Dear friends, Hope you are all enjoying the holidays. | wish you all a very happy and
prosperous 2015.

Since | wrote to you the last time much has happened. The midterm elections, during which |
did some volunteering by calling voters, ended in disappointment for Democrats. We were all
rocked by the deaths of young black men and the policemen. Our beloved teacher the
Viethamese Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh was hospitalized after suffering a brain
haemorrhage. He continues to be in a coma.

Yet there has also been a lot of progress and much good news in the world. Unfortunately
that news gets drowned out. For me the good news involves progress in reducing poverty,
disease, environmental degradation and the increasing dialogue among people from different
parts of the world and different walks of life. | really believe that we are on the threshold of a
new era of peace and prosperity.

For me personally it has been a time for reflection and renewal. | feel like | have a better
picture of what | want to do in my life. Although not teaching, | have been busy with other
activities. | attended a conference in Montreal on number theory in the beginning of this
month. The train ride, the snow, the talks -- they were all refreshing and inspiring. But most
importantly, Nicole and | were blessed with the news that soon (in May) we will be welcoming
a new life into the world and so far everything is going well.

| hope you enjoy reading this collection of random thoughts. As usual, they are quite random.
| have also posted some pictures and videos from Montreal on facebook and wrote about it

on my blog.

| appreciate your friendship and look forward to hearing from you. Happy New Year!
Sankar

Random Thoughts (107)

12/30/2014

1. (11/8) Went for a long walk that helped clear the mind. Among other things, it helped put
the midterm election results in perspective. America is going through wrenching social
changes at a disorienting pace. In the past, such changes have come at great cost, both
human and material. Just look at Europe which has splintered into warring pieces of ethnic
homelands, and is facing even more turmoil ahead. Within the last two decades we have
seen the information revolution, globalized capitalism displacing workers en masse,
pandemic diseases, sweeping demographic changes, a Black President, equality for gays,
terrorism and war and more. It is a tribute to the strength of American democracy that the
country has managed all this more or less peacefully. | am not sure the same can be said for
Indian democracy, but | will take democracy over autocracy any day. So take a deep breath,



fellow progressives. We will still deal with inequality, immigration and climate change. Give it
a bit of time.

2. (11/13) Continuing on the theme above, as Paul Krugman pointed out in his election
postmortem analysis, part of the reason for the democratic loss was that President Obama
did not get the credit he deserved. | was very gratified to see Krugman praise Obama as one
of the most consequential Presidents in a Rolling Stone interview, before the election. Even
in foreign policy where he has not been as successful in promoting peace as we would have
liked Obama has, within the constraints of his office, wound down the wars in Iraq and
Afghanistan, transferred several detainees from Guantanamo and obtained nuclear missile
reduction with Russia. In today's blog post Krugman laments not just the opposition from the
conservatives which is well known but also the reaction from liberals.

"A peculiar aspect of the Obama years has been the disconnect between the rage of
Obama’s enemies and the yawns of his sort-of allies. The right denounces financial reform as
a vast government takeover — and lobbies fiercely against it — while the left dismisses
reform as symbols without substance. The right accuses Obama of being a socialist stealing
the money of hard-working billionaires, while the left dismisses him as having done nothing
to address inequality. On all these issues, the truth is that Obama has done far more than he
gets credit for — not everything you’d want, to be sure, or even most of what should be
done, but enough so that the right has reason to be furious." He goes on to point out that
Obama has brought tax rates on the top one percent to pre-Reagan levels.

3. (11/16) This is another thought, or insight, inspired by Eckhart Tolle's "A New Earth." He
says, when you are not attached to form (material things) you are not going to place
unreasonable demands of the world: Fulfill me, make me happy, make me feel safe, tell me
who | am. This answered something that has been puzzling me about Americans. Why are
such industrious, prosperous people also so paranoid about immigrants, muslims, ebola,
etc.,? | think the answer is the fear of losing what they have. People who are attached to
certain things, in this case a way of life, live in constant fear of losing it. But | am not sure it is
always this way with all Americans. | can think of plenty of examples of people who are
brave, enjoy life the way it is, and do things just for the sake of the enjoyment of doing them.
In fact a significant portion of the population is that way, and that is really what keeps this
country going.

4. (11/17) | recently became aware of the study in psychology of the Dunning-Kruger effect. It
confirms experimentally what has been said by wise men --that ignorant people tend to be
sure of what they know and knowledgeable ones tend to be unsure. In my own life | have felt
this effect. There are things that | thought | knew but now | know better, and then others that
| knew but wasn't sure that | did. | am glad that at least now | know what | didn't know (and
in some cases still don't know). It is also a result coming out of this study that once ignorant
people have been exposed to the truth and it has been explained to them they become more
aware of what they don't know. | hope this is the case with climate change. Maybe once
people are really shown what is happening their eyes will be opened. The real problem is the
ideological warfare going on that makes people get into a tribal mindset.



5. (11/22) | think that, when historians in the future look back at the Obama years, not only
will they see it as one of the most successful and consequential (as some are already
saying), they will also see the biggest setbacks of this time as happening not because of
Obama's failures but due to the craven surrender of the Republican leadership to the
extremists of their party and, to a much lesser extent, the petulant withdrawal of support by
liberals who were unhappy that he didn't bring about all the changes that they wanted to see
happen.

6. (11/26) On thanksgiving day | was still thinking of Ferguson but it was nice to go for a run
when the streets are quiet and the smell of baking is in the air. Nicole thinks | am the family
exercangelist, because | keep telling people to exercise. Exercise, especially running, is
always good. It helps when you are sick, it helps when you are feeling down, it helps when
you are feeling tired or sleepy. There is never a time not to go for a run or a bike ride! Sunny
or rainy, blazing hot or freezing cold, young or old. In fact the older you get the more you
need to exercise.

7. (12/8) | was in Montreal for a week, attending a number theory conference. Winter is
somehow easier to deal with there than in Washington, DC. The air stays cold throughout
without fluctuating too much day-to-day or even within the same day as it does in
Washington. Once you get used to it, which doesn’t take long, it becomes normal and you
don’t even think about it. They are also used to the snow there, so roads and sidewalks don’t
get messy like they do in Washington. The first semester that | spent in DC was quite
miserable because everything was new. | was used to the climate and culture of southern
India and California. The Eastern US is quite the opposite of that. But during that winter |
spent a few weeks in Montreal working with a Professor who was also in number theory.
Although it was colder here, it was much easier to get used to. Montreal is also a very nice
city and so | really enjoyed my stay here. When | went back to DC | was refreshed and the
weather there was much warmer. After that | never had any trouble dealing with the
Washington winters.

8. (12/29) While in Montreal | started a practice of sitting quietly for about half an hour every
evening. | wouldn’t quite call it meditation, only because | was not consciously trying to focus
my mind. My aim was to simply let the mind calm down. During the day the mind is filled with
so much activity, with thoughts and emotions generated both from within and without. It
becomes like a turbulent sea, its surface full of rolling waves. When you sit down and simply
surrender to the present moment, it is almost like the wind stops blowing and slowly the
waves die down. It takes time, though. The thoughts have a momentum of their own and
keep sloshing around inside. Or you might be just tired and the brain might try to shut down
and fall into sleep. But | make no effort to stop it, instead just maintaining an attitude of
surrender. Only when you try to make something happen the thoughts continue to arise.
When you are not trying anything the waves slow down and the mind relaxes. | found this
practice to be quite refreshing so much so that | am going to do it every weekday from now
on.



9. (12/30) | think Giuliani and politicians like him bear some responsibility for the recent
deaths of black men because they enabled the police attitudes that led to them.



