Cherished friends,   

Hope you are all well. You are probably wondering why I am writing about one more week of winter in the middle of winter. Well, it has been about two and a half years since I last wrote "random thoughts." The notes for this were made in March 2006, while I was attending a number theory conference in Montreal. At that time I promised myself that I am not going to write it up until things settled down in my life. But what the heck, maybe it will settle down after I write this :-)

Our friend Manoj remarked that "random thoughts" were getting less and less random. That may be true in some sense, but still I don't sit down and analyze anything. [I don't even know if I am capable of that :-)]. These are thoughts that popped up in my head at random times. They might be collected and arranged under common themes, kind of like a bouquet with various flowers bunched together, but they are not a mosaic or mural or even a garland. I hope they look good, though.

As always, look forward to your comments and criticism. Also please let me know if you prefer not to get these mailings.

Truly yours,

Sankar

One more week of winter

1/25/2008 (Mostly from notes made in 3/06, Montreal, Quebec)

1.  (This is from the present -- something I was thinking about just the other night). It was one of those times when the mind is unusually lucid and the tangled knots of questions and doubts seem to unravel almost by themselves, falling away magically until thoughts flow in a smooth thread of revelations. I was lying in bed thinking about what it is in life that makes it meaningful. We all want to lead meaningful lives. At least the subset of people who are on this mailing list do, I think. Even the people who are content with everyday pleasures, including the intellectual pursuits, probably at some point of time have paused or will pause if only for a millisecond and wonder what meaning their lives hold. Sometimes this creates a bit of a recoil. We are aghast at the way we have been living our lives, like so much driftwood or lab rats. Then we decide to take a break, perhaps go on a trip or a retreat or a change in pace, scenery and activity. This change results in a certain calmness, refreshing of the spirit, and a feeling that perhaps we have answered to some extent the questions that gave us pause. Then we go about life again, this time with a renewed sense of purpose, determined to change course and live life differently. But after a while life starts to seem to fall into the same rut again. And we repeat the cycle. I think the problem is not in what we do or how we do it but rather in how we live. All we need to do is to listen to ourselves when we think about "Meaning" and "Purpose. " What is the part of us that determines whether or not our life is meaningful/purposeful? It is certainly not the part that enjoys the pleasures of life, even the most sophisticated ones. All pleasures are transitory and dependent on the circumstances. Even the pleasure that comes from reflection, understanding and discovery, including the pleasure that might come if by some miracle we stumble upon the meaning of life. Because there is always the question of "what next?" So when we listen hard enough and long enough we realize that "meaning" and "purpose" lie beyond the thinking, feeling part of ourselves. And then we become less and less interested in everyday pleasures, partaking of them only inasmuch as we need for sustaining our being, much as we consume food only for nutrition once we realize that eating purely for the sake of pleasure is harming our body. We realize that living meaningfully is more important than anything else, and we do not want to live any other way. To some it may mean being honest and sincere in all of their actions and words. To others it may simply mean loving everything and everyone. To each their own purpose. But once we dedicate our lives to living like that eventually we will lose the fear of death, and life will become more enjoyable than ever. Thus by a process of elimination we understand what is meaningful and recognize the part of us that understands what "meaning" is, by identifying those that are not meaningful or not instrumental in understanding "meaning." But what will remain once we eliminate the body, the mind, feelings, thought and pleasure? What will remain when we even stop thinking about "meaning," instead only listen to the silence of the soul? Perhaps what will remain is that which some call "nothingness" or "emptiness." That, I guess, is for each of us to understand on our own.

The rest is from Montreal:

2. This was my annual pilgrimage to keep my head above the rising waters of research. Given my aversion to reading papers, I try to keep up mainly by listening to lectures at various places. But it gets harder with each year. At some point I'll have to say, the heck with it, I'll just not worry about what others are doing and try to come up with ideas of my own. But that doesn't sound all that practical, so I am going to have to force myself to read more papers.

3. Nice to hear French being spoken, especially by cute and sexy French women. Quebecois women are simpler, earthy, kind yet strong, unafraid to show affection. They are also much more fashion conscious.

4. Enjoyed practising whatever little French I knew. Can say "excusez moi" without sounding pretentious.

5. Felt superior to analytic number theorists, though I have absolutely no reason or qualification to do so. But I think some arithmetic geometers look down on analytic number theory as being relatively easier, though outwardly they will say that it is too complicated for them.

6. Quebecois jokes (Quoting verbatim what I saw): "No stupid allowed" ; "If you pay cognac - nothing is problem"; "Your mother doesn't live here - keep it clean."

6. The Universite de Montreal is built on the other side of Mont Royal (which gave the city its name, I think). One evening I decided that in order to get some exercise I'll walk from the campus on the road that goes around and over the mountain to the other side of the city where the youth hostel I was staying in was located.  It turned out to be a rather long walk in the darkness, on narrow roads along rocky ledges with icicles dangling from the rocks. The road goes by a cemetery in the beginning and the whole place felt very ghostly. For a long time there was not a soul in sight anywhere. The walk got even longer when I lost my way a little bit. Eventually a bus came by and I made it back to the hostel but it was an experience like no other.

7. I have never been to Europe (nor do I plan to) but I think Montreal is a very European city. Especially enjoyed visiting St. Joseph's on top of a hill. The views are magnificent but it was very windy and cold when I was there.

8. The above mentioned roads on Mont Royal also passes by a park with a lot of area for cross country skiing on the side of the mountain. It is nice to have a place in the city where you can go skiing.

9. I took a Southwest flight to Manchester, NH and took a bus from there to Montreal. The bus passed through Vermont and New Hampshire and I got to see some of the most beautiful mountains and valleys I had been fortunate to see in my life.  So many verdant forests, full of conifers of all kinds, and so many frozen rivers and lakes!

10. Montrealers are very health and environment conscious - recycling, fluorescent bulbs, health food everywhere.

11. From walking around Montreal it seemed to me that there were three things that the French cared about- fashion, food and books.

12. I have a theory about what makes westerners more materialistic than oriental people, which includes the people of India (sorry to throw around sweeping generalizations and stereotypes, but I am in a rush here :-)): I think cold weather makes life itself an adventure. Somehow life seems more exciting, and managing everyday tasks feels like an accomplishment. I think this makes people more attached to life, and hence more materialistic. 

13. I was walking at night along the promenade and it was very windy and icy. I felt a little separated from city life and was looking at it as if I were an alien. This was not an isolated incident. Often feel separate from life  -- more and more conscious of the impermanence of life and the diaphanously fragile nature of material things. I guess if it were not for beautiful women - let me rephrase that, because all women are beautiful - if it were not for the beauty of women I would have become a monk long time ago. But that is like saying if I had not been born I would have been dead long time ago. 

14. Mathematicians can ramble on generously about finished work. But if you ask them about current work they immediately become very tight-lipped. 

15. Mathematicians as a group are the nicest people I know. That is one of the reasons I am still hanging on to it, because they are so honest and sincere and dedicated -most mathematicians that I know. But as a community we also need to care more about world and do more for society.

16. Sitcoms reflect the zeitgeist of America, though Americans are loath to admit it. 

17. Montreal metro is much more lively and arty than DC metro. They call it the underground city.

18. I was watching the movie Baraka that was playing on a restaurant (The Centrix on St. Laurent) screen. I was really hoping to talk to women, though I was not really in the mood for it. Ended up watching a lot of that movie. It was mesmerizing. Chicken being fed into a machine, people coming in and out of subway - do the masses know what industrialization/globalization is doing to them?

19. Montreal, like any city other than Washington, (except perhaps New York) is more relaxed and people just want to go home have a nice dinner, spend time with friends, etc., They don't spend every waking moment trying to change the world. [Funny - I had forgotten that I had written this about Montreal. Wrote exactly the same thing about San Francisco recently].

20. I feel like for most of my life I have been pushing myself hard, running myself to the point of exhaustion like an automaton, in every aspect of life, endangering myself and others. I don't know if I am capable of just chilling out for long periods of time, say like several months. Should be worth a try.

21. I have always enjoyed staying in youth hostels. You meet so many colorful characters. At the Montreal youth hostel I met an Austrian man who claimed to have a woman in every port, a man from Delhi of whom I don't remember much, and also 3 kids from Wisconsin on spring break who shared the room with 4 bunk beds in which I was staying, for one night. I thought I was crazy for spending spring break in Montreal, thus ending up with one more week of winter just as winter's grip was loosening in Washington.. But these guys (and a girl) bested me - they were from the frozen Tundra! 

22. One night I visited the waterfront in vieulle Montreal (old town Montreal).

I walked to the edge of the icy pier. It was very cold and lonely. Ever since reading Iris Murdoch's description of the waters of Thames at night (in high school) I have developed a special fascination with watching bodies of water at night, the way the light bounces off the waters, making it shimmer. The buildings in the distance looked somehow otherworldly. It is at times like these that one could truly feel detached from everyday existence, and look at the world as if from a distance. And it looks more beautiful the more you look at it. 

