Dear friends,  

Hope you are all staying cool in the sweltering heat  -- and I don’t mean global warming but the election campaign. Here in Washington of course the heat is at times intolerable though the weather has been quite balmy lately. I don’t consider myself a political animal, not because of a lack of interest but because I consider it unhealthy to the soul if not consumed with care. In 2004 

I volunteered for the Kerry campaign partly because I thought everyone needed to do their part to change the disastrous course the country and the world was on, and partly in the hope of meeting someone. This time I felt the need to volunteer even stronger, but was hoping that the change would happen rather easily and wouldn’t need too many volunteers. How wrong I was!

I was at Politics and Prose on Wednesday to hear Junot Diaz read from his Pulitzer winning “The brief wondrous life of Oscar Wao.” Perspicacious and interminably witty, in his poetic and colorful language he talked about how surreal the campaign rhetoric and story lines were, how the fictional images of the candidates created by the campaigns were so sloppy yet terribly engrossing like pulp fiction. He said it would be funny if it were not so painful. Indeed it is so painful to watch that I avoid election coverage on TV as much as possible, and instead focus on what I can do to help Obama win. To help dealing with the frustration and helplessness he said each one of us should write a journal of our experiences of the next two months of this campaign. So here are my thoughts and experiences during these nerve-wracking yet extraordinary days. I also explain why I support Obama more than McCain.

Yours,

Sankar

PS: have added more pictures at http://flickr.com/sankarx including pictures from Chris’ wedding, and some miscellaneous Hawaii pictures selected for their quality. Tom, sorry it took so long to upload video. Chris, sorry for delay in uploading wedding pictures.

Random Thoughts (59) –weltchmerz

9/12/2008

1. I love this alternative energy success story:  

For her 10th birthday, Nicole Kuepper received an inspirational present from her parents - her first solar-energy kit. It sparked a fascination with solar technology that last night led to Ms Kuepper, 23, winning two Australian Museum Eureka Prizes for her scientific research. She has developed a simple, cheap way of producing solar cells in a pizza oven that could eventually bring power and light to the 2 billion people in the world who lack electricity. Ms Kuepper is a PhD student and lecturer in the school of photovoltaic and renewable energy engineering at the University of NSW, Australia.

"I love working with passionate people who want to help address climate change and poverty by thinking and experimenting outside the square," she said.

Today's photovoltaic cells that convert sunlight to electricity are expensive and need sophisticated, "clean" manufacturing plants. Ms Kuepper realised a new approach would be needed if affordable cells were to be made on site in poorer countries: "What started off as a brainstorming session has resulted in the iJET cell concept that uses low-cost and low-temperature materials and processes, such as nail polish removers, ink-jet printing and pizza ovens, to manufacture solar cells."

2. Wonder why I don’t hear anyone talking about Tony Dungy and Lovie Smith’s stupendous achievement from two years ago when they reached the superbowl. If anyone has trouble imagining African-Americans in leadership roles, then that might help them. I can see why Obama might not want to talk about it, but others could. And then there is the superhuman Tiger Woods.

3. I can feel the competitive nature rise up while thinking about this campaign. The wish for “my side” to win. It is difficult to extricate my own ego from a general desire for the results to turn out well for the country and the world. I have to watch out against my own bias and prejudice in forming judgments about the candidates and what they propose to do for the country.

4. I don’t consider myself a particularly unselfish person but sometimes there is this general feeling of unease and pain when thinking about what is going on in this world. In particular it bothers me that the Republicans have been able to present this rather bizarre and perverted version of Obama’s character, personality and policies and worse yet, there are some people who believe it. It really worries me to think of what would happen in terms of the economic inequalities in this country and the world, the effects of climate change and the looming threats of violence and war. In the midst of the campaign muddle all of this seem to have been almost forgotten. I also find myself increasingly worried about the future of India, with all its corruption and exploitation and the blissful ignorance of the Indian middle class when it comes to the effects of runaway industrialization on the environment and the poor. Perhaps I am sublimating my own lack of family into a caring for the world, perhaps I am just going through a phase of anxiety. Whatever it is, I find it increasingly difficult to be detached. How does one care about others yet not feel pain when observing the suffering of others? Perhaps detachment means to be detached from the need to overcome pain, and to experience suffering without getting immersed in it. 

I have found that the best way to deal with all of this is to focus on action, action and more action. Meditation or being with nature also helps, by creating a sense of calmness and compassion for all, as well as an elevated perspective where you see all of life as a drama in which we are acting our roles. It helps to relieve the anxiety and create the sense that yes, everything will be alright, one way or the other.

5. Any time the ugly head of self-pity and fear appear in the mind, all one has to do is to realize how fragile life is, how fortunate we are to have what we have, and to think of those who don’t. When you overcome the fear of death, all anxiety and self-pity disappear, because you are then detached from identification with the flesh. Indeed, the more we are attached to the flesh and 

blood life, the higher the amount of fear, anxiety and selfishness. 

6. All the talk about caring for the poor would be useless unless we have the right approach to eliminating poverty. What is the answer? Unbridled capitalism, globalization and endless growth? Or is it a total shift towards a local, self-reliant community based economy that is free from corporate influence? In his book “Deep Economy” Bill McKibben argues for the latter. He says growth is not sustainable, and even if it were, it would not go very far in eliminating poverty. In his book “The End of Poverty” Jeffrey Sachs asks for a balanced approach. While noting that globalization has lifted millions out of poverty, he quotes Adam Smith himself in calling for a comprehensive, holistic approach to development, where individual freedom, enterprise and initiative are balanced with careful regulations that consider the effects of industrialization on the poor and the environment. I believe Obama favors Sachs’ approach, whereas McCain appears to be part of the market fundamentalist camp that believes in the power of the invisible hand of the market in taking care of everything from inequality to climate change.

7. His approach to ending poverty and inequality is only one of the reasons why I support Obama. His approach to dealing with the rising threats of terrorism and the tensions with the middle east, Russia and China are another. I could continue cataloguing the differences in approach and policies that tilted the balance in favor Obama. As mentioned in rt57, #15, I like and admire John McCain as a person, for his courage and a fundamental sense of decency and fairness. It is great to have the choice between two extraordinary men. But as described in rt58, #8, his actions during the campaign have been very disappointing. Even assuming he is simply doing what it takes to win, the basic differences in policy and approach are stark. And ultimately they all stem from their differing temperaments: Obama’s conciliatory, thoughtful and deliberate combined with a steely resolve and McCain’s rebellious and mercurial, combined with a gung-ho attitude. Each has their plus sides, but on balance I feel that when it comes to dealing with poverty, environment, education, foreign policy and other such key issues Obama’s approach is far better and preferable. McCain would not be the end of the world – he is far better than Bush – but I don’t think he will make things much better. The problems are enormous, and they demand the best possible approach, efforts and talents. There is the need for change and action on a seismic scale. Obama's one sin might be ambition, but he is not running for moral or spiritual leader of America but rather the chief executive. I think probably many of us would be happy with an independent candidate free from the democratic and republican machines, but we have to deal with what we have, right now.
8. Well, we all know what the issues are. We all know what tremendous challenges lie ahead of us. If you agree with me that Obama has the right approach, and how serious the stakes are, then this is the time to act, with determination and dedication. There are times in our lives when standing back and observing are simply not an option, and I believe this is one of them. Each one of us has an important role to play.

9. Notes from campaign trail: So far I have spent about 15 hours canvassing or phone-banking for the Obama campaign, mostly on saturdays. I really wish I could do more, but teaching and research duties prevent me from doing so. I have knocked on a sum total of 157 doors of total strangers (I know it is exactly 157 because they ask us to make a tally at the end of the canvassing outing!), contacted 32 people (rest were not home), all in Old Town and Del Ray areas of Alexandria. Of them 18 were definitely going to vote for Obama, about 6 were definitely voting for McCain, and about 4 were undecided. About 4 refused to talk to me. Probably 2 of those 4 were young women who were either McCain supporters or disgruntled Hillaryites. Among the 18 who support Obama about 3 were Republican women. One of them, an East Asian woman in her forties, lamented that there were no good choices on the Republican side. Though she worried about an expanding, inefficient and wasteful government under Obama, she was not very happy with McCain especially considering what she thought was an irresponsible choice of an inexperienced woman for Vice President.

10. Wednesday, 9/10: Lipstick day – This morning by some accident in spite of my efforts to avoid election coverage I happened to learn of the comments by Obama and Biden that were being interpreted as attacks on Palin. Then the whole day the words “pig” and “lipstick” kept popping up in my brain. I couldn’t get them out. They were kind of stuck there like a popular jingle that you hear once and keep humming for the rest of the day.  But then I saw Obama’s coolness under fire in a speech he made that day, where he said the attacks were silly and distracting from the real issues. My heart overflowed with warmth and joy when, just before airing his interview with Obama (one of the few things I watched on cable television during the past few weeks) Bill O’Reilly pointed out that independent Americans are fair minded and this attack may backfire on McCain if it continued.

