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From sinclair to supply chains: The jungle is still with us
From factory floors to psychological anxi-
eties to geopolitical chaos, “the jungle”
remains a powerful symbol for disorder
and injustice. Now when populist politics
and protectionist policies rattle a fragile
global order, that metaphor feels more
urgent than everWhen Upton Sinclair pub-
lished The Jungle in 1906, he wasn’t just
exposing the gruesome conditions of
Chicago slaughterhouses. His goal was far
more ambitious: to hold up a mirror to a
system where working class immigrants
were chewed up by industrial capitalism
and discarded without consequence.In
Sinclair’s world, the factory floor was a
battlefield, and the enemy wasn’t just
spoiled meat, it was a society that let
exploitation flourish unchecked. The “jun-
gle” he described wasn’t just physical
filth; it was moral and systemic rot. It was
chaos disguised as progress. Sinclair
believed in the power of literature to
inspire reform. And it worked — sort of.
Outrage over the novel led to sweeping
reforms in food safety, but less attention
was paid to the human cost Sinclair was
trying to highlight. “I aimed at the public’s
heart,” he famously said, “and by accident
I hit it in the stomach.” Still, The Jungle
succeeded in embedding its metaphor
deeply into the American psyche.
A New Kind of Jungle
Fast forward to the early 2000s. On televi-
sion, a new jungle appears, this time in the
form of a catchy, ironic song. Randy
Newman’s “It’s a Jungle Out There,” the
theme for the detective show Monk,
reframes the jungle as something psycho-
logical. The main character, Adrian Monk,
isn’t fighting corrupt bosses or oppressive
systems. He’s battling a world filled with
germs, lies, and sensory overload.This
evolution of the metaphor is telling.Over
the decades, the jungle shifted from a col-
lective, societal concern to an individual,
psychological one. In the early 20th centu-
ry, the jungle was a cry for labour
reform.By the early 21st, it had become a
symbol of the unpredictability and anxiety

of modern life. The metaphor lost none of
its power — but it changed direction.
Instead of organising strikes, people
organised their thoughts. Instead of chal-
lenging industrial titans, they challenged
their inner demons.
The Jungle Reawakens
And then came Donald Trump. With
Trump’s rise to power, particularly his
approach to trade and foreign policy, the
jungle metaphor clawed its way back to
the surface of political discourse. His doc-
trine of “reciprocal tariffs” was pitched as
a fairer approach to trade. In practice, it
turned global commerce into a chaotic,
unpredictable game.Allies became adver-
saries. Long-standing norms were tossed
out. And instead of careful deliberation,
trade policy was sometimes announced via
tweet. Businesses, Governments, and mar-
kets struggled to keep up. One week, a
country might be a trade partner; the next,
it could face penalties. This wasn’t strate-
gy as much as survival. Just like Sinclair’s
characters, modern players in this new jun-
gle had to navigate an environment where
the rules could change without warning.
Once again, the most vulnerable bore the
brunt. Small businesses couldn’t hedge
risks like multinational corporations.
Developing countries had little recourse
when hit with tariffs. Working class fami-
lies paid more for goods as supply chains
buckled. The jungle had returned, red in

tooth and tweet.
A Global System Under Strain
But here’s the twist: today’s jun-
gle is not confined to a single
country. We live in an interde-
pendent, globalised world —
one shaped as much by the lega-
cy of communism as by the tri-
umphs of capitalism. The Cold
War may have ended, but its
economic aftershocks continue
to ripple through international
relations. Our current global
system wasn’t built by one ide-
ology. It was cobbled together

by generations of leaders, economists, and
institutions from across the ideological
spectrum. Free trade agreements, interna-
tional courts, multinational cooperation —
all these evolved not just to promote pros-
perity but to prevent the kind of chaos that
destroyed economies and started wars. To
unwind this system is no small feat. And
voters around the world are beginning to
push back against leaders who promise to
tear it all down.
Democracy Strikes Back
In Canada, the Liberal Party led by Mark
Carney recently won re-election, staving
off a challenge from the Conservative
Party.The results were seen as a clear
rebuke of Trump-style rhetoric. Carney’s
platform emphasised international cooper-
ation and climate leadership — not walls,
tariffs, or isolation. In Australia, Anthony
Albanese’s centre-left Labour Party pulled
off a significant victory. Despite months of
grim polling, Labour secured a second
consecutive term — a feat not accom-
plished in over two decades. Voters
expressed concern that Peter Dutton,
leader of the conservative Liberal Party,
would replicate Trumpian tactics if elect-
ed. The result? A resounding no to polari-
sation and chaos. In Europe, Germany’s
Government took a bold step by officially
designating the far-right Alternative für
Deutschland (AfD) party as a right-wing
extremist group.In the words of the

domestic intelligence agency, the party’s
“ethnicity-and ancestry-based understand-
ing” was “incompatible with the free dem-
ocratic order.” In a region still scarred by
the consequences of extremism, the warn-
ing was stark. All of this underscores a
global shift. People are weary of the jun-
gle. They want rules, predictability, fair-
ness. They want a system that works or at
least tries to.
Lessons from the Past
Upton Sinclair understood the power of
systems. He knew that individuals could
struggle all they wanted, but unless the
system changed, their suffering would
continue.That’s why The Jungle wasn’t
just about rotten meat; it was about a rot-
ten order. Today, the metaphor still works
because the risks are the same. When lead-
ership becomes impulsive, when rules are
abandoned for the sake of bravado, the
ones who suffer are always the ones with
the least power. The jungle, then and now,
thrives on chaos. And chaos, as history
teaches us, rarely leads to justice or pros-
perity.
Cutting a Path Forward
So where do we go from here?
Recognising the jungle for what it is — a
metaphor for broken systems, is the first
step. Reform, transparency, and global
cooperation aren’t just lofty ideals; they’re
tools to carve paths through the under-
growth of uncertainty. Maybe Monk was
right: it is a jungle out there. But unlike
Monk, who could afford to retreat into his
fears, we don’t have that luxury.Climate
change, economic inequality, and geopolit-
ical instability demand engagement, not
withdrawal. It’s not too late for political
leaders,  Trump included, to reconsider the
narratives they’re pushing. Trade policy
isn’t a reality show. Governance isn’t a
branding exercise.If we want to avoid slid-
ing deeper into dysfunction, the time to act
is now. History doesn’t repeat itself, but it
often rhymes. And right now, the echoes of
The Jungle are growing louder. Let’s lis-
ten, before the noise becomes deafening.

Chip of the old Bhutto bloc
Bilawal Bhutto’s threats only reminded of
the long, troubling tradition of populist
grandstanding that has defined the Bhutto
dynasty — rhetoric rich in symbolism, yet
often dangerously devoid of responsibility
and realismThe chip-of-the-old-block was
visible when Bilawal Bhutto thundered
theatrically in Urdu (a language that he
speaks with a heavy foreign accent and
multiple gaffes), “Ya is dariya say hamara
paani Sindh mein bahega, Ya Unka Khoon
bahega” (Either our water will flow in
Indus River, or the blood of
Indians).Chancing on the recent Indo–Pak
tensions to flex his so-far-invisible mus-
cles with wind-swept hair and dramatic
flailing of arms on the pulpit à la maternal
granddad, Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto, Bilawal
elicited the usual remarks of overacting,
unconvincing, and amateurishness, that
have been slapped on the Chairman of
Pakistan People’s Party for long.The grad-
uate of History and Politics from Christ
Church College, Oxford, decided to pep-
per his speech with some flourish contex-
tualising symbolism (insisting that his

presence near Sukkur, next to the subcon-
tinent’s civilisational land of Mohenjo
Daro to claim Indus water) to charm the
moment with his showboating, only to
look and sound even more comical. To be
fair, the Bhuttos have not had it easy in the
so-called ‘land of the pure’ i.e., Pakistan.
In a country predominantly dominated by
Military men of official or unofficial hues
— the Bhuttos have a decidedly non-mili-
taristic background.In a country where the
governance narrative is dominated by the
Punjabi–Pathan pedigree, Bhuttos are
Sindhis to boot. In a country that is
increasingly given to puritanical and
exclusivist strains of sectarian considera-
tions, the Bhuttos are from the minority
Shia stock as opposed to the bitterly
opposed Sunni majority.In a country that
has insisted on nativism (remember,
Jinnah had to shed his pin-striped suits and
cigars for sherwani and Karakul hat), the
Bhuttos have always looked entitled,
Westernised and ‘imported’. This back-
drop has left the generation of Bhuttos to
pretend what they are not i.e., dyed-in-the-

wool, nativist Pakistanis! It has always
required the Bhuttos to manipulate, navi-
gate and pretend to overcome the obvious
‘shortcomings’ that beset their
personal/familial identity. Therefore, they
attempt to look even more martial than the
folks from their Pakistani Military, they try
to out-swagger the Punjabi–Pathans, they
downplay their Shiite underpinning to
remain ingratiated with the masses and
because of so much unnaturalness that
accrues to a dynast rather than a full-time
politician, the enactment of playing
sons/daughters-of-the-soil often falls
flat.While Pakistan’s shame of 1971 defeat
is shouldered by the likes of General
Yahya Khan, General A.K. ‘Tiger’ Niazi,
General Tikka Khan etc., the principal vil-
lain of the piece i.e., Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto
and his Machiavellian role in the lead-up
to Pakistan’s defeat remains little known.
Even in 1965 Bhutto’s nudging hand was
unmistakable in supporting the ill-fated
Operation Gibraltar. His patent bravado
saw him burnish his ‘muscular’ credentials
with outlandish statements like, “Pakistan

will fight, fight for a thousand years. If
India builds the (atom) bomb, Pakistan
will eat grass or leaves, even go hungry,
but we will get one of our own....”
Bombastic statements and grandstanding
were elevated to a fine art.To make matters
worse, immediately after 1971, Zulfiqar
successfully ousted the defamed Pakistani
Military top brass and merrily ensconced
himself — defying all logic of proportion-
al blame.Almost immediately and counter-
intuitively, Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto started his
shenanigans by meddling with democratic
imperatives in Balochistan, interfering in
Afghanistan, and ushering in religious
extremism by introducing retrograde Anti-
Ahmediya legislations, prioritising the
‘bomb’ etc, everything that drains and ails
the socio-economic condition of Pakistan
today, through sheer dint of populist rheto-
ric and unnecessary drama.He was finally
consumed by a true bigot — a product of
his school of pandering to fundamentalism
i.e., Zia-ul-Haq. Vain and megalomaniac
Zulfiqar was no democrat as popularly
postured and goes down in history as a
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Ensuring quality in online vocational education
To truly empower its youth and close the
skills — employability gap, India must
urgently address issues of quality assurance,
accreditation and equitable access — laying
the groundwork for a skilled, future-ready
workforceIndia’s ambitious goal of establish-
ing itself as a global knowledge economy is
contingent upon the successful integration of
vocational education into its mainstream edu-
cational framework. A crucial determinant of
this success is the capacity to equip the work-
force with job, ready skills through effective
vocational training.The National Education
Policy (NEP) 2020 clearly states the objective
of exposing at least 50 per cent of learners to
vocational education by 2025. While online
learning platforms have revolutionised the
delivery of vocational skills, the unchecked
expansion of these programmes has raised
serious concerns about quality, credibility, and
industry relevance. Without the implementa-
tion of robust quality assurance and accredita-
tion mechanisms, the promise of enhanced
employability through online vocational edu-
cation will certainly fall short.The online edu-
cation market in India is booming, projected
to reach a staggering $11 billion by 2026.
Government — led initiatives like
‘SWAYAM’ have successfully enrolled over
12 million learners in diverse fields, and the
launch of the National Digital University in
2023 underscores India’s unwavering com-
mitment to digital learning. However, accessi-
bility is a significant barrier that cannot be
overlooked. The Comprehensive Annual
Modular Survey (CAMS) 2022–23 conducted
by the National Sample Survey Office
(NSSO) reveals a stark reality: only 4.2 per
cent of rural households own a computer,
compared to 21.6 per cent in urban areas.
Similarly, a mere 24 per cent of rural house-
holds have internet access, in contrast to 66
per cent in urban regions.This glaring digital
divide unequivocally undermines the democ-
ratisation of vocational education, excluding a
vast segment of rural and marginalised youth
— precisely those who would benefit most
from skill enhancement programmes.
Furthermore, the inconsistency in the quality
of online vocational content, ranging from
world-class professional certifications to out-
dated and inferior courses, only exacerbates

the skills gap rather than closing it. The digi-
tal revolution has fundamentally transformed
access to vocational education. Initiatives like
SWAYAM have successfully facilitated over
12 million student enrolments across various
courses, while the establishment of the
National Digital University in 2023 signals a
bold commitment to expanding digital learn-
ing opportunities.The NEP 2020 firmly advo-
cates for a holistic integration of vocational
education, highlighting the critical need for
flexibility through multiple entry and exit
points. It is essential to align curricula with
the National Skills Qualifications Framework
(NSQF) to ensure that vocational qualifica-
tions are standardised and recognised nation-
ally. This standardisation is vital for facilitat-
ing learner mobility and progression. The
National Skill Development Corporation
(NSDC) plays an indispensable role in
advancing skill development through its pub-
lic–private partnership model. With over 5.2
million students trained and partnerships with
more than 235 private sector organisations,
NSDC’s initiatives, such as the Pradhan
Mantri Kaushal Vikas Yojana (PMKVY),
have dramatically improved skills across the
country. However, it is imperative to recog-
nise that most existing frameworks were
designed for offline, centre-based training.
Adapting these for online-only or hybrid
models requires bold reimagination rather
than simple replication. Accreditation is a
non-negotiable quality assurance mechanism
that guarantees vocational programmes meet

established standards.While the
NSQF provides a solid foundation
for competency — based certifica-
tion, the current educational
ecosystem lacks a dedicated regula-
tory framework for online voca-
tional programmes. Regulatory
bodies like the National Council for
Vocational Education and Training
(NCVET) and the All India Council
for Technical Education (AICTE)
must rapidly evolve protocols tai-
lored specifically for MOOCs,
hybrid apprenticeships, simulation
labs, and skill development pow-
ered by virtual reality (VR) and
augmented reality (AR).
Additionally, the rise of micro-cre-

dentials, short-term, skill-specific certifica-
tions — underscores the urgent need for India
to integrate these within formal educational
frameworks.This integration will enable
learners to stack micro-credentials towards
full qualifications that are recognised by
employers. Without credible accreditation, we
face significant risks: learners may waste time
and resources on “certificate mills” without
improving their employability, while employ-
ers may rightfully lose trust in online certifi-
cations, perpetuating biases against non-tradi-
tional pathways. We must act decisively to
address these challenges.
Enhancing Employability
The true measure of any vocational pro-
gramme is its job outcomes. In India, we face
a significant paradox: despite an alarmingly
high unemployment rate of 18.4 per cent
among educated youth, industries are desper-
ately seeking skilled talent. To effectively
tackle this issue, NEP 2020 underscores the
critical need for robust industry — academia
partnerships. Initiatives such as mandatory
internships, apprenticeship-embedded
degrees, and industry-co-designed curricula
are not just beneficial — they are essential.
Online vocational platforms must go beyond
theoretical knowledge and provide hands-on
exposure through virtual labs, live projects,
remote internships, and industry-sponsored
challenges and hackathons. Moreover, the
lack of soft skills such as communication,
teamwork, and problem, solving — often

plagues online programmes. It is imperative
to embed these skills into the curriculum to
ensure graduates are fully prepared for the
demands of the workplace.Additionally, we
must integrate vocational education into
mainstream education to destigmatise skill-
based learning and promote it as a respected
and viable career option. Establishing a dedi-
cated body to oversee the accreditation of
online vocational programmes is vital to
ensuring they meet high-quality standards and
align with industry requirements. The time for
action is now — we must prioritise and
strengthen vocational education to enhance
employability.
Technology for Quality Assurance
Utilise advanced analytics and AI-driven tools
to monitor and enhance the effectiveness of
online vocational training. Promote public —
private partnerships and encourage collabora-
tions between educational institutions, indus-
try stakeholders, and Government bodies to
co-create curricula and provide real-world
training opportunities.Invest in digital infra-
structure, particularly in rural areas, to ensure
equitable access to online vocational educa-
tion. Regularly update course content to
reflect the latest industry trends and techno-
logical advancements. Ensuring the quality
and accreditation of online vocational pro-
grammes is pivotal for India’s socio-econom-
ic development. By aligning educational ini-
tiatives with industry needs and leveraging
technology, India can equip its youth with the
skills necessary for the future workforce. A
concerted effort involving policy-makers,
educators, industry leaders, and the communi-
ty is essential to realise this vision.As India
aspires to become a global skill capital, ensur-
ing online vocational education’s quality, rel-
evance, and credibility is no longer optional
but a national necessity. The stakes are
immense: empowering millions of youth with
the skills to thrive in a dynamic global econo-
my, driving economic growth, and advancing
social mobility. This transformation requires
bold policy innovation, rigorous accredita-
tion, technological leverage, and relentless
industry collaboration. Only then can online
vocational programmes fulfil their promise,
not just as a bridge to employment but as a
foundation for India’s future prosperity.

Australia rejects Trump-style politics
The recent re-election of Prime Minister
Anthony Albanese and his centre-left
Labor Party in Australia marks more than
just a domestic political victory — it is a
strong statement against the rising tide of
Trump-style populist politics in Western
democracies. With Labor securing a com-
manding 87 of 151 seats in the lower
house, Albanese becomes the first
Australian leader in over two decades to
win a second term. The defeat of the con-
servative Liberal-National coalition, led
by Peter Dutton, signals a rejection of divi-
sive rhetoric and hard-right policies, echo-
ing recent political shifts in Canada and
Singapore.Peter Dutton, who modelled
much of his campaign on tough “anti-
woke” messaging and a hardline immigra-
tion stance, was widely seen as Australia’s
answer to Trump. He promised unwaver-
ing support for Israel in Gaza and criti-
cised Albanese for what he termed “soft-
ness” on immigration and cultural issues.
However, Dutton’s embrace of Trumpian
posturing backfired, with voters instead
opting for steady leadership and inclusive
governance.This outcome is part of a
broader trend among US allies. In Canada,
the Liberal Party’s surprise win under
Mark Carney similarly repudiated hard-
right politics. In Singapore, Lawrence
Wong’s anticipated victory came with a

pointed warning against Trump’s econom-
ic nationalism — specifically his tariff
threats. Together, these results suggest that
electorates in stable democracies are
increasingly wary of leaders who cam-
paign on anger and division, and instead
favour those who prioritise pragmatism,
co-operation, and global engage
ment.Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
swift congratulations to Albanese for his
“emphatic mandate” reflects more than
diplomatic courtesy. It underscores India’s
deepening partnership with Australia — a
relationship crucial to shaping the Indo-
Pacific’s economic and strategic land-
scape. Under Albanese, Australia has con-
sistently shown its commitment to strength
ening ties with India. The 2022 interim
trade agreement (ECTA) laid the ground-
work for a broader Comprehensive Econ
omic Co-operation Agreement (CECA),
expected to be finalised this year
.Albanese’s re-election ensures continuity
in this process — boosting business confi-
dence and trade relations between the two
democracies. Additionally, both nations
are working closely within the Quad — an
alliance including the US and Japan —
aimed at ensuring a free and open Indo-
Pacific. As India prepares to host the next
Quad summit, Albanese’s presence is
expected to bring forward discussions on

critical issues such as resilient supply
chains, strategic minerals, and technology
co-operation. These are vital for India’s
ambitions to reduce dependency on China
and to establish itself as a key regional
manufacturing and innovation hub.
Moreover, Albanese’s nuanced stance on
US policies — particularly his opposition
to unfair tariffs — resonates with India’s
own concerns about American protection-
ism. While both nations remain strong
allies of the United States, their willing-
ness to assert economic independence
reflects a growing maturity in Indo-Pacific
diplomacy.The rejection of Trump-style
leadership by Australia, therefore, sup-
ports a more balanced and co-operative
regional framework — one where middle
powers like India and Australia can assert
their interests without being drawn into
ideological extremes. Ultimately,
Australia’s election result is a reminder
that democratic societies, when faced with
the choice, often favour stability over
spectacle. The rejection of Peter Dutton’s
Trump-inspired platform — much like the
outcomes in Canada and Singapore —
suggests a recalibration among electorates
tired of culture wars and aggressive pos-
turing. For India, this provides a more pre-
dictable and collaborative partner in
Canberra — one focused on mutual

growth, regional stability, and inclusive
policies. In a world increasingly shaped by
global interdependence, such leadership
offers a model worth emulating.The rejec-
tion of Trump-style politics in Australia,
Canada, and Singapore is more than just a
regional trend — it signals a global shift
towards reasoned, inclusive leadership in
some of the world’s most stable democra-
cies. Voters are choosing leaders who pri-
oritise co-operation over confrontation,
policy over populism, and long-term
progress over short-term applause. This is
a healthy correction in a world shaken by
economic disruptions, climate crises, and
geopolitical uncertainty. For the interna-
tional community, especially in the Indo-
Pacific, this trend brings renewed hope for
collaborative problem-solving.Leaders
like Albanese, Carney, and Wong offer a
blueprint for diplomacy grounded in mutu-
al respect and pragmatic action — rather
than the zero-sum, polarising tactics that
defined the Trump era. Their victories
show that electorates are not swayed indef-
initely by fear-mongering or nationalist
slogans, but are capable of endorsing calm,
competent governance. In a time when the
challenges we face — from pandemics to
climate change — transcend borders, the
world needs leaders who build bridges, not
walls. The trend we are witnessing across
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