Dear friends,   

Hope you are all doing well. It is a pleasure to write to you again, this time from my native state. We are traveling in Kerala today (Friday). The monsoon is well under way here, and will continue until the end of July.  Spent a good part of yesterday traveling by bus in Tamilnadu, after leaving the rolling countryside where Nagini and Ram are teaching and farming. Though the people there are warm-hearted and the landscape beautiful, the land is mostly dry and poor. But now we are passing through acre upon acre of rice crop soaking in the fresh rains, framed by groves of coconut, mango and jackfruit trees in the background. All because of this mountain range along the west coast!

India is a land of such contrasts. Sleek, modern apartment and office buildings on clean landscaped roads coexist with mud and thatched roof huts on dusty streets. Mercedes Benzes with smoked glass windows struggle to pass bullock driven carts on the narrower roads. Sophisticated intellectuals making a living in the hi-tech world haggle with illiterate roadside vendors over the price of fruit. 

It has been a few weeks and I am learning to appreciate things for what they are, even to look at them with fresh eyes, and to see the rays of light coming out of the horizon. Having lived almost all of the past sixteen years in the US, I have no right to criticize anything in India. What follows are merely my observations and thoughts. Hope you enjoy reading them, and look forward to hearing from you about your own life.

love,

Sankar

Random Thoughts (46) – more from India

6/17/05

1. India is in a state of transition. From a colonial, fractured, subservient and feudal dominion to a sovereign, self-reliant and democratic country. From a mostly agricultural and rural existence to a more industrial and urban lifestyle with modern infrastructure. From a society steeped in religion, spirituality and tradition to one more focused on acquiring material things. Like everything in transition, there are struggles to decide the shape of things to come. India’s past is in constant collision with its present. Being in transition also means that it is neither here nor there. In many ways, we still ape the west. We tailor our economic policies to suit the whims of America and the World Bank, though we pretend to be sovereign. There are constant fratricidal squabbles – between states, leaders,  colleagues, right down to family members – that stand in the way of any united effort. The rural and traditional ways of doing things clashes with the modern, fast-paced lifestyle favoured by the urban middle class. This is especially evident as one travels along the highways. While the urban middle class tries to dash around in its cars and minivans, the rural folk living just beyond the highways try to go about their life on the sides of the highway. Even among the bourgeoisie, there is a constant struggle between their traditional customs and western aspirations. 

2. One consistent and common theme in all things Indian is that any new influence is welcomed by assimilation and integration rather than confrontation. For better or worse, Indians have always favoured accommodation and integration over confrontation and domination. From the time that the invading Aryans integrated the Gods and the myths of the original civilizations of India into their culture and religion to the present day adoption of American culture and life-style (to some extent), this process of assimilation is what has shaped India. It is interesting to see this happening today, in front of our eyes: Cell-phones have invaded every nook and corner of the country, helping to keep the talkative, close knit families and friends talk and knit even closer.  Computers and the Internet are used to match horoscopes and arrange marriages between Indians across the globe. Priests flit around from place to place on planes and motor bikes, facilitating marriages, car-poojas and conducting housewarming ceremonies on the marble floors of the mushrooming high-rise condominiums for the middle class.

3. Indians also have always been tolerant (though not necessarily accepting) of the various people of differing backgrounds carrying on their lives side by side. The poor and the migrant villagers still keep cows in the cities, which often stray into the roads and feed on garbage. In railway stations and bus-stands they camp on the platforms because they can’t afford hotels. While it may not appeal to western tourists or western wannabes, I am glad that people are tolerant of such things here.  I used to feel bad upon seeing slums right next to posh houses. It is still not a pretty sight, but one can at least feel good that the authorities aren’t trying to get rid of the slums. (Maybe that is changing…). Otherwise the life of the poor will become even harder. Loudspeakers from mosques, temples and churches blare religious songs that could be heard for miles whenever there is a special occasion, regardless of who lives nearby or what time of day it is. As long as there are differences among people, we will have to continue this tolerance, though acceptance through understanding and action through consensus is always better.

4. Brahmins, whose original mission was the search for truth and to sacrifice their lives for society, have become too preoccupied with their own success, material and intellectual. As the emphasis on the intellect continued through generations, it has left many Brahmin boys with little guts or heart. The process of becoming a Brahmin having become a hereditary affair, we have forgotten our original mission and started prostituting our intellects to the Kings of various stripes, first the Hindu, then the Muslim and later the British (and now the corporate conquistadors from America).

5. As I mentioned in rt45, it is difficult sometimes for a person or society to understand what is going wrong, from within. In my own life, often it has taken some hard knocks for me to realize what is wrong within me. I hope India doesn’t need more hard knocks on its doors (such as we got from the Muslim and English invaders). As one gets older, increasingly one takes for granted that he or she has learnt everything there is to learn and knows the right way of doing everything. This is as true of a society as it is true of a person. India, being one of the oldest civilizations, has become very set in its ways, and even a small change here will take many decades if not centuries. While there are some aspects of Indian life that all of us might like to continue, there are many that will have to change in order to improve life here for all. The treatment of women, the lower castes, the tribal people and children continues to be abysmal. Indian men continue to confuse leadership with authority. While this is true of men around the world, it is truer among Indian men and they try to feel powerful by exerting authority over those who are weaker, such as their wives, children and subordinates. This results in women becoming either passive and subservient or taking it out on their children and daughter-in-laws. In turn this results in a society with a large population of passive and subservient people being ruled over by the aggressive and dominant. The whole society accepts this as the right way of doing things. The teeming population and competition for resources and livelihood have also created certain attitudes that have become entrenched. People are so worried about mere survival (even among the middle class) that knowing how to survive is considered smart. Taking risks, aiming high or doing things innovatively or differently are considered idiotic (unless of course, it is something that has been tried and become successful in America). Another attitude that has become accepted as part of life here is a lack of respect for the rule of law and the common good. There is the feeling that everything goes, everyone is for himself and only the stupid and the weak respect the rule of law or the common good (this maybe more true of the cities). This attitude results in widespread corruption, dishonesty and chaos. 

6. One thing that is not considered weird, though, is becoming a monk. While people may laugh at you if you walk on the street with shorts and a t-shirt instead of pants and full-sleeved shirt (even in the broiling hot weather!), if you wake up in the middle of the night and walk out on your home and family saying you received a call from God, everyone will respect you. There are many men and women doing this everyday, and I think that is one of the greatest things about India. But I also think that when one leaves his or her loved ones behind, it should be only after receiving their consent and after taking care of one’s responsibilities to them.

7. As mathematicians know, often there is an underlying order beneath a chaotic phenomenon. One can see the order that has resulted from the chaotic everything goes attitude in India, in its buildings, streets, traffic patterns, etc.,  I wonder if an orderly system would be more efficient. Take lines to get in a bus, for example. On the one hand, if everyone tries to get in at the same time, it may create bottlenecks and scuffles. On the other hand, when people use every available space to squeeze in, the line moves faster. Maybe it is a matter of taste :-)

8. If you think advertisements are ubiquitous in America, then you must see how they try to sell every inch of public space for advertising here. Everything from highway barriers to the signs in the railway station is sponsored. Often it is hard to tell what is an official sign and what is an advertisement.

9. While the metropolises are burgeoning, India still is a sea of villages with islands of cities in it. This becomes evident as one travels in a train. The moment you leave the city limits, the scenery changes. Concrete-block-houses and roadside shops with garish oversized name-boards with bad spelling give way to pastures, farms, scrub-land, coconut or palm trees, buffaloes and sun-baked men with only a thong underwear lounging by the fields, children in dirty shirts and dusty feet waving at the train, and in the night the silhouettes of the trees and the hills and little solitary lights peeping through the darkness.

10. Kerala is rich in natural resources and blessed with lots of rain, and it is generally cleaner and there is more literacy and equality for women. But economically it is still not doing as well as Tamilnadu. This may be because it produces more politicians and poets, neither of who is known for hard work and enterprise. Tamilnadu, on the other hand, produces its quota of politicians and poets as well, but the average Tamil while less literate and empowered is more warm-hearted, honest, humble, enterprising and hard-working. Keralites might be fighting over who is doing what and thus nothing much gets done. Tamilnadu while less clean and beautiful has succeeding in creating more businesses and better infrastructure. Of course there is more to it than just the mountain range separating the two states, but geography does play a big role in how people develop.

11. I always wonder what it is that makes some people live a more purpose driven life than others. What makes some people drive themselves day and night to do things with more meaning and purpose while others are unable to escape the need to indulge in their baser desires and impulses? It might have a lot to do with the environment one grows in, such as one’s parents, teachers, peers and co-workers. A lot of the success of some societies might be attributable to the collective environment that is conducive to hard-work, sacrifice, determination and the will to succeed. 

12. Love is like a tree. In the initial stages it is a tender sapling needing a lot of attention, watering and protection. Once it grows up it becomes a shelter for many, able to withstand periods of drought and the elements. But it always needs watering.

