Dear friends, 

I am happy to write to you again from my home in Coimbatore. Hope all is well on your side and look forward to hearing from you when you have time to write.

These words come to you through a cable that runs through the open window of our bedroom (along with lots of mosquitoes), around the drumstick tree in front of the window, then hugs the top of the roof on its way through a crow’s nest of cables and wires before reaching the trunk line on the main road that goes to the office of the nascent internet service providing company. Like everything in India, it works somehow, some way, though so far without any problems. No doubt with the added assistance of the deity to whom the businessmen who provide this service offer many flowers and incense every morning before they begin work. 

In this e-mail I describe the experiences from DC jury duty in early December before talking about life here. I am tired of long sentences plus time is scarce so this is my first (and probably last) attempt in writing telegraphically, my experiment in minimalism and the philosophy of less is more ( < = > ). Mark Twain said that the difference between the right word and the almost right word is the difference between the lightning and the lightning bug. Well, here is my quest to replace a hundred sentences with a few right words. Hope you enjoy reading it. 

Yours,

Sankar  

Random Thoughts (52) (telegraphic)

0. Follow up from last week:- 

Obama loss in Texas and Ohio: Bummer.

Idealists: Cold shower of reality. 

Pundits: Another pie in face. 

Necessary: Skepticism in face of blinding charisma. 

Legitimate questions about Obama: (Senate record and policy on future cost of entitlements ) Stand-up guy or compromising equivocator?  

Voting on racial and ethnic lines: Bad. 

Succumbing to smear campaigns and negative ads: Worse. 

Hillary tactics: Karl Rove lite.  

Positives: Hillary not Karl Rove + Democrats on TV not McCain + Good test for Obama.  

Democratic Nomination: Dilemmarama.  

Memo to Obama: Stay positive please! Tell working class white folk + Latinos: I am your man; The Man doesn’t own me. 

Memo to Bill Clinton: Hillary-Obama ticket – are you kidding? Voters not that dumb; Hillary + Obama (Hillabama?) << Hillary, Obama. 

Hope for Obama: People see Man behind words.

Hope for Hillary: Caring woman > calculating politician.

Hope for Edwards: Edwards becomes VP + fights poverty aggressively + pushes for more investment in education, infrastructure. 

(Reason: American dream slipping away from most + Education, infrastructure need investment more than anything. Must read: http://www.nytimes.com/2008/03/11/opinion/11herbert.html 

Cohesive picture of what is wrong in America ).

1. Jury duty: 

Plaintiffs: Two Asian Indian brothers 

Defendants: Law firm with all white partners. 

Jury: Four black women; One white guy; One white woman; One Asian Indian guy (yours truly).

Irony: Indian guys born in Africa, probably pass for white American guys now fighting white guys in front of mostly black and Indian jury

2. Jury duty: Two weeks of sitting, staring, listening, analyzing, discussing = Peering inside people’s mind with microscope; Watching Indian guys = Watching myself from outside; Indian male (young, educated, urban) = ugliness + beauty; Beauty = gentle, caring, thoughtful; Ugliness = competitive, self-absorbed, immature.

3. Jury duty + America = great + flawed; Greatness: People’s attitude, commitment, responsibility on average = Good; Flaw = Dependent on Goodness of Average person, Dynamics of group discussion.

4. Princeton Trip: (Jan, 2008, Selberg memorial conference)

Institute for Advanced Study = Retreat center for physicists, mathematicians + hallowed grounds trodden by Weyl, Einstein, Selberg…

Princeton = Playground for privileged + nice place for walking around.

Walking at night in pitch darkness from Institute to downtown ==> low lying mist cloud ==>memories from Sherlock Holmes story set in moors with bogs.

5. Qatar Airways Flight 52, Dulles => Doha: 

Mostly Indians; Young Indian guy on next seat + me = one sentence in 12 hours = new world record.

East Africa in relief (on real time flight map) = melancholy old man:

Eye = Lake Victoria, nose + lips = Mozambique border; Old man looking at Madagascar with sadness.

6.Memo to Boeing: Boeing 777 = high tech, excellent. 

Idea: Camera under fuselage ==> real time video of terrain around plane. Why not?

7. Qatar airways popularity ==> Doha airport handling too much transport  ==> not enough gates, pass through security for transfer; hassle factor = (, Overall comfort = A, (/A tends to 0.

8. Doha landscape ==> memories of Phoenix.

9. Desert people: Lack of water ==> Love of perfumes?

9. Deserts = (Post carbon, post-global-warming-induced-coastal-submergence) Eldorado?: Vacant lands + Plentiful Sunshine + Sand for silicon + Seawater desalination = Fresh water for farms, bottling + Electricity + Heat.

10. Roots of racism = Tribal affiliations ; Present in most societies ; Demagoguery + fear + superiority complex ==> virulent hatred + racism.

11. Possible explanation for India’s decline: Nation = organism ==> Problems reflect those in individuals. India’s problems seen in myself,  especially in weaker moments.

Analogy: Person spoilt by inheritance. Wastes time, loses interest in work, loses ambition, content with status quo, material comfort. Over time body loses vigor ==> mind becomes weak, lazy ==> spirit low.

Body maintains vigor <== regular exercise, resistance training. 

Mind maintains vigor <== facing challenges.

Explanation: 

Inheritance = salubrious weather, bountiful nature, protected by mountains and ocean. 

Losing vigor ==> Accept things passively, no attempt to improve. Weakening ==> vulnerability to invasion, enslavement. 

Cycle repeated with successive waves of newcomers, starting with Aryans. 

Current national awakening and strengthening <== mind strengthening <== challenges <== overpopulation, struggle for survival.

12. Application of above hypothesis to symptoms exhibited in India:

General sloppiness: Mind lazy ==> Not executing task to completion, perfection.

Insensitive to poverty, filth, corruption, oppression:  Weak body, mind + passive acceptance + time ==> self-survival becomes paramount, mind desensitized to poverty, filth, etc.,

13. Possible solutions, avenues for future development of India:

Patience: Weakness develops over several generations. Strength will need > = few generations.

External input: Person in regression ==> denial develops, unaware of extent of decay ==> Needs external input, stimulation, challenge. British invasion ==> rude awakening; American  influence ==> crude imitation. Both helped to some extent (Time now to blaze own path, build on strengths, unique talents, heritage).  

Good nutrition + education for all + proper education (knowledge+ creativity + critical thinking + character development) + exercise + facing, overcoming challenges + taking risks + time (few generations) ==> full strength + self awareness + confidence in each individual Indian ==> strong India once again shining light of love, truth, beauty. 

14. Things I saw (some while walking and running):

Good: Confidence in eyes, vigor in body of younger generation; 

India’s soul reflected in eyes of villagers, working class; Large number of people exercising (mostly walking) in early morning on streets; Several gardens + play areas in Coimbatore city, well maintained by corporation, well used by population ; current spiritual leaders reaching out to people of all castes, classes.

Bad: Middle class enveloped in greed, losing soul in rat race; stark inequalities (billionaires + dirt poor, westernized elite + illiterate); poor hygiene (excretion in public, general filthiness, especially in slums tucked just out of sight of upscale neighborhoods, stray animals,…) ; Unholy alliance of religious leaders, politicians and industrialists; Hindu fundamentalists (oxymoron) posing as patriotic  protectors of culture. 

Ugly: Mindless chasing of western standards of living, mindless imitation of western culture, plastic bags littered everywhere.

Pretty: Many young female anchors on various TV news channels. 

15. Pride in India (and myself): 

Success in Cricket +  Tech industry = Reason to be proud? To some extent, yes. 

Real pride (in India and myself): only when all have good life + return to root values (quest for truth, love, beauty). The working class and the ascetics have always lived according to these values. Elites have mostly never.

Worry: Greedy, corrupt, aggressive elites will dominate + good, kind, tolerant and wise will leave ==> Need to keep coming back, do what I can.

16. How to measure progress: 

Always looking at western model, seeking western approval – not true standard of measurement. 

Need: Have our own standards, not repeat mistakes made in west, build on own model--community, spirituality, culture, nature…

Previous efforts like shantiniketan etc., did not succeed (nationally) because they didn’t start from ground up.

17. In a previous e-mail wrote about the positive aspects of idol worship in temples. A negative aspect = worship of humans as godly figures (hence the term “Godmen” = Gurus). No matter how wise or enlightened a spiritual teacher, worshipping them alive makes me uncomfortable. Worship of spiritual leaders ==> personality cult. Politics, Religion driven by personalities in India.

18. Most Indian movies = sound track. 

Rhythm of sound tracks (movies): 

Beginning  = light, pleasant (laughter, gentle flirting)

Middle  =  faster, ominous (sobbing, punching) 

End  = slower, grave / ceremonious (death / wedding).

19. Environment in India:

Forest academy near house = Forest in middle of city (previously was outskirts) = Great place to walk, run + wide variety of trees. Coimbatore semi-arid. Ubiquitous thorny bushes, tamarind, neem. Nevertheless plenty of other trees, sometimes sensory overload. Forest academy could manage campus flora better.

Recycling, composting: Even upscale residents dump trash indiscriminately; Separation done manually by corporation workers, scavengers, stray dogs; Awareness of recycling = 0.

Too many plastic bags in spite of corporation campaign.

Too many vehicles, faster moving + more congested traffic, fewer bicycles. 

Computer games + internet + motorcycle / car ==> young people (educated, middle class, urban) get less exercise ==> conspicuous spare tire by 30. 

20. Inadequacies of Indian males (extrapolating from experience): We need to grow up. 

Traditional Indian woman pampers husband, son too much. (Don’t mean to blame them).

21. Liberal anger (Oxymoron II):  Loss of India of youthful dreams, watching behavior of people (including friends, relatives) ==> sometimes angry, want to shake them up. 

Need to develop compassion. Things have been always like this. Hard to swallow now but need to look from their shoes.

Hating everything = counterproductive. Liberal American friends sometimes have similar hate for mainstream America (flag, nuclear family, apple pie…). 

Love is always stronger. Even passive aggression is violence.

22. Indians in list of world’s top 10 richest: Don’t know what to make of it. Wish they would help the poor more.  The poor people of this country work very hard just to survive. 

What they lack: Information + background + infrastructure that middle class people were born into.

What they need: Opportunity for a decent education, help in setting up their own business, etc

Trickle down theory: Not applicable to India. Works better when everyone is on level playing field. Poor have been and will continue to be victims of exploitation unless provided with education and training for global economy. Indian elite too tight with their money / spend it all on themselves. [example: World’s fifth richest man, an Indian, spent one billion on his house in Mumbai. Yes, One Billion Dollars].

23. Treatment of Indians in other countries: Middle east = worst ; Far east = terrible ;  Elsewhere = bad ; America = okay. 

At least US = land of immigrants.

Perhaps we deserve the poor treatment – given how poor are treated in India. 

Question always on my mind: Should one live in India for sake of self-respect and serving poor?

Dilemma: Pride in one’s identity vs participating in global culture. When does assimilation become sell-out? 

But self-respect comes from within oneself. Hope -- can work on social justice from US, with frequent visits. America is where my heart is. 

24. Keralite humor = 30% sarcasm + 10% darkness + 20% dryness + 30% gentleness +10% other.

25. Envy ease and efficiency with which people get married, have children here. Guess I have myself to blame. Wish I could say it is result of karma from past life! But one must take responsibility, accept what one has and be happy with it. Besides, there is much life ahead.

Appendix: Further reading + Sources for some of above
Solar power from deserts:

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/03/06/business/06solar.html?hp
Demand for polysilicon (made from sand):

http://www.nytimes.com/2006/04/14/business/14solar.html
Desalination plant:

http://www.physorg.com/news123502193.html 

Bacterium that converts cellulose to ethanol:

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/03/09/AR2008030901983.html?hpid=topnews
