
Maybe to become famous is to reassure yourself that whatever
you’re lacking inside, you’ve fulfilled that 

An actor and a star

Bollywood has been struck a twin blow
with the loss of two of its finest actors
— Irrfan Khan and Rishi Kapoor —

both of whom tragically succumbed to can-
cer. Both actors enriched the film industry
with their rich repertoire of talent, screen
presence and charisma. While Irrfan Khan
was a Bollywood star loved by Hollywood,
Rishi Kapoor was the evergreen heartthrob
loved by millions across generations. Death
has robbed the film fraternity of two of its
precious gems in quick succession, leaving
us poorer.
N J Ravi Chander
Bengaluru

Child of cinema
The stunning, gentleman, happy-go-lucky
hero of the Indian screen with a dashing ro-
mantic screen presence and stylish looks,
Rishi Kapoor created a niche of his own. It is
like Rishi was born for cinema as actor

Aamir Khan says “Hundred per cent a child
of cinema”. Rishi came, he saw and he con-
quered not only the world of cinema but also
the hearts of millions of fans around the
globe. Just like the lines of the popular song
‘Pyaar hua ikraar hua’ through which his fa-
mous father Raj Kapoor introduced him to
the tinsel town, the born actor loved cinema,
loved the world, loved everybody and leav-
ing his beautiful bewitching smile in the
hearts of all, left us for heavenly abode. 
M Pradyu 
Kannur 

Inspiring life
The death of Irrfan Khan and Rishi Kapoor
just in a day’s gap is a big blow to all of us.
Rishi made a special mark with hard work
and dedication. Often his frank, forthright
views won him both bouquets and brickbats.
In his 35 years of acting career, Irrfan Khan
knew only one simple word, ‘Surrender’. He
could surrender to any role he played. Irrfan

could mesmerise his fans and admirers with
his eyes and dialogue modulation. He scaled
great heights in his acting career but never
threw his weight around. He and his life is a
big lesson for aspiring actors. 
M Somasekhar Prasad 
Hyderabad 

A major step 
Now that the Centre has allowed stranded
people to return to their homes, States
must also organise thermal testing units
and quarantine facilities for them to clear
asymptomatic cases before sending them
back. They must arrange sanitised buses for
them. On arrival at their destination, such
persons should be screened and kept in
home quarantine unless the assessment re-
quires keeping the person in institutional
quarantine. The Home Ministry’s move is a
major step towards easing the lockdown.
Abdul Malik 
Navi Mumbai

Letters to
the Editor

Gregory Treverton, a former US Na-
tional Security official, had introduced a
new paradigm in management thinking
on problem solving. He postulated that
the first step in solving problems is to
categorise them into two distinct cate-
gories — Puzzles and Mysteries. 

What are Puzzles
Puzzles are problems that have defini-
tive and in many cases a single answer.
Lack of adequate information is the main
hindrance to piece together a puzzle.
Secondly, one needs to gather more and
more relevant information and make a
rational sense to solve a puzzle. Thirdly,
resource constraints may delay solving
the puzzle.

What are Mysteries
Mysteries, on the other hand, have no
definitive answers. The answers are con-
tingent upon scenarios and response of
the people, stakeholders and the out-
comes vary.  Secondly, unlike a puzzle
problem, a mystery problem has too
much of information/data and one needs
extraordinary skills to make sense of the
data and design a solution. Thirdly, it is
difficult to find and punish the guilty 
in case of non-performance in a 
mystery scenario.

Use Cases
Malcolm Gladwell, a bestselling author,
expanded this thinking to various fields
like financial crime investigation, health-
care and education. Several other man-
agement thinkers have discovered more
and more use cases. It is now expanded
to business and a typical business strat-
egy has a good dose of puzzles and mys-
teries and execution of strategies would
deliver better outcomes if one recog-
nises the distinction between the two.

We may apply this useful framework
to solutioning strategies on the double
whammy that the world is facing now —
Covid-19 pandemic and fast sliding econ-
omy. The pandemic has put millions of

lives at risk and the serious economic
lockdown that followed has heightened
the misery of millions of migrant work-
ers, daily wagers, farming community
and those living on the margins.

Covid-19 Pandemic: A Puzzle
The fight against Covid-19 has definitive
answers — kill the virus and flatten the
infection curve and ultimately discover
medicine/vaccine. One needs to gather
more and more relevant information and
act on it. Given this perspective, a pan-
demic has both the elements of a 
puzzle solutioning.  

At a micro-level, the governments
have been gathering basic information
on who is infected and do contact trac-
ing and quarantine. Faster and wider
testing would give more information to
act upon and contain the spread of the
virus early and save lives.  At the macro-
level, the government has a dashboard
with real-time information, analytics,
and trends with geographical and demo-
graphic classification. This guides the
containment strategy.

Economic Destruction and 
Revival: A Mystery
Let us look at the issue of unprecedented
economic dislocation/destruction and
strategies to revive growth. Unfortu-
nately, there is no definitive answer. Is
the objective directed towards avoiding
recession or achieving a growth rate of
5%, 6%, 7%, 8% or 1.9%, as projected by
the IMF? The outcomes are contingent
upon the policy choices and response 
of the stakeholders and international 
environment.

Secondly, unlike a puzzle scenario,
there is a deluge of data and reports. The
real problem is to make right sense of

Data Ocean. Thus the problem of 
economic revival has all the elements 
of Mystery.  Policymakers need to inter-
pret the vast amount of data and take de-
cisions. Look at the views/recommenda-
tions of experts. One set of experts
advocate suspending prudence and going
loose on fiscal and monetary policies and
flood the economy with liquidity and
monetary easing. Some even advocate
that rating agencies shall take a pause and
so shall all the rules of the game.  

Another set of experts advocate that
we need to maintain some degree of pru-
dence and argue that doing otherwise
will land us into problems like high in-
flation. Some economists/experts are so
tentative that they prefer to speak in
qualitative terms and advocate “Do
whatever it takes to solve”. It is famously
said that if we lock two economists for a
while they come out with three alterna-
tive solutions. Trade bodies have their
own story.

There is no dearth of economic mod-
els, theories and scenarios on either side.
Ultimately, the Finance Minister and the
Prime Minister have to crack this mys-
tery and define the answers they seek
and take decisions. But the caveat re-
mains that outcomes are contingent and
not definite.   

Solution to Migrant Workers 
Problem: A Puzzle
The plight of millions of migrant labour
can’t but prick our conscience. The gov-
ernment has acknowledged that mi-
grants fuel the economy by carrying
human capital to regions where it is
needed. Some high-level committees,
including the Ministry of Housing and
Urban Poverty Alleviation Working
Group on Migration (2017), had sug-

gested several measures to alleviate the
suffering of migrant workers. The im-
plementation of even simple recom-
mendations like establishing helpline,
community radio, physical migrant
labour resource centres, portability of
PDS, health insurance, convergence of
various schemes and providing govern-
ment dormitory accommodation would
have alleviated at least part of their suf-
fering and humiliation. Many are not
even aware of several benefits available
to them.

There is no way that dozens of work-
ers boxed in small rooms with just one
toilet can maintain social distance, much
less afford sanitisers. There is no defini-
tive data on the size and spread of 
migrant labour after 2011 and even this
was reportedly submitted after a gap of
six years.

A puzzle framework may deliver opti-
mal results in working on solutions to
solve problems of millions of migrant
workers, daily wagers and those living
on the margins. Active information shar-
ing and gathering with the employ-
ers/migrants may alleviate their 
suffering and also address orderly busi-
ness resumption.  

Our problems in education, agricul-
ture, healthcare are best solved through
a puzzle framework. We should jettison
the habit of cascading them as mysteries
by producing tons of reports and drag-
ging solutions over decades. Let us re-
classify them as Puzzles.

A New World of Work, 
Learning and Home
The lockdown has been giving a great
impetus to online/remote work, educa-
tion, healthcare, e-commerce and even
sale of fruits and vegetables from the
farms. Many businesses may not be the
same again in terms of both business
models and operating models. This is
somewhat similar to what demonetisa-
tion has done to digital payments. Pollu-
tion levels have plummeted to safe lev-
els. Hope the government would work
out strategies to retain at least part of
these gains in the post Covid-19 world.

The distinction between Puzzle and
Mystery is not trivial but a good solu-
tioning framework for optimal results,
be it business, social affairs and even
crime investigation (financial, civil or
criminal). Puzzles have satisfying con-
clusions and mysteries not necessarily.

(The author is former Chairman of 
National Payments Corporation of India)

Puzzles, Mysteries and Strategy
Discard the habit of cascading our problems as mysteries for they are best solved through a puzzle framework

B SAMBAMURTHY

India the hotspot

We haven’t seen him (Kim Jong-un).
We’re watching it closely, keeping track
of what’s going on not only around
Chairman Kim himself, but more
broadly inside of North Korea. There is 
a real risk that there will be a famine,
food shortage inside of N Korea too

Mike Pompeo
US Secretary of State

Alcohol fight highlights battle between States and Modi
In the tug-of-war between India’s States and Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
federal government for cash to fight the coronavirus outbreak, liquor has be-
come the latest battleground. A well-known teetotaler, Modi banned alcohol
sales during the country’s national lockdown to contain the virus, blocking a
crucial source of direct tax income for States.

Indian firms hit back at rule to deter Chinese takeovers
Indian authorities are in talks with companies to review new foreign invest-
ment rules designed to guard against opportunistic Chinese takeovers, after
the proposed regulations spooked investors and threatened to cut off crucial
funding for tech start-ups. But New Delhi’s expansive order  has triggered un-
certainty among Indian companies and venture capital firms.

The man giving dignified burial to Covid-19 victims
For three decades, Abdul Malabari has been an undertaker for unclaimed bod-
ies. But he never thought he would have to bury people whose families
wanted to say goodbye but couldn’t because of Covid-19. “My work has no
fixed timings,” says the 51-year-old undertaker. “As soon as we get a call, we
proceed with the kit.” 
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Void they leave behind

If one was Bollywood’s original chocolate boy
whose romantic aura held sway over a genera-
tion of movie-goers, another was a consum-
mate artiste whose brooding looks and in-

tense performances made him the sought-after
Indian face in the world cinema. It has been a terri-
ble week for the celluloid world with the passing
away of Rishi Kapoor and Irrfan Khan in quick suc-
cession, both succumbing to cancer. Both were
legends in their own way; one was the epitome of
syrupy romance of the swinging 1970s while an-
other was cerebral, raw and visceral in portraying
roles that represented new-age realism. The void
left behind by these two great artistes is difficult to
fill. Having born into the first family of Indian cin-
ema, Rishi Kapoor was destined to don the grease-
paint whereas Irrfan was a self-made star from a
small town in Rajasthan, with no filmi connection.
Rishi Kapoor was probably one of the last re-
minders of an age when India grooved to the beats
of RD Burman, hummed along with Kishore
Kumar and memorised Sahir Ludhianvi’s poetry.
He was one of the few surviving links to the age of
Manmohan Desai’s
lost-and-found stories,
of Raj Kapoor’s grand,
larger-than-life proj-
ects, of Yash Chopra’s
chiffon-and-Switzer-
land romances, of
multi-starrer cinema
where an entire galaxy
of stars would take the
audience on a journey
beyond the make-be-
lieve, of a golden age where films would be like
Chitrahaar—an endless treat of song and dance.
His debut movie ‘Bobby’ spelt a new cult value in
Indian cinema and the screen persona he repre-
sented was a symbol of happiness, energy and a
bindaas Punjabi-ness to take life as it comes, un-
perturbed by the larger world.

Irrfan broke new ground in acting at a time when
the Bollywood of 1990s was all about mainstream
masala, feel-good romantic flicks and sanitised so-
cial dramas. He was a perfect fit for the roles that
sought to break away from the conventional mould
and represented a nuanced depiction of realities.
When a bunch of filmmakers like Vishal Bhardwaj,
Anurag Kashyap and Tigmanshu Dhulia arrived on
the scene with new narrative styles, they found in
Irrfan an ideal creative partner. He was capable of
being as raw and visceral as the stories he was of-
fered. Bollywood soon took notice and made big
offers to him. So did Hollywood, which cast him in
a few mega-budget entertainers. He infused the
roles with rare depth and gravitas. In a way, a
brooding and sensitive Irrfan appeared to 
have a touch of Guru Dutt to his on-screen per-
sona; some of his works may have been flops or av-
erage performers at the box office but will be dis-
covered and celebrated years later because of his
sheer personality. 

If Rishi Kapoor was
the epitome of syrupy
romance of the 70s,
Irrfan portrayed
new-age realism 

Our fiscal resources are more limited than
the West. What we need to do is to
decide, how do we keep this economy
together. When we reopen, is it sort of
able to walk off the sick bed and not be
dead at that point. Most immediately,
keep people well and alive

Raghuram Rajan
Former RBI Governor

We must not allow issues of the
sub-continent to divide communities here.
Any constitutional issues in India are a
matter for the Indian Parliament.  Kashmir
is a bilateral issue for India and Pakistan to
resolve peacefully. My leadership will build
even stronger business links with India 

Keir Starmer 
UK’s Labour Party leader

I’ve never been more sure of the value
Twitter brings to people... In this difficult
time, its purpose is proving more vital
than ever. We are helping the world stay
informed, and providing a unique way for
people to come together to help or
simply entertain

Jack Dorsey 
Twitter’s Chief Executive


