Dear friends,  

These days the world seems to be spinning a little faster. Environmentally, economically, politically, socially, spiritually, emotionally…things seem to be spinning out of control. During such times what I like to do is to lie down flat on my yoga mat for about 15 minutes, with no pillow, hands outstretched, palms facing up, and just let the body and mind relax. It is called shavaasana in yoga. The mindfulness people call it deep relaxation. Seems to work all the time. 

But they also say that it is darkest before sunrise. Monday is Diwali in India, the festival of lights celebrating the triumph of light over darkness. Let us hope these dark days are the beginning of the dawn of a new era of peace and prosperity for all. 

Happy Diwali everyone.

Yours,

Sankar

1. (Monday, 10/20) Today I had the great fortune to attend a talk by Krishnammal Jagannathan, a Gandhian activist from India. When I reached there the meeting was half over, and the audience was very small –about 10 people – considering the size of the room. Guess fewer people showed up than they expected. A well wrinkled old woman (she is 83) was talking in a strong voice about her years of getting village landlords to donate land to the “untouchable” poor. Her English sounded exactly like my parents’, not surprising since she is from Tamilnadu. She talked about spending nights on land where the huts of the poor had been demolished by landlords, against the threats of armed thugs; fighting to stop the prawn (shrimp) industry that has destroyed the land and livelihood of thousands of poor along the Tamilnadu coast; about meeting Mahatma Gandhi himself –what impressed her most was the way he was active every moment of his life, attending to the unending demand on his time and person by countless people. She told us that she wishes she could do more, that compared to Gandhi she is having a comfortable, leisurely existence. When asked what keeps her going she said she doesn’t worry about her body, and she would simply get up and go do whatever needs to be done because if she didn’t then somebody will suffer. During all the times when there were threats against her life she never had fear because she believed in God and she knew the body is just a covering for the spirit. She was the first person that I have met who seemed to embody and reflect the spirit of Gandhi. It was enormously humbling just to be seated near her. I arrived at the talk terribly hungry after a long day at work, but somehow the hunger seemed to disappear. Afterwards I was sitting in Whole Foods wolfing down some food, reading the biography of Krishnammal and her husband Jagannathan. Everything started to feel different. Somehow my whole life felt rather trivial, and all the glitzy beautiful people at Whole Foods looked trivial as well. I felt like a greedy glutton eating so much healthy food while Krishnammal and her friends lived on simple rice and vegetables dishes in her Ashram in Kuthur. Of course this is not the first time this kind of thought has arisen in my mind but it just felt more immediate. Ultimately we all do what we can, according to our capabilities, but I think it is good to keep pushing oneself to do more, perhaps a little bit at a time.

To read about Krishnammal and her organization, go to http://www.friendsoflafti.org
To see a short video about her or to order her biography, click on “Resources.”

2. (Tue, 10/21) Today I voted early, hoping to avoid lines on election day and also so that I can spend election day in VA helping to get voters out to the polls. There was a line about 30 people deep in the DC government building. There is definitely a lot of enthusiasm among people for this election. Unfortunately I had forgotten to read up on the candidates for the smaller offices – such as DC council, school board etc., Ended up voting for all the Green party candidates (except for Obama, of course). The Green party is closer to my principles than the two major parties, and I know a lot of good people who are in it, including David Schwartzmann, a Biology Prof at Howard and colleague in the Howard environmental society. (Shameless plug: Vote for Schwartzmann for council at large!)  But there were a few positions for which party affiliation was not mentioned and I ended up voting for some people I knew nothing about. Maybe I should have written in an imaginary name instead of voting for someone I didn’t know. Hope they turn out okay. Got to do a better job next time. Now I know how bad politicians come to power – lot of people just can’t be bothered to vote or to care about the process. There is an article in today’s Post that talks about how a majority of the men in this country are not even voting.

3. While waiting in line to vote it occurred to me that maybe a name like Barack Obama might actually be an asset in today’s America. It sounds a lot more exciting and glamorous when the announcer says, “Ladies and Gentlemen, Barrraaack Oooobaamaaa!!!!” rather than, say, John Edwards. The name has a certain thrilling exotic ring to it, conjuring up visions of a new more adventurous world. People have gotten used to a lot more exotic and complicated names in sports, these days. Such as Biakabatuka, Manamaleuna, Olajuwon… to name a few. None as majestically aristocratic as Mariano Rivera, though.

4. I have developed a system with 2577 differential equations in 2293 variables for computing the outcome of the election. After processing all the information for two days, the computer gave me the following results: Obama 51, McCain 45, Nader 2, Barr 2. 

Electoral votes: Obama 278, McCain 260.  This is my most conservative estimate, assuming that almost all the worst case scenarios for Obama come true. There is always the possibility that he could still lose. One good thing about the race factor being a wild card in this election is that it will keep us Obama people working really hard and never get complacent. (As Obama said, work as if we are 20 points behind). So I am actually expecting a total landslide, a complete democratic sweep of everything –presidential, gubernatorial, congress, senate, …What they are calling a “wave election.” A one-party tsunami, if you will. 

Okay, now, Barack, it is all on you. All you have to do now is to turn the American economy around, eliminate poverty in the world, and save the planet from boiling away. Not to mention increase my salary, improve my sex life and get me a vacation home in Hawai’i. Talk about putting too much pressure on one man!

5. This semester I have been spending a lot more time with students than I ever did before – helping them with homework, grading the homework, etc., -- totally adding up to at least two full workdays, just on homework. I just felt like this is what I needed to do. It is fulfilling at times, but also very frustrating sometimes. In this country people always wonder why it is that kids don’t do well in math, while the answer is staring at them everywhere.  It starts with a culture that devalues science education, and generally looks down on people who are dedicated to studying. Perhaps it is good for a person to be well-rounded, and not just be focused narrowly on one aspect of life. But often it goes beyond that, to a disdain of studying itself, making excuses for laziness and truancy in school. I am also noticing how the students are unable to concentrate and focus their attention on anything for long periods of time. Drugs, alcohol, cell-phones, e-mail, constant listening to music, and a hyperactive social and sexual life all turn their brain into mush, making it almost impossible for them to concentrate. 

A newsweek article (http://www.newsweek.com/id/164523/output/print ) talks about how social pressures and prejudices can influence learning and performance, especially with regard to girls and math. In this article the author also says that even the things that we think need to be hard-wired in the brain can be developed through conscious effort. In my own life I have experienced such changes. I have learned to think in ways that I would have thought impossible for me ten or twenty years ago, through a conscious effort to let the mind and body explore new channels for their creative energies. Yet I know there is much I have to learn and train for. I think it is easier for the brain to train itself to learn new things when one is young. Especially when it comes to languages, mathematics, etc., I don’t know if the studies quoted in this article necessarily contradict that.
