Good old friends,

Hope you are all well. 

I am writing from Coimbatore again after a week spent in Kerala. The past few weeks have been a mixed experience. On the one hand there are the many discomforts of life, especially in India. There is the ever present poverty and filth, as soon as one steps out of the confines of the middle class neighborhoods. With each passing year spent away, the body finds it a little more difficult to adjust to the weather and the germs. On the other hand it is a pleasure to feel the warmth, sincerity and generous heart of the people, especially those who are poor or on the countryside. Visiting the temples brings one in touch with the deepest parts of one's soul. 

As we were watching the priest make the offerings in our ancestral temple I looked at the village around it. The temple boundary walls were yet to be finished, and street dogs strayed in and out of its yard overgrown with shrubs and weeds. Outside in the village women were taking water home in big plastic pots from the communal tap. A shepherd was walking his flock back home on the muddy path. Most of the houses were small ramshackle constructions. The people there have been living in this area for generations, since before my great grandfather left at the age of 12 to seek his fortune in Kochi. The rest of my ancestors had left the area soon after. For a moment I felt a tinge of envy. There is something deeply satisfying about being rooted in one place, living out one's life on the very clump of earth whence you are sprung, carrying on the same traditions. Perhaps my life would be more purposeful if I lived here and did well for the village and myself. 

But then I told myself that the village is doing well as it is. It is I that look at it with a stranger's eyes. They may walk on dusty streets but their pure hearts are filled with happiness. Even the caste mentality is slowly losing its grip (I hope), with people of different castes starting to live on the same streets. If ever they develop a compelling desire to build nice houses and drive automobiles they are quite capable of doing that, too. On the other hand it is I that need to come back here again and again to refresh my spirit and recharge my weary soul. To each one's own. I have chosen a life of wandering, of learning new ways of living and connecting with people who are different. That has its own purpose and value.

More about the ups and downs of life in India below. Hope you enjoy reading it. Look forward to hearing from you when you have time.

Sankar

P.S: I have put most of my writings (and all of the “random thoughts”) on: http://geocities.com/sankarx
1. Like many of you I also watched Obama’s moving speech on race relations in America.  It was a sincere speech that almost brought tears. I hope people give him the benefit of doubt when it comes to the relations with his pastor. I speak from experience, having been on the receiving end of black resentment against immigrants myself. Even during the worst of such moments, I knew they didn’t really mean it. Clearly this issue is something that touches Obama deeply. I hope in the coming days he will deliver equally passionate and moving speeches about poverty, inequality, climate change and other issues that need urgent action right now.

2. As I mentioned above, village life in India is not all that idyllic, though the people for the most part are simple, good hearted and friendly. There is much inequality and oppression there too. But when you look at them from the train they look very peaceful and happy. I guess you can say that about country life anywhere. It looks totally different from the India seen on TV.

3. Environment in India: 

The climate change initiative got a single paragraph in the 26 page budget of the Union Government in 2008. When I mentioned that to my old high school physics teacher (I had no trouble recognizing him, but I think he was not quite ready for the present version of one of his favorite --his word, not mine :-) -- students) he shrugged and said when I come back next time it will still be a single paragraph and nothing would have been done. Hope he is wrong and that all the noise made during Al Gore’s visit means something. 

In India we have always done many things that are now considered good conservation practices, but out of necessity. People throw away very little, and even the garbage is picked apart by scavengers who try to recover anything that could be used. Now due to the energy crunch a lot of local governments and private residences and businesses are trying to use alternative energy sources on their own – solar electricity panels and water heaters, windmills, biofuels....During our drive from Thiruvananthapuram (Trivandrum) to the ancestral village near Tirunelveli we passed through a huge windmill farm. It was such a great sight….But there is very little awareness of environmental issues, other than what people know through the culture and their own wisdom about nature and our relationship to it. (More on awareness in #9 below). 

Unfortunately the western consumerist disposable culture has taken hold among the middle class here as well. Plastic and disposable items have become all too numerous. Suburbanization is also rampant, with no planning whatsoever for green space, parking, transportation, etc.,
4. It looks like the US (and hence the world) is going through an unprecedented financial crisis, brought about by the excesses of the investment banking and specifically the mortgage security business. Both the current administration and the next one will need much strength and wisdom to guide the world through this troubled period.

5. I am wondering who would make a good vice-presidential pick for Obama. He needs someone who would bolster his support among Latinos, working class white voters and provide an experienced hand, especially in foreign policy. Richardson seems to be a good bet to help him in two out of those three areas. 

On the other hand I am not sure picking an experienced white candidate is going to help him all that much –- the working class white voters might end up voting for McCain anyway (McCain is not the end of the world, compared to Bush). But with Richardson on his ticket Obama might have a good chance of picking up New Mexico, Nevada and Colorado. I think Latino voters would be more excited about having a VP candidate than working class white voters would be reassured by having a white candidate for VP. Even if Pennsylvania, New Hampshire, Minnesota (assuming McCain picks Pawlenty for VP) and Maine go for McCain, Obama can still beat him by picking up Virginia and perhaps even North Carolina. The reason N. Carolina is even a possibility is that Obama is drawing such huge voter turnouts. (In a lighter vein, between Richardson’s white father and Obama’s white mother they have a whole white person between them). I think Kathleen Sibelius would also be an excellent choice for him. Picking her would help mollify some of the Hillary supporters, especially older white women. It is like picking Hillary without the baggage! She would help him win Colorado but also bring Kansas and a whole bunch of Midwestern states. But man, Obama-Sibelius is a mouthful. Maybe it can be shortened to Obelius. Or Barackus.

Having said all that I think Obama should ignore all political calculations and pick the person that, in his heart, is the best qualified.

6. Doing the same calculations for Hillary (though it looks like her chances are diminishing day by day), she needs someone who would attract independents and contrast her insider status with his/her outsider credentials. Again, picking a Latino would really bolster her chances for the same reasons as for Obama, especially since McCain is also likely to be popular among Latinos. But Richardson having burnt his Clinton bridges, I don’t know who else is out there that is a good candidate. Maybe a fresh new face such as the L.A mayor? Not sure he is VP material. Edwards would probably her best choice. 

7. Pleasures of life in Coimbatore: Mom’s cooking (best cuisine in world), watching cricket with Dad (thank God India won, for his sake), memories from youth, old friends and relatives, Coimbatore weather,…Since I want to keep this as positive as possible, I will refrain from writing about the drawbacks of a bachelor spending extended periods of time with his parents at home.

8. A country is only as good as its weakest link. India’s weakest link is 750 million strong. I am talking about all the people who barely manage to fulfill the basic necessities of life. India’s bad treatment of dalits (untouchables), minorities, women and children is certainly its biggest weakness not to mention shameful and embarrassing. Inequality, no matter where it exists, will drag down the whole society, not to mention economy. Politicians treat the poor as mere vote banks, and make them dependent by giving out freebies during election time. 

What is the root of this inequality? I would say it is the jungle culture where the strong prey on the weak. Such a culture leads to cronyism, oppression of weak, lack of maturity and vision, lack of wisdom and narrow mindedness in the average dominant male. It leads to the rule of men as opposed to the rule of law. People do what they can get away with. True strength comes from self-control and not fearing anything, including death. The strength of the bully disappears as soon as it meets a bigger force, and it leads to ego driven fights. Thus the joke about three Indians being less productive than one Japanese but one Indian being more productive than three Japanese. Our political parties keep splintering into smaller groups because of frequent personality clashes. Of course Indian society was not always like this. There was a time when it was much more evolved than other contemporary societies. But due to the decay and resulting weakening (that was discussed in rt52) society became weak on the average leaving the small minority of dominant elite free to assert their authority over the rest with impunity. For further reading on this topic see “The dark side of India's growth story,” by Fareed Zakaria, appended below.

What can change this culture? It will certainly have to come from the individual. The leaders of society have to instill a culture of self-confidence, self-control and discipline in the average person. Right now leadership is based on blind allegiance to the leaders. Instead it should be based on allegiance to common principles, ideas, and causes. But most importantly it should start by empowering the individual, so that they can stand on their feet and think for themselves instead of being easy prey to the dominant elite. This is one area where America can be of real help to India, because the individual American is so strong, on the average. 

9. Desensitization and Lack of awareness: The crushing weight of the struggle  for survival, seen in the frantic scramble in every aspect of life -–from getting onto a bus to college admission—causes an insensitivity to others, lack of awareness of wider social issues and a generally blinkered existence. There is a general feeling of each person being out for oneself. The blinkering is so acute that you would see trash piled right in front of extravagant mansions. People wall their houses, and once they get inside the gates of their private paradise they totally forget about the world literally outside their gates. I hope I never get used to all the misery around here. Someone said that as long as you can tolerate something, you would never try to change it.  Growing up in India, I got used to so many things that I now find intolerable. Having lived in the US made me more aware of the problems here, both from my own experience and also from the news media. In the US we get hammered with bad news about India all the time – the foreign press delights in exposing India’s problems and feeling superior. Unfortunately they are so ignorant that they don’t even know what is to be appreciated about India, but that is a different subject altogether. Good thing about staying here for only a few months is that the next time I visit I’ll be equally if not more upset with the conditions here. A possible reason for this kind of blinkering is discussed in #17 below.

10. Bureaucracy and politics are a reflection of society, and not the other way. People are fond of saying that if only the politicians were less corrupt and the bureaucracy were more efficient everything would be alright. But they are products of the society. The red tape in Indian government and bureaucracy is a result of people not trusting each other. There is so much fraud and corruption here that to counter it, a dizzying jumble of rules and procedures has to be enforced. At the corporation office in Kochi where we went to file an application for my Dad’s birth certificate, they even checked the Xerox copy to make sure it was identical to the original. The result of all these layers of red tape and the licensing Raj is that only people who can game the system succeed.

11. Sexual mores have certainly changed a little bit in India, at least as far as television, movies and billboards are concerned. Three years ago when I visited, the dances in the movies featured women wearing sarees that gave generous exposure to their slender waists, but the saree top was still slung across the shoulder and over the blouse, albeit tenuously. Now the saree tops usually go to one side, exposing the blouse and a bit of cleavage, if at all they wear sarees. The dresses are becoming more revealing in general. Some of the gigantic billboards for saree and jewellery shops with seductive voluptuous women in sarees with the tops moved aside are a bit too distracting. I wonder what it would be the next time around. But I doubt it would ever reach the levels of exposure in western countries, though. When it comes to women there is a definite double standard amongst men in South Asia and the middle east. We don’t have any problems gawking at white or East-Asian women wearing little or nothing but if a woman from our own societies does the same it shocks and distresses us. Having met women of all races I believe that Indian women don’t have monopoly over virtue and character, and that the problems of society are not the result of women showing a bit of skin, as long as they are doing it of their own free will. After all, this is the society that came up with Khajuraho and Kamasutra. But I do have a problem with looking at women who expose themselves for money. One reason I love going to the beach is that most of the women there are doing it for their own sake, or perhaps to attract some attention, and I feel free to look without loud protests from the conscience.

12. Pink is a favorite color in India. The city of Jaipur has so many pink buildings that it is called the “Pink City.” Walking around Coimbatore, I see many houses that are painted in pink. Indian society is extremely socially conservative. Even the more progressive parts of India are more conservative than the most conservative parts of the U.S. So I wonder what their reaction would be if they heard that pink is considered the color of gays and lesbians. Once my mom brought me a pink shirt from India. When I went to Kramerbooks in Dupont circle as usual to browse books (and maybe talk to women) wearing that pink shirt, many guys started sidling up to me trying to make conversation. At that time I didn’t know much about gays. In fact before the pink shirt episode I have eaten in a gay restaurant/bar without knowing it. I understood it only later, and then stopped wearing that shirt. On the plus side I learned a few ways to start conversations with women. 

Because of the segregated lives that men and women lead in this country, often men and women develop very strong bonds with others of their gender. One of my uncles has male friends who have been close to him since he was a little boy, for over fifty years. Even now when he visits India they travel and do things together. His friends have also been very helpful to our family. It is quite common to see men walking while holding the hand or embracing the shoulder of their male friends, and similarly for women.

13. One day a few weeks ago I rented a bike and for the first time went biking near my house here.  Since the bike was not very good (those were the only kind of bikes available for rent)-– bald tires, poor handling, no gears, slack brakes -– I could only bike slowly. I didn’t remember the ways of the traffic here because it was all by instinct. It seems to me that traffic here works according to the Moses parting the seas theory. You simply plow into the traffic and usually it makes way for you. You take the aggressive driving in New York and magnify it by 10 and you get some idea of how traffic is here. The hierarchical nature of society and resulting jungle culture are reflected in the ways people drive as well. The bigger, more opulent vehicle always has the right of way. According to that hierarchy pedestrians come last. If you see a vehicle in front of you it is better for your own safety that you move aside.  Waiting is futile.  If there is a space you take it, cutting in front of the other person if necessary. Once a moped cut right in front of me and with the iffy brakes I barely managed to avoid hitting him. If you are not a native Indian it is simply not a good idea to drive here, because the traffic will definitely drive you crazy. It all works only because the average speed is low – but then again the fact that the average speed is low maybe means that it doesn’t work. The horn is almost as important or perhaps even more important than the brake. People honk at every intersection or whenever they need someone to move aside which means they honk constantly. They have put dividers on all the main roads and highways so traffic on those roads flows more smoothly and faster these days, but there are still many roads and even highways that are same as before. The section from Coimbatore to Palghat would surely qualify as one of the worst, both because of the traffic and the potholes. Given that vehicle ownership is increasing exponentially –- now most people have at least a moped or motorcycle, and those who can afford to buy a house also can afford a car -–the road construction is playing a tough catch-up game with the traffic.

14. By now you probably noticed an underlying theme to life in India –general chaos due to lack of planning and organization, and also because no one respects rules, partly due to lack of enforcement, partly due to the culture. There is no better illustration of this than in the indiscriminate proliferation of  advertising, whether it is the aforementioned gigantic distractions or signs on everything from railway station benches to temple walls for the commercial sponsors. Walking or driving on any non-residential (sometimes even residential) roads one is overwhelmed by this visual carpet-bombing.

15. Mathematics is like gardening for the mind. One day while traveling I felt unusually restless and my mind was swirling with various thoughts and worries. Then I started thinking about a mathematics problem and it helped to calm the mind and refesh the spirit. Maybe I’ll become a mathematician after all :-) 

16. The feeling that you get in the temples in India (at least most of them) is different from the feeling you get at places of worship in the US, from my experience, and that includes the Hindu temples in the US. Here in India people believe that God actually exists in the idol. So the temple sanctuary is considered the house of a living God as opposed to just a house of worship. Partly it is also because of the general atmosphere. In spite of all the problems that I have pointed out, and in spite of all the changes that the country is going through, India as a whole still remains a place where life is oriented towards the spirit. I doubt that this country would ever become oriented towards attaining material prosperity alone. Just as increasingly there are pockets of deep spirituality in American life, there are increasingly pockets of mindless materialism in Indian society. As for myself, speaking as a scientist I still remain agnostic about God. But due to my growing up in India as well as a feeling and belief that I have had since childhood, a strong sense of the oneness of creation and the non-duality of all existence as postulated by the Advaita school courses through my veins. And while I can feel the vibrations of the worshippers in the temple to me God exists everywhere, not just in the idol. Perhaps God is an abstract entity, perhaps it is the essence of all beings, that I do not know yet, though I believe it is the latter.

17. For the reasons mentioned above, a Hindu would never defile a temple (though we have no problems defiling our streets and other public places). For that matter a Hindu would have trouble defiling a church, mosque, synagogue, etc., as well. On the other hand the people who invaded this country have ransacked and desecrated and pillaged its temples with no speck of compunction. Many ancient Hindu sculptures from temples have ended up in palaces and museums in the middle East, Europe and America. 

Perhaps India would be much better off if we treat every inch of it as an abode of God. Then maybe our streets and cities would be much cleaner. Perhaps we would treat each other better if we start to believe that God exists in all beings. As it is God’s domain seems to stop at the doors of the temple sanctuary. People fight and scramble even to reach the doorsteps of God, and once they reach it become totally quiet and respectful. But as soon as they get outside they revert to form. Businessmen spend millions to appease the Gods with offerings of food and flowers and gold and whatnot but pinch every penny when it comes to paying their workers.

18. Kerala is doing well with its tourism business. In fact tourism contributes a big chunk to the state’s revenue (More on that in next paragraph). Going over its bridges and marine drives it looks quite beautiful. The backwaters will be a great place for canoeing (perhaps in smaller versions of the snake boats that are used to ply them). 

19. Memories from childhood are the most fresh in one’s mind. They say the memories of smells are especially strong. I grew up in Kerala and as soon as I entered it I could recognize the smells. While in Kochi and then in Thiruvananthapuram I went running, sometimes revisiting places that I remembered from childhood. Kerala on the whole is a lot cleaner than TamilNadu and the people are generally healthier, better educated and more orderly. But still even there I could see plenty of public urination. Also it looks like most of the wealth in Kerala is coming from expatriates working in the middle east, especially Dubai and Abu Dhabi. Due to the strong communist presence Kerala is finding it hard to get industries to set up shop there. More on that in this article from India Together, an internet based newspaper:

http://www.indiatogether.org/2008/mar/opi-kerala.htm
20. What I like most about my parents, and what I am most grateful for is that they have absolutely no ego. It has never been their goal to achieve great wealth or fame or power. They worked very hard to provide us with a good life and seem to be quite happy with what they have. The only thing that they seem to be wanting right now is a daughter-in-law. But for whatever reason they haven’t bothered me about it during this trip and things have been generally peaceful.
Appendix:

The dark side of India's growth story

Suman Guha Mozumder in New York | May 23, 2007 16:36 IST

Fareed Zakaria, editor of Newsweek International, believes that while India has several Silicon Valleys within it, the country also has three Nigerias within. 

"The Indian private sector is doing extraordinary things and the country is bursting with energy, yet behind all these is the reality," Zakaria said alluding to the rampant poverty that coexists with affluence. That reality, he said, is that there are still close to 800 million people in India who live on less than $2 a day despite India being a democracy, which is its greatest pride. 

His remarks came during a keynote address at the Child Relief and You-United States fundraiser May 5 in the presence of 200-odd guests. 

Zakaria said in India, democracy has not allowed the rule of the majority. 

"What you see issue after issue, state after state is that powerful minorities, farmers, minority interests and landed interests have been able to capture the political system and extract government benefits for themselves [by way of] subsidies, etc," he said. 

Noting that Indian democracy is wedded to these powerful minorities, he said this is not an unfamiliar concept in democracy -- in the US they are called special interests. But he said in India it has proved deadly because people who do not get represented are the ones who are powerless. Little wonder, he said, that at the annual United Nations Human Development Index, India fares very badly. 

"It is a great shame for Indian democracy. The large majority of people have somehow slipped though the cracks. So you see that India does worse than Bangladesh, worse than Cuba, worse than Syria, on all these measures. It does worse than many other countries that have lower per capita GDP [gross domestic product] than India has," Zakaria said. 

"It is one of the important things that will make it impossible for India to continue this extraordinary growth and for this growth to trickle down to the masses," he said. Zakaria said there are all kinds of models of economic policy -- from Hong Kong which was totally laissez faire to South Korea which had lots of tariffs and regulations, to Taiwan which was somewhere in the middle, to Singapore which was pro-market but had a huge government presence. 

"But there were three factors that were in common in all these East Asian models. First was broad hospitality to markets and trade, investment in education, particularly for the poorer half of the population, and third was the investment in health," Zakaria said. "Those are, so far, lacking in the Indian case," he added. 

Zakaria said when one looks at India's great growth story, one has to ask oneself that if the country does not make significant investments in education and healthcare -- which is essentially the investment in children that CRY is talking about -- will India be able to sustain the growth rate and sustain it in a way that it spreads to the entire country? 

"I have talked about India's systematic and political failings. What we have to do in a sense is to take advantage of the great political strengths that India has -- its openness, its democracy, its freedom and its participation at the civic society sector," he said. "In other words, if India's strength is the society, not the State, if India's strength is the micro growth, not the macro growth, if India's strength is the small entrepreneur and not the technocrat, then we have to leverage that and use that as best as we can," Zakaria said. 

"That is where you come in because it means that the only way this problem is going to be solved is if Indian society and the friends of Indian society mobilize and petition the government and get civic society involved, get nonprofits involved... That is the only way to get it solved -- a broad, multi-pronged, multi-tier strategy that tries to attack the problem," Zakaria said amid applause. 

He said India is not going to get some "great minister of health or minister of education or minister for children's affair" who is going to suddenly make all these things happen and therefore there is no point sitting around for a good government. He said the only way it could happen is by pressing the government as well as through a charitable solution. "It has to be bottom up approach and not a top-down approach which means that you can't wait around and hope and wish. We have to reverse them," he said. 

"All this sounds very gloomy, but I think it is less gloomy and India growth story is not as fragile as it sounds because of the event this evening and because of organizations like CRY. There are all these problems but there are all these solutions and people, who are interested, who are motivated and who want to do something and who are beginning to change the dynamic," Zakaria said, ending his keynote on an optimistic note. 

