My dear friends,  

Hope you are all well. My heartiest best wishes go out to all of you, especially those of you who have been busy this spring bringing out new life into the world. Look forward to seeing you soon with the little ones in tow. [Meanwhile keep sending those baby pictures]. I am feeling more relaxed and happy, ready to smile and hug everyone after what was a hectic and exhausting academic year. I have posted pictures of my recent bike trip to the Blue Ridge mountains at flickr.com/sankarx [though I haven’t had time to finish the captions]. Hope you enjoy this short but optimistic RT. Will send a full account of the exciting bike trip soon.

Yours,

Sankar

Random Thoughts (78) – green shoots

5/25/2009

1. Just realized (may 25) that today I am exactly 42.5 years old. Is there such a thing as a half-birthday? But inside I only feel like I am 25 years old. Now 25 = 42.5/1.7 exactly. I typed 1.7 into this amazing new software program called wolfram alpha at http://www42.wolframalpha.com [Thanks Manoj for telling me about this] and it says 1.7 is almost equal to 5/3. In fact 25 = (42.5 * (3/5)) -0.5. In other words, assuming I was really paying attention to the world only three fifth of the time I have been alive, and subtracting the six months when I wasn’t really aware of anything, I am only 25 years old. Quod erat demonstrandum.

2. The future is here! Have you ever dreamed of a car that can speed from 0 to 60 in under 60 seconds, that can run for 300 miles fully charged, can be charged from any outlet (or a 5 minute battery change at special stations), sends out zero emissions, and can seat upto 7 people? Well, that car is here. The Tesla model S. Sorry to sound like a salesman but I was thrilled when I read about it. Not because I want to buy a car (I don’t plan to buy any car, especially one that costs 50K) but because of the possibilities for the future of the environment. Obama, are you listening? Approve that $350 million energy dept loan to Tesla as soon as possible!  Also in the electric transportation area a British scientist has come up with a solar powered rickshaw (with panels on the canopy—what an idea!) that he is going to test drive from Delhi to Jaipur. If this takes off in India (along with the Reva electric car) and China the future looks good. Heck, I would buy and drive an electric rickshaw in DC if I could get my hands on one. There are already plenty of pedal powered rickshaws (called pedicabs) plying the streets of DC already. Obama talks about the “green shoots” that are providing glimmers of hope for the economy. These are the real green shoots. I hope Americans get into the electric car bandwagon soon. Recently I saw GM’s car honcho Bob Lutz on the Letterman show touting the Chevy Volt, due to be sold starting 2010. I have half a mind to buy this thing. Looks like they have done a decent job.

3. (5/19) Today I happened upon the movie “Waste=Food.” It sent a thrill up my spine. I was so excited I immediately emailed many people about it, including some of you. Will Mcdonough, an architect, and Michael braungart, a chemist, have together worked with several big companies  including Hermann miller the furniture maker, Nike, Designtex and Oberlin University’s school of environmental studies to build sustainable buildings that reduce waste to almost zero, produce their own energy and are so pleasant to work in that people go to those buildings just to be there. You HAVE to watch this movie:

http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=-3058533428492266222
3. In this movie “Waste=Food” as well as their book “Cradle to cradle” McDonough and Braungart talk about two closed cycles for the materials we consume—Biological cycle and the technical cycle. Anything that is biodegradable goes in the first, anything that can be rebuilt or re-used such as a computer or a car goes in the other cycle. Their idea is that we don’t need landfills at all—everything can be returned either to nature or used by people. I don’t know whose idea this was, but there is a whole movement towards zero waste. http://www.zerowaste.org

4. Notwithstanding our hopes for controlling global warming, one thing we environmentalists need to do is to deal with reality as it is. We cannot hope to change everything to a green economy overnight. While time is running out for action, it is not wise to act out of desperation and impose upon people what WE consider to be the required action to achieve greenhouse gas reduction goals. First we need to make sure we have the facts right, and then convince people of the facts. We need to listen, not just preach. We need to lead by example, and have a lot of patience. 

5. I was browsing at Kramerbooks and ran into Laszlo Barabisi’s excellent book  “Linked” which shows how every aspect of our lives is governed by networks of organisms or objects working together, starting with cell metabolism all the way to the new internet based social networks. You might remember that I stopped taking cholesterol medicine because of its side effects and I mentioned in a previous RT that medicines only attack one particular problem but result in other problems. This book shows that it is precisely because so many reactions in the body are interlinked. If you break one part of a chain the whole system breaks down. Ecology and nature is the same way, as we all know from watching national geographic etc on TV.

6. (Mon, May 11) Yesterday was my first day on campus after the semester got over. The bleachers for the graduation were still standing in the yard. 

Deserted campus in the evening (Haiku)

Empty yard, bleachers.

Single tree by podium.

Ready to climb steps.

7. Not meditating as much these days, nevertheless don’t feel the need as much as I did before. Learning to deal with life in a more mindful way. Today (may 28) for instance, I was on the bus, and meditated for the 20 minutes or so it took to reach its destination. Hiking in the woods is like a meditation. So is gardening, cleaning dishes, making pancakes…

 8. (Thu, May 14) Did a little babysitting for my sister. Attended my 12 year old nephew Nitin’s school chorus performance at Tilden middle school in Bethesda. Watching these kids of all backgrounds singing in unison or playing the instruments was a rather heartwarming experience. I felt that I was watching America in the making. I was also impressed by the effort put in by their teachers. By the way, I must tell you that I am extremely proud of Nitin. I hope one day he becomes an “American Idol.” 

9. (Sat, may 16) Watched India elections results on live TV (over the internet) with my parents. The unexpected strong showing of Congress made me very happy. Fareed Zakaria wrote in Newsweek that this is the day India came of age. I have to agree with him to some extent. I think there is a potential now for India to make real progress – in terms of improving education and living standards for the average Indian. I do hope that they also work seriously on improving the environment, cutting down on carbon emissions and at least start doing something about corruption. Right now corruption is institutionalized in Indian politics. (Compared to India, America is utopia, at least in this regard). My parents, I am not so sure. They were keener on the results from Tamilnadu, which were disappointing for us.

10. Wisdom study (http://www.newsweek.com/id/178874) It seems University of Chicago is doing a big project on understanding the nature of wisdom, with a 2.7 million dollar grant from Templeton foundation. According to the article “Cacioppo and Nusbaum (program directors) see "wisdom" in part as a corrective to the "rational choice" paradigm of decision making, the foundation of free-market economics. Rational choice holds that everyone's happiness is best served when people maximize their short-term individual gains, even at the expense of the broad interests of society or the long-term future.” I hope they succeed! It seems to me “rational choice theory” is the definition of unwise. I was a bit taken aback, though, to see that McNamara and Rumsfeld are mentioned (By Prof. Sternberg of Tufts University, quoted in the article) as examples of men with a lot of intelligence but little wisdom. Certainly a case could be made there, but to say that flat out without qualifications was a bit startling.

11. Obama probably made one of his best speeches at Notre Dame. “Open hearts, open minds, fair minded words” – that line could become a classic, like Lincoln’s  “malice towards none” and Roosevelt’s “the only thing to fear…” It is the definitive speech of his campaign, his presidency, his very personality. In my eyes he elevated himself from a politician to a genuine leader with that speech. Until now, I supported him because of his policies and his promises. After this speech I feel like I could go to battle for this guy. [Metaphorically speaking of course…I don’t believe in battles]. You can watch this speech on http://cspan.org (Put “Notre Dame” in search box).

12. (Thursday, May 21) While walking to work I passed by the corner of my street where some shady  characters can be found loitering, usually. This corner is a symbol of inner city decay. Beer bottles, broken glass, trash, smell of weed, etc., Some of these guys are from the neighborhood, some not. Not particularly awful people but not boy scouts either. Today  the place was very clean and deserted. Lately the city has been cleaning up a bit, both literally and figuratively. I have to admit it felt a teeny bit boring. No nervous excitement.

13. (Sunday, May 24) Watched John Roberts on c-span’s book TV talking about “Freeing Tibet.” When I saw that Mr. Roberts is producer for the Maclaughlin group and he was talking at the Heritage foundation I got suspicious, worried that he was going to denigrate liberals for supporting the Dalai Lama. But I was in for a huge surprise. I found myself agreeing with almost everything he said and left with a deep admiration for his intelligence, wisdom and righteous opposition to oppression. The key point he made was that China is now so dependent on other countries buying its product in order to keep its economy growing that if people stopped buying Chinese goods it might put turn the tide against their intransigence about Tibet. The man is lighting a fuse! If enough people do this maybe this will bring about a happy new beginning for Tibetans. In practice, there are several problems. First, it is hard to find things that are not made in China (his alternative was to buy stuff made in India!). Second, I am not sure about the effect on the poor people in China. Notwithstanding the moral dimensions of it (what does the Dalai Lama say about this?) there is the political dimension: the poor people in China may blame Tibetans for causing their suffering. What do you think?

14. (Monday, May 25) I read in the Times that there are investors in Phoenix buying foreclosed properties at throwaway prices (sometimes half the sale price) and collecting rent from the original owners. While this rescues the owners from eviction, something about it is really repugnant to me. Obama’s efforts to give judges of bankruptcy court the power to modify mortgage loans failed in the senate under fierce opposition from financial industry. If somebody is going to buy it for cheap anyway, and the bank is going to lose money anyway, why not let the homeowners be the beneficiary? I guess the rationale was that this would encourage mortgage loan delinquency, but there should be ways to determine whether someone is taking advantage of the bank or is truly in a financial crisis.

15. This morning I was awake around 3 for some reason and some bird was calling in the tree in front of my house. As I lay awake listening to the bird-calls getting increasingly loud and varied it filled me with great happiness and gratitude for the birds and the tree. They are indeed treasures and we are fortunate to live in a "City if trees" as the author Melanie Choukas-Bradley calls it in her book of that title. Perhaps I am filling my need for company with nature but what sublime company it is! This also got me thinking about what “Nature” really means. Following  McDonough and Braungart (or whoever first proposed the biological and technical cycles) , can nature be equated with biology or organic material? Well, not quite. Minerals, metals, all came from nature anyway. Can then nature be defined as those that came from an evolutionary process, developing naturally out of a trial and error process? Well, by that definition even the modern industrial world is also natural. We are part of nature and our inventions, though we call them artificial, are also natural according to this definition. By now it was bright daylight and the birds were chirping away busily. It would have been great to get up with “nature”, respecting the “natural” biological cycles. [But it seems people’s biological clocks have been readjusted by the availability of artificial light!] I do feel much healthier when waking with the birds, as I do when I camp out in the woods or by the beach, which is something that I love about summer. [Wish I could do that all year! After all, the birds are calling year round, are they not? Perhaps it has more to do with the longer daylight hours, the weather, and the lack of a rigid routine]. I fell asleep around 7 am, thinking about this as well as a mathematical problem. I am sure some philosopher has a really pleasing definition of nature. Perhaps to paraphrase Thich Nhat Hanh and other Buddhist philosophers, nature can be defined as anything that is the way it is, without modification or conscious manipulation by man. Perhaps there is no definition – nature is what nature means to each person.

16. Watching how Obama and his crew are running circles around the opposition, [latest exhibit – the Sonia Sotomayor nomination and the mostly juvenile arguments waged against her] it seems to me they are operating in a league of their own. Their intelligence and vision are much broader and deeper than not just their Republican opponents in Congress but also the whole right wing cabal – talking heads, think tanks, pundits…The danger now is that they get a little too smart for their own good and fall prey to hubris. I hope there is enough humility, introspection and magnanimity in them to overcome that very human and most common of all tragic flaws. 

17. If you have watched Mike Tidwell’s video on reducing home energy conversion or been to his eco-home powered by corn burning stove and solar panels, you know that he talks a lot highly about getting an energy efficient refrigerator. I have been long trying to find out how many kilowatt hours my old refrigerator (1998 model), that has been there since I moved here, uses per year. I found the answer here: http://www.homeenergy.org/consumerinfo/refrigeration2/refmods.php 

BTW, here is Tidwell’s video: 

http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=-6710081342536774644&ei=LE8fStPPIIqcqwL4seDQBA&q=tidwell+corn+solar+video+&hl=en&client=firefox-a

 18. Somebody was complaining that none of the Republicans with their future ahead of them is taking on Obama. So far only Cheney, Gingrich and a certain obese and flatulent radio character have been attacking Obama. Well, they got their wish. Mitt Romney fired a salvo on Sotomayor –  saying her comment about appeals court as being the place where policy was made was not appropriate, blah, blah, blah… Putting aside the vacuous argument, is he counting on Obama’s failure for 2010?

