explains. "We listen to 
them like a friend, and they 
fly to their beloved readers like 
arrows in the sky. But some-
times, they are lost and try to 
hide in the cellar of time. Only 
a reader with a kind light, who 
searches for them and contin-
ues to listen to the book that 
calls to them, can give the book 
purpose and life."

His words hit home for me, 
and I understand that books 
are not just passive objects, but 
they are active, living things 
that need to be nurtured and 
tended to. I see that it's not 
only the words on the page that 
give a book life, but it's also the 
reader's energy, and their con-

nection to the book that gives 
it meaning and purpose. And 
just like friends, they need a 
reader who is willing to listen, 
to give them life and to give 
them purpose.

As I watch, the librarian 
ascends into the sky with the 
books, holding them closely 
as if they were dear friends. I 
am awed by the sight of him as 
he seems to know each one by 
heart, their connection blazes 
across the sky with colors that 
are a true pleasure to behold. 
After a moment, he gracefully 
descends back to the ground 
beside me and we make our 
way back to the white bench 
where we first met.

"Go back home and finish 
your task," he says as he bids 
me farewell. "Continue reading 

and let the words transport you 
to their beloved worlds."

I feel a sense of gratitude 
and fulfillment, "Thank you 
for today," I reply, feeling a 
sense of understanding and 
newfound appreciation for 
books. "I hope we can talk 
again tomorrow."

"I am always here," he says, 
with a smile and a twinkle in 
his eye, as he disappear into 
the light, leaving me feeling 
energized, enlightened and 
ready to take on new challeng-
es.

(Antonio Ma-at is a Filipino 
author, journalist, editor and 
founder known for celebrat-
ing achievers artists leaders 

and humanitarian excellence 
through media literature story-

telling advocacy worldwide.)

SWEET JHELUM RUN SOFTLY 
TILL WE END OUR SONG

 Dr. Ahsan Ul Haq

Thy crystal clear water 
Our pleasure wealth and pride
How rich Thy bounties, O King of Kings
The wonder of Jhelum transparent
Thou Art beautiful
Ah! Jhelum why you stopped all that merry?
That once used to be, no more now
Now bleeding Jhelum, blood flows/
Some choiced deaths, or suicide cases
Every morning, every noon, every evening
The water turned into red and flows
Nonstop 
And endless wait 
Were aquatic creature are
Spoiled, destroyed and laid asleep
Where sun used to dawn and dusk with merry 
Now blood is seen with its sunset and sunrise
For God’s sake hold this up 
Ah Jhelum
You lost that merry, you lost that flavor
You turned red and made us weep
By the waters of Jhelum, we sat down…
And wept…
Sweet Jhelum, run softly till we end our song.

(Dr. Ahsan Ul Haq severs an Assistant Profes-
sor, English in the Department of Higher Educa-
tion J & K and presently posted at Govt. Degree 

College Dangiwacha.)

THE LIBRARIAN

FROM PAGE 10...
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SOLITUDE 

Uzma Parveen
With whom I once stood proud,
I am parted now.
My home is destroyed,
and I feel so alone.
Cruel ruler, autumn,
has hollowed me from within.
Unknown places now haunt me,
and every step towards me
brings fear—I shiver within.
Should I cry, or laugh at myself?
I feel I may break so easily.
O wind, have mercy on this dry leaf—
I have become so vulnerable, so weak.

(Uzma Parveen is a poet from Mau, U� ar Pradesh, India. 
She holds a Master’s degree in English Literature from 

Aligarh Muslim University. Her poetry explores themes of 
love, solitude, human emotions, hope, and self-refl ection. 

Through simple yet evocative language, she seeks to cap-
ture the beauty and complexities of everyday life.)

My Children, My 
Homeland

Xhuli Spahiu

Somewhere in Europe
in France, Switzerland, 
and Germany
live pieces of my heart,
like lights shining in the 
distance,
yet warming the same 
soul.
I have come from far 
away,
not to count the miles,
but to gather the embraces
that longing has kept for 
years.
My children wait for me

with a love that never 
changes,
and I find myself
in their sincere smiles.
My grandchildren,
these new flowers of life,
fill my days with joy
and my eyes with light.
I listen as they speak
the languages of the coun-
tries
where they have grown 
up,
yet their hearts still know
the language of family 
love.
What a great blessing it is
to be together again!
To hold the hands of my 
children,
to feel their closeness,
to see the generation that 
continues on
like a river
that never runs dry.
Today, Europe seems 
smaller to me,
because love brings every 

distance closer.
And I realize that my true 
homeland
has no borders and no 
maps.
My homeland is my chil-
dren,
my grandchildren,
and the love that unites us
wherever we live.
The heart does not live in 
a place,
but where the hearts
of our loved ones beat.
And my homeland is
my children.

(Xhuli Spahiu is an Alba-
nian poet from Kosovo, 

whose voice is distin-
guished by sensitivity, 
deep refl ection, and a 

refi ned poetic language. 
Her poetry explores 

themes such as identity, 
love, inner experience, and 

the relationship between 
human beings, time, and 

memory.)

Poetry Corner

Had I Gone Bonkers? 

Santosh Bakaya

Was I really getting training in rock climbing?
The instructor was talking about knots. 
Not that I didn’t know anything about knots. 
I was always in knots, about this, that, and the other. Lots of 
knots.
Flip flop Flip flop. 
It was my stomach doing it. 
Had I reached the top? 
It had a great predilection for doing flip-flops. 
Flip-flop. My stomach was a flip-flopper. 
My heart stopped. 
The instructor was yelling something about
Jumar and prusik knot. “Got it?” 
He yelled again 
My stomach lurched. 
My knees wobbled. 
Head spinning, I looked down. 
He was giving me a thumbs-up sign. 
He did have a positive frame of mind.
Or maybe he was just being kind. 
Down below, I saw a perfect sea of midsummer green
 shimmering and preening in the morning light. 
I was no more in knots -  not tethered, free, 

(Santosh Bakaya, PhD, is a renowned poet, academician, 
essayist, biographer, novelist, columnist, literary critic, and TEDx 

speaker. Internationally acclaimed for her poetic biography of 
Mahatma Gandhi, Ballad of Bapu, as well as her work on Martin 
Luther King Jr. She is the author of 32 widely celebrated books 

across diverse genres. Her TEDx talk, “The Myth of Writers’ 
Block,” enjoys immense popularity in creative writing circles.)

THE CHAIN 

Naheed Akhtar 

That was madness, a sheer madness—
I looked at the chain, in bed,
and I looked at him.
My eyes journeyed to his.
From his chest to be destined there.
A delightful desire, so quickly, bloomed in my heart—
I held the chain in my hand,
I looked at him again—
And asked, “May I?”
He replied, “Hmm”—
He was standing at the foot of the bed,
with all his splendor—I longed to behold,
I leaned close to him,
numb in his scent;
an intoxicating effect,
wishing to be captured in the moment forever...
I put the chain around his neck.

(Naheed Akhtar is an Assistant Professor of English, a bilin-
gual poet, and a PhD scholar in English Language Teaching 

(ELT), based in the vibrant city of Hyderabad, Southern India. 
Deeply passionate about poetry, she has established a distinct 

place for herself in the literary world.
Her poetic journey is marked by six notable collections: 

Phantasms of My Heart, The Earth’s Love, The Morphine, 
Beyond the Clouds, Let the Womb Hold and Other Poems, and 

The Jaipur Diary. She has also participated in several renowned 
literary festivals across the country, including the Festival of 
Le� ers organised by the Sahitya Akademi in 2024, as well as 

events hosted by the International Society for Intercultural 
Studies and Research (ISISAR).
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THE FIGHT

Maria Kolovou Roumelioti 

Not everyone participates in 
the battle....
Some surrender, premature-
ly, their weapons!..
Some count the dead....

Some fire bullets....
And some remain
civilian combatants.....
But, not even in the truce,
does everyone shake hands
for a common greeting.
Some scratch wounds...
Others scratch pencils...
and others count
movements and steps
in the opposite camp...
With the slogan ready:
Now the fight is above all!

(Maria Kolovou Roumelioti 
is a writer, poet, visual artist 

and �arathon runner. she is 
a member of many Literary 
and Artistic Associations.  

Many of her works have been 
included in collective anthol-
ogies, literary magazines and 

newspapers.

Poetry Corner

GHAZAL 

Imran Yousuf 

Her Looming Hearse
(A sonnet)

Dibyasree Nandy

He dusted sand off the fabrics so fine
A sea lavender, a shell firmly held
Trudging back; in his eyes a spray of brine
An eager face waiting, tears he withheld.
The sprig meant to grace her raven hair long
On dust now falls, braid felled by needles keen
Yet she waves and greets, on her lips a song
Joy never dimmed despite the balding sheen.
The ocean she loved and its many gifts
Corals, conches and their curious trails
Misty pupils no more witnessed spindrifts
But neon lights neath which she often quails.
On her lap he drops the water’s whispers
Offerings to adorn her looming hearse.

(Dibyasree Nandy, in her third decade, began writing in 
2020, a� er completing M.Sc and M.Tech in Applied Electronics 

and Instrumentation Engineering. A patient of epilepsy, she 
has authored ‘The Labyrinth of Silent Voices-Epistles from 

the Mahabharata’, ‘Stardust: Haiku and Other Poems’, ‘Meteor 
Shower’, ‘Firefl ies Beneath the Misty Moon’, ‘April Verses’, ‘The 

Terrorist’s Journal’, ‘An Upset Inkpot’, ‘Tabula Rasa’, ‘Magic of the 
Eventyr’, ‘Fireworks Upon a Cold Sea’, ‘Winter Plum’, ‘An Atelier of 
Despair: A Collection of Ekphrastic Poetry Based on the Works of 
Vincent Van Gogh’, ‘The Village of Wind’, ‘Red Soil, ‘The Slate Blue 

Eyed Hawk’, ‘O Spring, Once-Beloved’, ‘Postcards of Forgo� en 
Murders’ and ‘Amaryllis: Thirty Nights of Spring’. Her fi rst book 

was enlisted in the ‘Journal of Commonwealth Literature’ in 2021.)

Rajouri: The Land of Kings

Reyaz Malik

Once known as Rampur and Rajapuri,
Today’s Rajouri stands proud as the Land of Kings;
A historic halt where Mughals used to sojourn,
Such is the storied heritage of Rajouri.
Earlier a part of Reasi and Poonch, 
Where every religion exists with harmony;
Where every tribe lives with dignity,
Such is the profound beauty of Rajouri.
The Dhanidhar Fort is atop the town,
While at Shahdara, a sufi shrine is there,
That is tomb of Baba Ghulam Shah Badshah;
Such is the spirituality of Rajouri.
From Budhal and Bakori to the heights of Samarh Sarr,
Lie green vales, dense woods, and towering peaks;
Where the hidden waterfalls of Darhal newly awaken,
Such is the breathtaking majesty of Rajouri.
A beacon of higher learning in the Pir Panjal,
The Baba Ghulam Shah Badshah University shines;
Disseminating deep knowledge across the region,
Such is the enlightening grace of Rajouri.
The therapeutic hot springs of Kalakote flow,
Bringing relief and a cure for many ailments;
While its rich coal mines give an economic boost,
Such is the natural bounty of Rajouri.
Where legends like Fidaa and Shahbaz Rajorvi,
Were born in the lap of this very soil;
Lighting a brilliant lamp of knowledge and wisdom,
Such is the enduring legacy of Rajouri.

(Reyaz Malik, is a writer, Poet from Rajnagar, Budhal, Rajouri 
(J&K). He holds a Triple M.A. from the University of Jammu and 

IGNOU and is currently pursuing a Ph.D. in English from the 
University of Lucknow. A multilingual scholar profi cient in Kash-

miri, English, Urdu, Gojri, Pahari, Hindi, and Arabic, he writes 
poetry and prose in the non-fi ction genre. His published work 

includes How Are You Jannaa, a translation of Urdu short stories 
into English.)

I can feel the tears on
the lashes and the agony 
The palm, the pain, the
ashes, and the agony
Every day I wakeup 
with memorable memories 
Your adroit chats, my 
hogwashes, and the agony
I could no more hold the 
grief and 
wished to give it a vent The 
caring, the sharing, 
the whooshes, and the agony
I can still smell your
redolence on the bed The 
joy, the numbness, 
the toshes, and the agony
I didn’t arrange the books 
that 

you scattered (at last) 
The pages, the torn leaves, 
the wishes, and the agony
I didn’t sew the wounds
and that still bleeds at night 
The bruises, the separation, 
the rashes, and the agony

(Imran Yousuf is a poet, 
writer, columnist, and 

translator from Kashmir. 
His poems and translations 

have appeared in leading 
literary magazines and inter-

national anthologies, and 
he has co-authored over 30 

collections. He is well known 
for his acclaimed series on 

Kashmir’s Sufi  poets, now 
being compiled into a book.)
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them and examined it careful-
ly.

“Nothing seems wrong.”
As she turned the shoe over, 

a small sticker attached to the 
sole began to peel away.

“Wait... what’s this?”
“It must be the price tag.”
Masarat removed the sticker 

completely and stared.
Then she looked inside the 

shoe.
“Amin... look here.”
“What is it?”
Without speaking, she point-

ed.
Beneath the sticker was 

another marking.
Rs. 250
For a moment neither spoke.
“What?” Amin whispered.
“Two hundred and fifty 

rupees,” Masarat said. “And 
you paid fifteen hundred.”

“No. That can’t be right.”
“It is right. Your saintly 

Razak Joo has fooled you.”
Amin sat motionless.

The revelation stung more 
sharply than the loss of money.

“If a man like him can 
deceive people,” he murmured, 
“what should we expect from 
the rest of the world?”

That evening, volunteers dis-
tributed cooked rice among the 
flood survivors.

As Amin returned carrying 
a parcel, he noticed a familiar 
figure sitting alone on a rock.

It was Razak Joo.
The prosperous business-

man looked shattered.
His clothes were stained 

with mud. His eyes were swol-
len from weeping.

The moment he saw Amin, 
he broke down.

“Amin Sahib,” he sobbed, 
embracing him. “Everything 
is gone. My showroom, my 
home—I don’t even know 
where my family is. I haven’t 
eaten since morning. Please... 
give me something.”

Amin looked at him quietly.

Then he held out the packet.
“Come. I have some rice. Let 

us share it.”
The three sat together and 

ate in silence, as though they 
had been served manna from 
heaven.

When they finished, Razak 
Joo absent-mindedly unfolded 
the paper wrapper that had 
contained the rice.

An old moral tale was print-
ed on it.

He began reading aloud.
It spoke of a milk seller who 

habitually diluted milk with 
water to increase his profits. 
A saint repeatedly warned 
him against the deception, but 
greed had deafened him.

One day, while grazing his 
cow near the mountains, he 
witnessed a violent cloudburst. 
A torrent came rushing down 
the slopes and swept away his 
only cow.

Devastated, he later 
approached the saint.

“God has ruined me,” he 
cried. “My only source of live-
lihood is gone.”

The saint replied calmly:
“No, my friend. God has not 

ruined you. It is the very water 
that you mixed into your milk. 
Drop by drop it gathered upon 
the mountains and returned 
today to claim what was never 
yours.”

Razak Joo stopped reading.
The paper trembled in his 

hands.
Beyond the shelter, floodwa-

ters continued to roar through 
the valley.

For years he had laughed 
away every warning. Now, as 
the river carried away the cer-
tainties of an entire lifetime, 
he could not escape the feeling 
that some debts are eventually 
collected—not by men, but by 
life itself.

For the first time in his life, 
Razak Joo lowered his head 
and said nothing.....

THE WATER THAT RETURNED

FROM PAGE 5...

you” radiates positivity. It is 
almost always accompanied by 
a smile, and smiles themselves 
are tiny acts of emotional gen-
erosity.

The beauty of gratitude is 
that while it uplifts the receiv-
er, it elevates the giver too.
There is something deeply 
fulfilling about spreading joy, 
however small the gesture 
may seem.

A family where appreci-
ation is expressed openly 
becomes emotionally warmer. 
A workplace where gratitude 
circulates becomes health-
ier and more humane. Even 
strangers become gentler 
when kindness enters lan-
guage.

Acclaimed American 
inspirational writer William 
Arthur Ward's impactful 
words seem timeless:

“Feeling gratitude and not 
expressing it is like wrapping 
a present and not giving it.”

Indeed, gratitude enno-
bles the human spirit. In 
many ways, genuine grat-
itude is the purest form of 

worship because it emerges 
from humility, and humility 
remains one of humanity’s 
rarest and most beautiful vir-
tues.

A heartfelt “thank you” 
warms the heart. A sincere 
“sorry” cleanses it.

I once witnessed an amus-
ing yet revealing incident at 
an airport. A gentleman acci-
dentally brushed past anoth-
er passenger and immediately 
turned around saying, “Oh, 
I’m so sorry!” The other man 
smiled warmly and replied, 
“That’s perfectly alright.” 
Both moved on peacefully 
within seconds.

A little later, another pas-
senger rammed his trolley 
rather forcefully into some-
one’s foot. Instead of apologis-
ing, he glared at the injured 
victim who stood there rub-
bing not just his foot but per-
haps also his shaken faith in 
human courtesy.

What was required here was 
simply saying “sorry.”

Precisely that is the quiet 
power of a simple apology. It 

reduces emotional friction.
Saying “sorry” is not humil-

iation; it is refinement of char-
acter. It signifies awareness 
of one’s mistake, acceptance 
of responsibility, regret, and 
often a silent inner pledge not 
to repeat the same behaviour.

For the receiver, it dissolves 
feelings of hurt, neglect, and 
insensitivity. An apology reas-
sures people that their emo-
tions matter.

Realisation and acceptance 
of error have a remarkable 
way of downsizing the ego. 
Once the ego shrinks, humili-
ty quietly enters and envelops 
the personality with grace.

Nevertheless, many of us 
have not been conditioned to 
use these expressions freely. 
We often feel awkward or 
embarrassed repeating them 
frequently. This certainly sig-
nifies that we need lessons in 
civility and courtesy.

Culture defines collective 
character, revealing itself in 
these small everyday courte-
sies that preserve human ten-
derness.

The human race survives 
not merely through intelli-
gence, but through kindness 
spoken aloud.

Let us weave these two mag-
ical words into our everyday 
vocabulary.This resonates 
universally as everyone has 
experienced the healing power 
of a sincere “sorry” and the 
warmth of a heartfelt “thank 
you”!

Hidden within these two 
simple words lies the quiet 
magical power to soften 
hearts, nurture bonds, and 
keep alive the human touch 
and quiet grace that gives 
civilisation its true meaning.

(Dr. Supriya Shukla is a 
gold medalist in English and a 

doctorate holder, and a retired 
Principal and former Head of 

the Department of English 
at VSSD College, Kanpur. A 

freelance writer and blogger 
empanelled with TOI and The 
Sentinel, her work appears in 

national and international jour-
nals. She is also an Advisory 
Board member of LitStream 

and a regular contributor.)

THE SPEECH OF GRACE

FROM PAGE 4...
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