Dear friends,    

Hope all of you are doing well. After a brief but concentrated month in India I got back here last Friday. The first thing that struck me was how quiet it was here. Compared to Indian cities Washington felt almost like a ghost town. I was in Dupont circle Sunday afternoon when it was pleasantly sunny and full of people. Yet it felt very sleepy. Partly it might have been jet lag - I have been sleepwalking through the days and staying awake at strange hours. But surely a lot of it is the lingering effect of life in India, its various sounds still buzzing in the back of my head. Any moment I expect to wake up, as if out of a dream, to the honking of scooters, autorickshaws, and cars, the calls of the hawkers and the noise generated by all the people in my building including my parents :-)

This time, for some reason, I paid more attention and observed everything with appreciation the whole time I was in India. What I saw in some cases disappointed me, and in other cases was pleasantly surprising. There was much suffering, yet there was also a lot of new energy and vibrant activity. Below are some of my observations and thoughts. I didn’t travel much, so it is all based on life in a particular part of India. Hope you enjoy reading them and let me know if you have any comments, especially regarding things elsewhere in India.

I will miss life in India, but I am also happy to be back here where my life has been all these years. It gives me great pleasure to write to you all and I look forward to hearing from you.

Sankar

Random Thoughts (47)

6 July 2005

1. Life in India is all about family and community. One is always enveloped by it, creating a sense of completeness, peace and security. There is a rhythm to life in India, whether you live in a busy city or a remote village. But to those of us who are a little more restless and curious, this all embracing community and life rhythm can be a little stifling at times. In the old days the Rishis used to retreat to the forest, but now even the forests are running out of space. For such people America feels like open space, literally and figuratively. Here one can breathe the fresh air of freedom and possibilities to explore what life has to offer, beyond the confines of family and community. Of course you can travel around in India, too, but I didn’t travel much when I was young, so I don’t know how that is. On the other hand in the US you have to work much harder to stay connected with friends and family. If you don’t have a little of the lone-ranger-explorer-wanderer-entrepreneur spirit, life in America can feel empty, lifeless and dull. You tend to work harder to achieve things in order to have a sense of fulfillment and completeness. Many Indians try to have the best of both worlds by living in a cocoon of little India while working in America. 

2. Family and community in India revolve around marriage, and marriage is a family affair. From the moment a child is born, people start worrying about its marriage. Marrying the right person as chosen by one’s parents is considered a sacred duty towards parents and family. Your parents and elders are considered the best judges of what is good for you, including life-partner. Therefore for the average Indian who still believes in tradition, marrying for love is at best stupid and irresponsible and at worst decadent and immoral.

3. The dilemma between duty and conscience is an old one. What is one to do when faced with such a choice? Do you choose between your duty to your friends or family or country or do you do what is right according to your own conscience? I would like to know the answer to this. Perhaps it is up to each person to find the right answer for his or her particular situation.

4. The western educated and the very wealthy in India live in a different world from the rest. A world of American TV programs, cars, air-conditioned modern apartments, Internet, etc., They probably know very little about the poor in India or the rural folk. 

5. Some Indians seem to think that the solution to all of India’s problems lies in massive western-style development. This is perhaps a little self-serving, as well. But even otherwise, such development will be like putting up a multi-story building without any foundation. It seems to me that as long as a huge part of the population lives in terrible poverty and illiteracy, any development will be just a façade. I believe development has to go from the ground up, starting with each person developing him or herself.

6. In the end a country is just a reflection of its people. As long as people like to live like the weeds growing along the sides of its streets, India will also look chaotic and uncontrollable. You can either look at the weed as something that is undesirable and out of place, or think of it as another part of nature, with its own purpose and beauty. What people think of India depends to a large extent on their own attitudes and biases.

7. In a conservative country like India there is still a lot of sexual tension – perhaps more. Whereas here you could be sitting next to a woman with a tight blouse and short skirt and think nothing of it, in India the slightest look and suggestion is loaded with tension. Men and women are very awkward around each other, most of the time staying separate.

8. India’s next big problem will be waste management. We are producing more and more amounts of human and machine waste without the infrastructure to dispose of it. It is going to be an enormous issue, alongside the scarcity of water and the destruction of forests.

9. Music is a very essential part of the Indian movie. It ranges from the sublime and soul stirring to blockbuster song and dance sequences that are a combination of fashion show, music video and not too subtle erotica.

10. India is so thirsty for heroes that the ones who capture its imagination tend to capture every inch of visual space as well. I couldn’t go two feet anywhere in the country without Amitabh Bacchan, Shah Rukh Khan or Sachin Tendulkar smiling at me and trying to sell me a soft-drink or a cell-phone.

