Dear friends, 

The past few days we have been blessed with very pleasant weather here in Washington, as we usually are in September. Yet, perhaps because of it, I found myself full of nostalgia and wistful longing. More about that below in this relatively short e-mail. There are also some thoughts about the election campaign.

Hope you are enjoying abundant sunshine and cool breezes wherever you are. Please do write when you can.

Yours,

Sankar

1. In our lives there is always a clash between the need to work with people versus our desire to stick to principles; between idealism and pragmatism; between our desire for passionate romance and need for stable relationships. There are people who decide on one or the other. A good balance is very difficult to attain, yet worth striving for. Idealism without a connection to reality is simply fantasy. Yet in every person who calls himself a total pragmatist there is a bit of emptiness where that pure child used to live. Romance without true understanding is madness. Yet in everyone who has avoided passion burns a secret flame of yearning in the dark reaches of his or her subconscious. 

Societies that value personal relationships more than institutions end up becoming corrupt and disorganized. I value friendships very much. But if I see someone committing a grave error that results in great harm I will try and stop them, regardless of who it is.

2. Many theories have been put forth by pundits as to why Obama is not leading by double digits in the polls and why McCain seems to still have a good chance of winning. Hidden racism and bias, his inexperience and unorthodox background and resume, his intellectual “elitism”, etc., But another factor worth considering is that he is trying to put together a coalition unlike anything seen before in American politics. He did not win all of those primaries because of support from traditional democratic constituencies alone. 

In fact Hillary won a sizable segment of the traditional democratic vote. Obama’s coalition consists of young idealists and what David Brooks calls “fortysomething meritocrats, coldly clever and idealistic at the same time,” along with independents and Republicans who are looking for a fresh approach in addition to hardcore liberals and of course, African Americans. Whether this coalition will prevail over cynicism, pessimism and just plain old stubborn prejudice remains to be seen. One should also keep in mind that he is the product of a mixed race marriage, and the very thought of that strikes at the root of white America’s deepest fear, at least what was its deepest fear in the past, the fear of miscegenation. 

3. Over the past couple of weeks Obama’s tone has become increasingly aggressive. Looks like his strategists have decided that the circumstances call for it. A lot of democrats have been getting very worried of late, asking him to attack McCain more, and he seems to be doing just that, at times with evident relish. McCain on the other hand seems to be only fuelling the fire. I personally would prefer that Obama stays calm on the outside (though it looks like he is calm inside), and always talk only about what he would do to help the country and explain his plan clearly without going into sound bites and hyperbole. But what do I know! Such an approach might probably be completely useless and make him look like a total punching bag given the current atmosphere. Obama for one does not seem to be willing to let his idealism get submerged by the waves of reality. But apparently the democratic supporters are not satisfied, and want him to attack with even more intensity. I am happy he is not following that advice, and at least so far his attacks have focused on policy differences.

4. Obama more conservative than McCain? That is what some conservatives are saying, if you take conservatism to mean approaching the world cautiously and realistically. In his op-ed in Dallas Magazine, editor in chief Wick Allison says that Obama is thoughtful and prudent in his decision making, and his approach is more conservative than that of McCain and the Republicans. Read the full article here:

http://my.barackobama.com/page/community/post/amandascott/gGg7GG
Also in an article in Newsweek Fareed Zakaria writes that Obama’s foreign policy approach is really the archetypal conservative approach: http://www.newsweek.com/id/147763
5. I have this crazy theory that the winning ticket in the presidential contests has an odd number of syllables: Reagan-Bush; Bush-Quayle ; Clinton-Gore ; Bush-Cheney. Okay, assuming that Quayle has two syllables, which I think it does. But then again, Bush-Quayle also lost. Carter-Mondale is similar. McCain-Palin sounds similar to Bush-Quayle or Carter-Mondale. Even if they win they will be there only 4 years. There are many such theories out there. Here is an example: If the Washington football team loses its last home game before the election, the incumbent party loses the White house. This theory held true for the fifteen elections until 2004, when Kerry lost in spite of Washington losing to Green Bay in their last home game before the election, on Oct 31.

6. Today I was in Dupont circle. There were a lot of homeless people there, and some of them seemed to have all their possessions piled up on the benches, including bedding, blankets and clothes. Obviously they were well equipped to live in the park. God knows what misfortune caused them to live there so I will not cast judgment on them but nevertheless it was a little jarring. Then I thought about the guy who lives in a restroom near the beach in Honolulu. I used to see this guy whenever I went to the beach, a tall bearded white man in his fifties. He literally lived in that restroom with all the dirt and stench. It was one of the most depressing sights I have ever seen. I have seen such things in India but never expected to see it here. I wonder what he went through in his life to reach this stage. Anyway, I am glad the homeless in DC are at least living in the park and not a restroom.

7. As mentioned in the beginning of this letter, I was sitting outside yesterday on a beautiful day and started to feel nostalgic and wistful about some things in life that I wish had gone differently. The nature of life is that time moves on. Events and even people become memories. Nevertheless, one tends to get attached to certain memories, especially when they pertain to people that one loves. When something brings back those memories, they bring back the feelings attached to them. I tend to store away all the memories and revisit them from time to time, in my mind or in person, as if reading pages from a classic. Whether it is a certain place or a picture or a smell, I enjoy them and cherish them even if the joy is accompanied by sadness or a yearning for things to be the way they were. After years or even decades, some memories remain fresh in the mind. Sages have found ways to be detached from such feelings. But I enjoy life too much and am not ready to let go of its pleasures and pains. I guess I will let things take their course and let life's journey to take me in its flow wherever it may. Like they say, when you are caught in a current don't swim against it, but rather go with the flow until you reach the shore. Perhaps I will once again manage to float and simply enjoy the ride. Or perhaps the attachments will simply fall away and I will reach a shore from where I can observe life in all its beauty without being immersed in it…
