Dear friends, 

It is a pleasure to write to you again, this time from my home in the foothills of the Nilgiri mountains in India. The miracle of jet-age travel never ceases to amaze me. I watched and listened in awe as the giant metallic bird streaked over the earth at near -sonic speeds, over vast billows of clouds and mountains and verdant forests, passing over entire continents in just a few hours. And here I am just a few days removed, on the other side of the planet. Where I was just a week ago enjoying life in Washington, with its well marked streets and sidewalks lined with oaks and cherry trees, here I am listening to the song of the cuckoos and enjoying the breeze from the mountains coming through the coconut and palm trees, while on the nearby street bicycles, auto-rickshaws and cars are competing for space with hawkers, pedestrians and stray dogs. 

Well, even in my own mind, it seems as if in just the past few days a whole continent of feelings and thoughts has passed through it. I would like to share them with you, along with some things I had been thinking about earlier in Washington. Some of it serious,  some of it quite silly. Hope you enjoy it, and look forward very much to hearing from you.

Sankar 

P.S: I am also attaching this in word document format

Random Thoughts (45) – from India

3 June 2005

1. I always try to imagine, on the eve of travel, what I would be doing a few days later in the new place. Or rather, what it would feel like. One day you are in one place, the next day in another. What exactly happens? Or for that matter, even if you are in the same place, what exactly happens when you say a day has passed? You wake up, and you are in a new environment. It is as puzzling as it is exciting. In our dreams, we often travel here and there in time as well as space, so much so that we are disoriented when we wake up. Does our mind have anything to do with space and time? If we shut off our senses, and manage to keep our mind perfectly still, is it possible that time will also stand still, and that we can be everywhere? This is a recurring question I have, and I don’t know how to approach it nor have I been bold enough to try. I am not sure if I am even posing the question correctly.

2. Coming from the US, after having lived there most of the time for the past several years, the first few days in India always take a little getting used to. Once that initial shock passes, you feel like you have always lived here. Yet I wonder if it might be better if I don’t get used to how things are here, in terms of the poverty and living conditions of the majority of people. There is definitely progress, yet it feels like nothing has changed. Maybe I am not seeing the big picture. But whatever I see, does bother me. As they say, it sometimes takes an outsider’s perspective to see what’s wrong. And it is difficult for a person caught in the problem to accept that something is wrong when an outsider points it out. I don’t think we can satisfy ourselves by feeling proud of our culture and values and spirituality etc., We have to acknowledge that in some ways we are still far from perfect. Truth can be painful at first, but change cannot come without facing the Truth, and those who do not change in time might find that it is too late one day.

3. People blame various things for society’s problems, especially in India. At various times, I have felt that various things were to blame. Sometimes it is the politicians, sometimes the system we inherited from the “Sahib”, sometimes it is the sheer size and population of the country, sometimes it is the caste system and superstitions. The list goes on. But there is no need to assign blame and in fact it is counterproductive. As I grow older I find myself becoming more sympathetic towards myself and my countrymen. Things are just what they are and they just happen to be the way they are. There is no need to analyze or assign blame. With a clear mind and love in one’s heart, it is quite easy to see what the problems are and what the solutions are, without needing to assign blame or destroying a whole lot of things. We are not the French or the Americans :-) We can definitely create a revolution here through understanding, co-operation and hard work, without violence and destruction. 

4. The following little story, which you might call “My quest to get Internet through the Government,” demonstrates what I wrote in the previous paragraph. It started feeling rather Kafkaesque, yet ended with my feeling sympathy for the Government workers, except for one numskull (who probably got his job through his uncle :-) ). Compared to the things that I had experienced many years ago or what some of you still face today it is probably nothing, but I think it makes a point.

               After consulting various web-sites, friends, relatives and astrologers (well, if you define astrologer as someone who talks knowingly about things he has no knowledge of :-) ), I decided that the best course of action would be for me to get a dial-up connection through the central government telecommunications company, BSNL. But the telephone in our home was installed in the pre-Internet days, and had no jack ( or whatever you call it) that you can plug into the computer. Someone told me that this can be done easily on our own, simply by getting a new phone and cutting and linking the new wire to the existing line. I looked for a store which would have these things, and couldn’t find one. In the meantime I called BSNL to find out where I can get the phone number and password etc., needed to connect to their server. They told me by chance that I could also get the instrument changed by calling the telephone exchange that handles our area. Thus having been relieved of the need to do the wire changing myself, I called the exchange. They told me to bring a letter requesting the change of instrument to the exchange, and that without it they wouldn’t be able to do the work. So I walked to the exchange which was fortunately not far from home. There was no direction or signs telling me where to go, but then again this was the telephone exchange, not built for direct customer service. But I found that wherever you went, you can find your way by asking around, and people were eager to direct you. It is one of the nice things about India. So I managed to find the little office in the cluttered and disheveled building where I needed to turn in the letter. The guy who took it looked enthusiastic enough, and promised me to send a line man to do the instrument change as soon as possible. 

 Next, I walked to the BSNL branch office near my home to get the internet registration stuff. The guy in the customer service area who was handling this was talking on the phone. He kept talking for a few minutes before asking me what I needed, without getting off the phone. Meantime, the father of a boy who was trying to get something from the same guy became irate and shouted at him that he was not really taking care of the customers, but only talking on the phone. He went on a tirade about government employees in general. I felt that he was over-reacting a bit, though in retrospect I have no sympathy for the phone-talking employee. Anyway, the employee gave me the documents needed and took my money. When I asked him how the thing worked he simply pointed to a page in the brochure and sent me on my way. 

 The line man did not come that day, but on the next morning another line man who has handled our complaints before appeared at our door. He was obviously on a different assignment but we asked him to take a look at our phone anyway. He was quite friendly with my father (it helps that my father tips him well every time he comes to our house to do a repair job) and he found a way to connect an additional wire with a jack that could be plugged into the computer, to the phone line. [Turned out the line man who was  assigned to do the work came by later in the day]. So finally I was ready to connect to the internet from home. But the card with the secret code for connecting to the server was printed very poorly, and the numbers were very fuzzy. I tried various combinations for an hour and finally called the customer help-desk. They told me I’d have to go to the exchange where the card was printed, and nothing could be done by the people who sold me the card. 

  So I rented a bike and started on my way to the telephone exchange where the card was printed. It was about 3 miles from my home. I must say I rather enjoyed the bike ride. This was the first time I was biking on this trip, and going to the exchange was as good an excuse as any to spend a few hours out in the sun. Though it was hot and humid there was a pleasantly strong breeze coming from the mountains that kept things feeling cool. I got to the exchange after getting directions from atleast a dozen people and then after talking to another two or three people inside the exchange I made my way to the office which handled such complaints. 

  Turned out they had a really poor batch of cards with similar problems, and were handling a lot of such complaints. In fact as I was talking to them another guy came in and shouted that he ought to be compensated for all the trouble he had to go through, including the 100 Rs he must have spent on petrol alone. I was quite steamed myself and we started commiserating, and eventually started joking and laughing about the whole thing.  The employees seemed quite harried but nevertheless were extremely polite and apologetic, so much so that we forgot our frustration. They even figured out the right numbers from my fuzzily printed card, though I am glad I didn’t try too hard myself. I might have ended up trying at least another 100 combinations before figuring out the right one.

  As I got out of the office and had a nice sparkling orange soda to refresh myself in the hot sun, I asked myself, who was to blame for all this time and energy spent to establish a simple dial-up connection? Was it the system, which is full of bureaucratic red tape? Was it the equipment, which wasn’t reliable? Or was it the people who designed and built such unreliable machines? Was the red tape the result of the people not trusting each other’s honesty, competence and judgement? Or was all of it the result of too much faith being put into people, rather than adherence to principles and rules? (You know, the old line about “rule of men” as opposed to “rule of law”?)  Or is everything the result of the individual Indian not being energetic, enterprising and thoughtful enough? How could a country full of extremely nice, friendly, caring and hard-working individuals be so messed up? Or am I just blind to all the selfish, unscrupulous and dishonest people here? Are things really getting better? Am I just being impatient, not seeing the big picture or is the progress really an illusion?

  I realized that we can argue forever in circles if we try to answer these. On the other hand, if we simply look at the problem as it is, and try to look for the solution, we will see that it is a combination of many things going wrong at many places along the way. As they say, happy people are all happy in the same way, but each unhappy person is unhappy in his or her own way. When each person does the basic, simple things of life properly, the society as a whole works well. If the parents feed their children nutritious food, teachers teach the children how to learn and to think, homeowners keep their homes and surroundings clean, and people in general practice honesty and are dedicated to doing their best every day, then society will take care of itself.

5. My biking experience was also my re-introduction to how traffic functions here. People pay attention to other people, not to lanes or signals even when such things do exist. You are not simply driving or biking, you are swimming in an ocean of traffic, each moment negotiating your way through the various vehicles. At times I found myself sandwiched between two buses in the middle of the road. How I managed to not get hit is a great mystery to me.

6. I had always felt a little envious that everything is bigger in America (though I probably shouldn’t). The cars, the cows, the vegetables, the people, the serving sizes and drink sizes in restaurants, … But I found at least one thing in India that is definitely the biggest in the world. The other day I was in our kitchen and I felt something run around my feet. At first I thought it must have been a little mouse. But soon I found a cockroach that was bigger than any I have seen in America. Go, Indian cockroach!

7. Recently I browsed John Perkins’ “Confessions of an Economic Hit-Man.” This book is a real eye-opener. I have always been a little bit suspicious of the military-corporate complex and have often wondered if American foreign policy is directly linked to its economic interests. Of course it is but I mean the more dubious elements of its foreign policy as well. Mr. Perkins’ self-described job description was to manipulate third world governments to accept loans for infrastructure projects that would be in turn contracted to American companies. Moreover, once the countries became indebted their governments would be forced to enforce various economic measures that would make the country more or less an American colony. That is just the beginning of it. The things in this book if they are true, are quite scary, especially coming from someone who was part of the system.

8. Every society has an elite segment that has evolved with some special values and abilities that are not present in the average member of that society. Whether you call them aristocrats or the higher caste or the elite, the ugly truth is that they have some advantages and that while the average person looks down on their snobbishness, at the same time he or she looks up to their values and abilities and aspires to become part of them. Societies improve as a whole when such improvement and upward social mobility is made easy. On the other hand, the elite have the disadvantage that they lose touch with the down to earth qualities and wisdom of the “common man” that they look down upon. What is the actual role of the elite? How far does the concept of noblesse oblige go? Is the person striving to achieve excellence in his or her field always duty bound to share his or her special gifts and help the not so gifted to acquire them as well? Or is it best for society that said person focusses solely on his own endeavours? It is hard to know where the balance is. I guess that is the cause for the constant battle between the conservatives and the liberals. American society promotes the sharing by the elite of their gifts by rewarding them at the same time with money, though that is becoming less and less true as the society becomes more and more focused on certain superficial gifts resulting in the enrichment of such people as business leaders, sports stars, movie stars and popular musicians while art, high literature, pure science and philosophy are rewarded less and less. Of course the label “superficial” is subjective and everything is of value but clearly these are being preferred.

9. Incessant activity is of the same nature as idleness unless combined with mindfulness – that is, being aware of what one is doing, enjoying and appreciating the activity.

10.  Is it possible to play a game without any rules whatsoever? [Well, except the rule that there be no rule at all]. It will be interesting to experiment with this. One could state the objective, the starting time and ending time, and then let it be a free for all. Hopefully no one will get killed. If even that can happen, then there is a name for such a game already – Politics. 

11. Here is a potentially scary, nightmarish moment for me – like something out of a horror movie. Someone calls me up and says “I know all your passwords.”

12. And to end on a lighter note: I find the cleaning systems in toilets in both South India (which I will not describe here) and the West unsatisfactory. Heard that the Japanese have the most technologically advanced toilets. I think the most effective system would be one that combines a handheld shower spraying sanitizing liquid at the affected parts followed by tissue paper. 

