Friendlings,

The past few days the weather has been pleasantly strange. When I go 

outside my building it is like stepping into a shower someone had 

gotten out of. A fine misty spray welcomes me, laying a cool,

gentle coating of moisture on the skin. Last night I was walking in 

this vapourous dew-rain, with a refreshing wintry breeze that lifted

the spirits. It felt like being in the mountains.

I wish I had a cabin in the mountains! Spent a good half hour in 

the cozy confines of Idletime books reading some enchanting prose,

being too tired to join the festivities outside on 18th street where 

throngs of lively, beautiful women were on their saturday night 

promenades. 

The first week of classes just got over. It was nice to see all the 

fresh, energetic faces (I see white people!). Now I better spend

more time on teaching and research, but I am really enjoying writing 

this. This is also my way of keeping in touch (hint! hint!). I'll

probably end up spending a lot of sunday nights thusly...

With good wishes and fervent hopes of hearing from you,

Sankar

Random thoughts (15)
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1. It is fashionable for foreigners to ridicule the average American's

Mcburger and milk-shake diet. But if we think about where it came from, 

it may not look so bad. In James Herriot's stories set in the Yorkshire

farmlands, he often talks about how the farmers' table had all these

butter and sugar laden pies and big chunks of beef. But he also 

mentions the strenuous field work that made the farmers very strong and 

fit. 

2. The old algebra (his school algebra) helped us to calculate, using

symbols. The new algebra (abstract algebra) helps us to think, using

symbols. The old algebra made it possible to do solve complex equations

using computers. The new algebra is making it possible for computers to

think, and soon they might do it better than us.

3. Beauty and pleasure are totally subjective, dependent on perception.

(Have you seen the Seinfeld episode where this woman is pretty one

moment and ugly another?) In the days before anaesthesia doctors used 

hypnosis to reduce the feeling of pain during operations. Pain and

pleasure are sensory perceptions, after all. One could really see beauty

everywhere, and find any task pleasant to do. All it takes is just a

suggestion. Think that it is, and it is. So how does one decide what one

likes and not? You cannot! It is all relative and temporary.

4. Because people are so vulnerable to suggestion, advertisers are able

to manipulate their perceptions of what is beautiful, fun, and exciting,

and modify their behaviour. So are propagandists for politicians and

governments. People are also really bound by the necessity to conform,

to fit into society, for their own survival. Hence most of the time 

they will do things that they might not do if they did some 

independent thinking. So the extent to which a society is free, fair 

and compassionate really depends on the percentage of people who 

have the intelligence to think independently, the heart to feel for

others, and the courage to act on their convictions. In Asian countries 

like India and China, values and society are emphasised more than the 

individual. Most people don't exist as individuals, but the values and 

family and social units thrive. People allow their perceptions to be 

completely manipulated, and try to conform to societal norms very hard, 

in the process becoming very dependent on society. Unfortunately there 

are a few who are more aggressive and intelligent, who do not respect 

the values but are only interested in building their own wealth and 

power. Since the vast mass of people are so pliant, they manage to 

control everything and there is very little freedom, fairness, and 

compassion. But things are changing, and hopefully soon there will be 

that critical mass of people who can think and act on their own, and

also care for others. 

5. The above paragraph paints a picture of society as a jungle, but

unfortunately it is. It takes a lot of individual and social development

to rise above our primitive desires and instincts, our weaknesses

and vulnerabilities. Even after the development takes place, it takes a

sound body, mind and much strength of character to think and act

independently. I watched the Italian movie "Malena" yesterday. It takes

place in a small Sicilian town, but is really a grim depiction of 

the fragile state of society. Also ran into a biography of Gandhi and

Tolstoy at the Idletime book-store. In the introduction the 

author talks about how both of them were trying to help society in its

fight against imperialism and tyranny. Their solution was renunciation

--to live as simple a life as possible, and to be self-reliant. 

Unfortunately, most people cannot live like that. Also until there is 

the afore-mentioned critical mass, a few people will end up controlling

the resources, and production and distribution. Both India and Russia 

never lived up to the ideals of these two great teachers.

6. It must be very difficult if you are a woman tennis player other

than Venus and Serena Williams. Not only are they both tall, strong, 

beautiful, charismatic, athletic, and successful, they are also 

extremely well-endowed women when compared to other female athletes.

7. 

