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            89 Monday, February 12, 2007 Three funerals and a wedding A couple of days ago, I was in my room in the guesthouse when I heard the distant sound of what I thought was gunfire. The sound was sporadic, a quick-fire burst of staccato, scary-sounding bangs every few seconds or so. The sound was getting closer, till it seemed so close I decided to check it out by sneaking a peak out the window from the safety of my room. Eventually a slow-moving procession passed along the road in front of the guesthouse gate. It was a funeral. Leading the way were two men carrying a bag full of firecrackers. Every 20 yards or so, they lit a round and dropped it in the road. Following them was a tight group of mourners-- all men, some beating drums. Next came a team of four men carrying, on an open, wood-frame bier, the body of the deceased. The body was draped in cloth and covered with flowers. Immediately following the body were more mourners and an auto rickshaw packed, not with people, but with garlands and loose flowers. Men on either side were reaching in and strewing the flowers on the road as the procession proceeded to the cremation grounds. A long line of about a hundred mourners, women as well as men, straggled along behind the bier, everyone on foot. Since then, I've watched two more funeral corteges pass by. For one of them, I went outside and stood by the roadside to pay my respects. I joined my hands flat together in front of my chest and solemnly raised my hands to my brow in the prayerful Hindu gesture of respect. Whenever I see a funeral, I recall John Donne's poignant words: "Every man's death diminishes me; ask not for whom the bell tolls, it tolls for thee." Last Sunday, by contrast, I attended my first Indian wedding. It was a vibrantly colourful and elaborate affair. Whereas the funerals reminded me of the passing and 
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 Monday, February 12, 2007
 Three funerals and a wedding
 A couple of days ago, I was in my room in the guesthouse when I heard the distant
 sound of what I thought was gunfire. The sound was sporadic, a quick-fire burst of
 staccato, scary-sounding bangs every few seconds or so. The sound was getting
 closer, till it seemed so close I decided to check it out by sneaking a peak out the
 window from the safety of my room. Eventually a slow-moving procession passed
 along the road in front of the guesthouse gate.
 It was a funeral. Leading
 the way were two men
 carrying a bag full of
 firecrackers. Every 20
 yards or so, they lit a
 round and dropped it in
 the road.
 Following them was a
 tight group of mourners--
 all men, some beating
 drums. Next came a team
 of four men carrying, on an open, wood-frame bier, the body of the deceased. The
 body was draped in cloth and covered with flowers.
 Immediately following the body were more mourners and an auto rickshaw packed,
 not with people, but with garlands and loose flowers. Men on either side were
 reaching in and strewing the flowers on the road as the procession proceeded to the
 cremation grounds.
 A long line of about a hundred mourners, women as well as men, straggled along
 behind the bier, everyone on foot.
 Since then, I've watched two more funeral corteges pass by. For one of them, I went
 outside and stood by the roadside to pay my respects. I joined my hands flat
 together in front of my chest and solemnly raised my hands to my brow in the
 prayerful Hindu gesture of respect.
 Whenever I see a funeral, I recall John Donne's poignant words: "Every man's death
 diminishes me; ask not for whom the bell tolls, it tolls for thee."
 Last Sunday, by contrast, I attended my first Indian wedding. It was a vibrantly
 colourful and elaborate affair. Whereas the funerals reminded me of the passing and
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 fleeting nature of life, a marriage in India is all about the promise of new life—birth,
 and rebirth—in the cycle of life and death.
 Most marriages in India
 are arranged by the
 families of the bride and
 groom. This does not
 appear to be a bad thing,
 judging by the marriages
 of the people I've come to
 know and love during my
 short time here.
 I still have so much to
 learn about married life in
 India, but I have a sense
 that the making and
 rearing of children, with its contribution to the extended family, is central to the
 enterprise. Often enough, though, love, too, is there at the outset of the relationship
 because the couple have often known
 each other already for many years.
 In many arranged marriages, love
 (however one defines “love”) may, and
 no doubt often does, come in time. But
 in a way that’s of secondary importance
 because the parents of the bride and
 groom get together to match their
 offspring up with very practical
 considerations in mind.
 As with royal marriages of old, issues of
 property preservation, inheritance, and family wealth—keeping it in the family—
 decide who shall marry whom. Which brings up the issue of marriages between first
 cousins, common enough in India.
 A “crossover” marriage is one between cross-cousins—a son, for example, marries
 either his mother’s brother’s daughter or his father’s sister’s daughter, or vice versa.
 A parallel marriage—very much frowned upon—is one where a son marries, for
 example, his mother’s sister’s child or his father’s brother’s child.
 Aside from the benefit of “keeping it in the family,” and notwithstanding the now
 well-known risks with “in-breeding,” crossover marriages have the added advantage
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 that the couple usually know each other well before they get married and there are
 fewer risks of conflict between the families after the marriage.
 There is a beautifully
 symbolic Hindu ritual,
 the hasthagranthi, which
 involves tying the
 couple's hands together
 with string so they
 literally “tie the knot."
 This act is followed by
 Shakhohar, where the
 parents place their hands
 on the couple's to
 represent their union as
 a family. Then the couple
 is wrapped together in a
 scarf to show their unity as husband and wife in a custom called gathbandhan.
 In many countries of the world, love between the couple is a central expectation
 before any nuptials are announced. It's the couple who decide the match and
 predicate it on the love they have for each other. Children also are often the issue, if
 you'll pardon the intended pun, but not necessarily, by any means. It doesn't really
 matter whether they have children or not.
 In India, on the other hand, a childless marriage is an unfortunate situation, as far as
 I can tell. It’s a silent source of sadness when a married couple are unable to bear
 children of their own. But it is not a legitimate excuse for a broken marriage. I am
 amazed to learn that only one or two percent of marriages in India end up in divorce.
 Things are changing in India as the mores of the so-called developed world seep into
 Indian life. Instant and ubiquitous global audio and video communications are
 speeding up what may be called a homogenization of cultures. Apparently, more and
 more marriages, in India, are patterned after the "love match" model. One wonders,
 as one wonders about any change, if this is a good thing.
 The sure thing is that change will happen, and only then will we find out if the
 change is for the better or for the worse.
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 Tuesday, February 27, 2007
 Tirumala
 The Tirumala Hills
 that tower above
 Tirupati are
 famous
 throughout the
 Hindu world. The
 Temple of the Lord
 Venkateshwara is
 nestled on a high
 plateau amongst
 the hills.
 Anywhere from
 5,000 to 100,000
 pilgrims a day swirl
 through the temple to gain a glimpse of the God who resides therein. Donations
 made by these hordes of pilgrims result in the temple being the wealthiest in the
 world, wealthier even than the Vatican in Rome.
 Deity viewing, as I explained in an earlier blog, is called Darshan. I did the Darshan of
 the Lord Venkateshwara on the evening of February 4th, the day before I left on my
 recent travels to Karnataka and England. My hosts were Dr. Gunashekar Duvuru and
 his wife, Jamuna Duvuru, who, because they have friends in high places, assured me
 A1 VIP status for the occasion. As a result, I was able to complete the pilgrimage in a
 fraction of the time it would have taken had I gone under my own auspices. I also
 was privileged to approach within just a couple of feet of the doors to the inner
 sanctum which, when opened, revealed the diamond-encrusted statue of the deity.
 Any wish made at this time
 before the figure of the
 Lord Venkateshwara is
 granted. I wished for the
 safety and happiness of
 the many loved ones in my
 life.
 Prior to doing the Darshan,
 Jamuna and I ran into half
 a dozen of my SPMVV
 students who insisted on
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 posing for photographs.
 Then, out of the blue, a
 lady I didn't know at all
 came by with her baby
 and put him in my arms
 so she could take some
 pictures of me holding
 the little boy. The lad
 was a bit of a handful
 and, much to my
 surprise, started
 screaming the moment
 he clapped eyes on me.
 I’ve always prided myself as being good with babies, but no luck this time. The baby
 bawled till freed from my arms. The lady wanted the pictures anyway, and I'm
 always happy to oblige.
 The flora and fauna in
 and around Tirumala
 are abundant and
 varied. Monkeys (long-
 tailed Gray Langurs)
 abound on the slopes
 leading up to the
 temple heights. There's
 also a farm where they
 protect a species of
 spotted deer. In the
 right light—at sunset in
 this case—the cliffs,
 too, offer a magnificent
 spectacle, glowing amber
 and gold, creased with
 subtle shadows as the sun
 sinks lower in the sky.
 Tirumala is a beautiful place.
 Much of the money that
 pours in from pilgrims is
 spent on maintaining a
 pristine environment that is
 conducive to prayer and
 meditation.
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 Jamuna took me to the
 Temple farm, near
 Tirupati, where
 elephants, cows,
 brahma bulls and other
 animals and crops
 associated with Temple
 worship are cared for.
 Definitely the cleanest,
 most well-run farm I've
 ever seen. One of the
 elephants I particularly
 enjoyed watching. I
 called her "My Dancing
 Lady" because she never stopped rocking from side to side as she scooped up her
 sugar beet meal.
 Jamuna also took
 me to the nearby
 Veda School,
 where boys from
 8 to 18 are trained
 to become temple
 priests. The school
 was founded only
 recently, in the
 early 1990s, in
 response to a
 Hindu Brahmin
 concern that the
 incursions of
 modern, global
 influences is
 curtailing the
 supply of
 properly-prepared
 ministers for the
 thousands of temples dotted around the Hindu world.
 This is a problem shared by other faiths, too.
 Hinduism is perhaps the oldest religion in the world, its roots reaching back over
 3,500 years. Perhaps it is the Hindu religion, the religion of over 80% of the
 population of India, that has helped make the Indian people the gentle, caring, loving
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 and lovable people I have always found them to be. There are, however, aspects to
 Hindu religion and culture that even Hindus abhor, such as the injustices of the caste
 system, which, though officially dead and done for since 1950, when the Indian
 Constitution became law, still perpetuates ridiculous divisions amongst the people.
 Today, for example, I was talking to a man who has a Masters in Philosophy and who
 was bringing his sister to enroll at SPMVV in the School of Education. The student
 has completed her Bachelors degree in Mathematics. Innocently—and ignorantly—I
 asked him if he was a Brahmin, the top caste from which teachers and Hindu priests
 are traditionally chosen, and a caste which for centuries denied education to anyone
 except themselves. I stupidly assumed that he must be Brahmin if he has such an
 intelligent daughter. He told me: “No; I am a member of the Backward classes.”
 Backward classes? How can this be? How can a man who is evidently so well-
 educated and intelligent be described as “Backward?” If that’s not a silly situation, I
 don’t know what is! But you can bet your last cent that every Indian knows his or her
 caste and where he or she stands in the social pecking order.
 It takes time to eradicate something that has become ingrained over millennia of
 social stresses and strains, so we shouldn’t expect the problem to go away overnight,
 just because the government of India says so. As far as I can make out, and from
 everything I’ve read and from everything I hear in conversations with my Indian
 friends, there is a determination to do away with these social divisions resulting from
 the lingering effects of the caste system, and India will, I’m confident, one day find a
 way.
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 Thursday, March 1, 2007
 Snake!
 Finally! A snake sighting, though I didn’t see the snake myself.
 I was about to set off on my
 evening walk around the
 university campus when I
 heard these cries of alarm
 coming from the garden
 below my apartment
 window. I looked down and
 saw three men excitedly
 leaping around in one of the
 flower beds. I knew right
 away what was going on
 because I‘d seen lots of
 snakes in West Africa when I
 lived there in the 1970s. So I grabbed my camera, and hurried on down.
 Snakes are everywhere, of course, not just in India. I’ve seen them in the United
 States (rattlers and copperheads, for example) and even in England (adders and
 garter snakes). But it's not often we catch sight of one. Sensibly, snakes prefer to
 slither under cover, in the undergrowth or in the trees, away from human and other
 predatory gaze. The common human approach to snakes is primarily premised on
 fear, isn’t it? Most of us are convinced that, if we see a snake it’s probably deadly—
 just in case.
 It’s called “playing safe.” I
 mean, you never know,
 right?
 But I’ve never been attacked
 by a snake. Have you? I saw
 a few beauties when I lived
 for two years in Nigeria, and
 gave them a wide berth. I
 was once driving along a
 highway in Nigeria and a big
 old snake appeared from
 the bush on one side of the
 road and zipped across to the other side of the road at a speed that astonished me.
 I’ve since read that there are snakes that can mosey along at 30 miles an hour! The
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 one I saw must have been one of them, whatever it was. I've seen snakes wherever
 I’ve lived. They scare the heck out of me; but that's because I'm a scaredy-cat.
 Fortunately, the snake the men sighted in the garden of the guest house got away. I
 hate to kill anything—except mosquitoes. I enjoy killing mosquitoes. I hunt them
 down. I have a whole arsenal of anti-mosquito ballistic weapons handy at all times.
 Any mosquito that strays into my apartment is soon toast.
 But I carefully step around or over most anything else, including spiders. If they don’t
 bother me, I don’t bother them.
 Incidentally—and surprisingly—I can’t remember ever being bothered, in India, by
 flies. Why is this? The climate is hot and dry; maybe that helps. Maybe, too, the free
 rein given to cows and dogs and bullocks and goats makes them bait for the flies,
 better grazing ground than me. All I know is that I can’t recall ever seeing a fly in my
 apartment. I’ve been caught in the flight path of one or two on my daily evening
 walks, but I’ve never been plagued by them at all.
 I wonder what it would be like if I were here during the monsoon...
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 Friday, March 2, 2007
 Games people play
 These days there
 appears to be an
 up-tick in games
 activity on
 campus. This may
 simply be a
 perception of
 mine based on the fact
 that the daytime
 temperature has
 increased significantly
 compared to what it
 was like when I first
 arrived in early
 December, three
 months ago. I doubt that the hostels have air conditioning, so perhaps the students
 are more inclined to spend the evening hours in the cooler, breezier outdoors.
 It could also be because I now go for my walks later—on account of the heat. For all I
 know, the students always have come out to play in the early evening time. But it
 was chilly in December and January, in the evenings especially, so maybe sport then
 was more of an indoor thing. They sometimes had basketball matches in the Sports
 Stadium next to the running track, for example.
 Whatever the case, there's a lot more going on outdoors these days, so much so that
 I have to organize my walk so as to avoid the milling crowds of students, especially
 on the sports fields and along the road that fronts the hostels. Many students also
 can be seen, singly or in clutches of two or three, sitting cross-legged in the
 walkways where I pass by, often in isolated, out-of-the-way places, their notebooks
 and textbooks spread out around them as they study to prepare for the many tests
 they have to take.
 I'm an easily recognized figure on campus now—and not just because I'm this weird,
 lop-sided white guy who wears a funny hat to protect his bald pate from the sun.
 Many of the students attend my classes, even those outside the School of Education,
 I've been invited to give guest lectures in the Engineering, Science, Business
 Management, and Humanities areas. So during my walk, I'm constantly being
 greeted as I stride on by and, of course, I extend my greetings in return.
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 Cricket is popular at any time in India, but especially just now with the World Cup
 going on. The girls are as competitive as any boys I've seen play the game. India, like
 many countries, now has a women's cricket team. There's nothing men do that
 women can't take on, too—and perform just about as well. We men just have to
 learn to wrap our heads around that idea and get used to it.
 One evening I was walking around the running track and a boy came up to me and
 asked me if I’d play cricket with them. A pickup game, with just half a dozen children
 involved, was going on in the middle of the field. I couldn’t resist, though I insisted
 on batting. Big mistake! I approached the crease, bat in hand, and professionally
 lined myself up on the middle stump.1
 I noted that it was a slip of a girl who was setting up to bowl. “Tee hee,” I thought to
 myself, “this is going to be easy.” I was already starting to salivate in anticipation of
 knocking her for six.
 The girl started her run up to the wicket at the far end, relentlessly gaining speed
 until, in a whirl of arms and legs, she delivered this bowl from hell that pitched about
 a yard in front of me, shot under my raised bat, and knocked the middle stump clean
 out of the ground.
 Oh, the ignominy! The children felt sorry for me and let me stay at the crease for a
 few more bowls, but I never did recover from that first devastating blow.
 1 Those of you interested in learning the jargon that goes with the game of cricket can consult this
 website: http://www.espncricinfo.com/ci/content/story/239756.html
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 Saturday, March 3, 2007
 Dharwad and Bangalore
 Let me tell you the tale of my visit to Karnataka state. It happened during the week
 before I flew to England out of Bangalore on a two-week vacation half-way through
 my Fulbright Scholarship tour.
 Earlier, in December, while attending the India Ageing
 2006 Conference in Bhuvaneshwar, Orissa State, I’d
 become acquainted with Dr. Indira Prakash, chair of
 the Psychology department at Bangalore University.
 She’d asked me if I’d come to Bangalore to lecture at
 her university. I readily agreed and, after checking out
 schedules and so forth, it seemed convenient to go
 there en route to my two weeks of vacation in
 England, since there was a direct flight from
 Bangalore to London.
 The plan soon became a three-university lecture tour
 when Indira got in touch with Dr. Ashok Pal, Professor
 of Psychology at Karnatak University in Dharwad, who then got in touch with Dr.
 Mewa Singh, Professor of Geology at Mysore University, Mysore.
 I was to take the overnight train to Dharwad on Monday evening, February 5. I’d give
 a couple of lectures at Karnatak University on Tuesday, take another overnight train
 to Mysore, and lecture at Mysore University on Wednesday morning. This would
 leave time for me to see the sights of Mysore, including the fabulous palace on the
 Wednesday afternoon and the floodlit gardens in the evening. I’d stay overnight in
 Mysore, take the early morning bus to Bangalore on Thursday, lecture at Bangalore
 University on Thursday and Friday, then fly off to London, England, in the early
 morning hours of Saturday, February 10.
 Phew! Well, that was the
 plan. But this was India,
 where schedules usually run
 late and plans “oft gang
 awry,” as the famous
 Scottish poet, Robbie Burns,
 would say.
 I was duly met at Dharwad
 railway station by Dr. Ashok
 Pal (wearing a pink shirt in
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 this photo), a bustling, super-charged dynamo of a man. His enthusiasm was almost
 palpable. Turns out he’s Brahmin and respected as a spiritual advisor. I later
 attended a meditation session he led with his students. He was full of life and
 beaming a broad smile from ear to ear. He greeted me with a hearty handshake and
 the news that the whole Mysore, Bangalore tour had been called off!
 Turns out there
 was a dispute
 over water
 rights between
 the state of
 Karnataka and
 the adjoining
 state of Tamil
 Nadu.
 Everyone in the
 entire state of
 Karnataka,
 where I had
 just arrived,
 was on strike.
 People were
 picketing the streets. They were even picketing the railway lines in, and between,
 Mysore and Bangalore. And, of course, the universities were closed, along with
 everything else
 “Oh well,” thought I, “No problem. I have a big, fat book to read and maybe Dr.
 Ashok Pal can sneak me into a room on campus where they have internet access. I
 deserve a break. I’ll hunker down in Dharwad for a couple of days before moseying
 on down to Bangalore to catch my plane to England.”
 Ashok had a different idea. He took me right away to the university guest house in
 Dharwad and let me settle in there while he got on the phone and rustled up a
 bunch of students for me to lecture to. That afternoon, I lectured to a group of
 presumably willing Psychology students on the subject of “Assistive Technologies
 and Education.”
 Let me say at this point that “willing students” is almost a redundancy in places like
 India (or Africa, for that matter, where I taught in the 1970s). Students are always
 willing to learn in India. I never met a student who didn’t want to be in class. The
 same was true when I taught at a secondary school in Nigeria, West Africa. The
 students in India and Nigeria were quite extraordinarily eager for learning, and for
 the prospects of advancement that came with it, of course.
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 At the end of the lecture to
 the Psychology students at
 Karnatak University, I
 opened the floor up to
 questions. One student,
 trying to hold back her tears,
 asked me if I knew of any
 assistive technologies that
 would help her son who has
 hydrocephalus. I said I
 couldn’t answer her
 question without spending
 time with the boy, and I
 offered to come visit her at her home. She said she’d love for me to do that.
 So the next day I went to her home nearby and
 visited with the family for a while. Her brother was
 there—a lecturer in Maths at another university in
 Dharwad—and he gave me his business card. The
 boy appeared
 normal enough.
 However, at two
 years of age, I
 did wonder that
 he was not yet
 able to walk on
 his own. I told his
 mother that she
 should get
 expert help no matter what. I offered to stay in
 touch, help her in any way I could; and I will, as
 long as I’m alive. I left my card with my email
 address, and later followed-up with an email to
 her brother.
 I’ve heard nothing since.
 Meanwhile, after the lecture that afternoon at Karnatak University, Ashok took me
 back to my rooms in the guest house and I enjoyed a brief, blissful siesta before he
 came by in the evening to take me out to dinner at an Indian equivalent of an
 American fast food restaurant, only much, much better. The food—Indian through
 and through—was delicious. That night, I slept like a baby in the guest house in air-
 conditioned splendor.
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 The next day, after I returned from visiting with the mother whose son had
 hydrocephalus, Ashok had me lecture again to essentially the same group of willing
 students, this time on the subject of “Education in an Information Age.” The burden
 of the lecture had to do with the psychology of learning, a topic I thought relevant to
 the Psychology majors I was addressing. But I stressed the new reality that learning is
 more than ever greatly assisted by modern computer and communications
 technologies.
 This was what particularly held their attention, especially when I argued that the
 time was coming, sooner rather than later, when access to most all electronic data
 would be essentially “free.” In 2007, when I addressed these students, very few, if
 any, of them had a mobile phone, let alone a smart phone. Nonetheless, any time I
 lectured around India, I ended up describing a vision, already reality in some places
 in the world, where everyone would have at hand the necessary communications
 technology to access all the data they could ever want or need. And I assured them
 that within 10 years—by 2017—this reality would be true for most, if not all, of the
 people on the planet.
 Freedom of access to information has long been the goal of organizations such as
 Google and Baidu (the Chinese equivalent of Google), with their impressive free
 search engines that make the world of data available free of charge through the
 medium of the internet. It’s also implied in the charter of the Electronic Frontier
 Foundation (EFF), which (to quote from their online blurb) “is the leading nonprofit
 organization defending civil liberties in the digital world. Founded in 1990, EFF
 champions user privacy, free expression, and innovation through impact litigation,
 policy analysis, grassroots activism, and technology development. EFF works to
 ensure that rights and freedoms are enhanced and protected as our use of
 technology grows.”
 I put quotes around the word “free” above because the reality is that nothing’s ever
 absolutely free. As we’re discovering now more than ever, when we access “free”
 data (which we then process as information), we usually have to put up with all the
 advertising that tags along for the ride, this so that data providers such as Google
 and Facebook can rake in their billions of dollars!
 But, as long as we don’t have to pay for it, who cares?
 After the lecture, I was hanging around with Ashok in his office when a young lady
 came in. She was in tears and obviously in great distress. She had just lost her
 husband, who had died in an automobile accident. It’s complicated, but the reason
 she was crying, as she explained to Ashok, was not because her husband was dead,
 but because she was now a widow. In Indian society, where a woman is traditionally
 considered to be complete when she marries—preferably to a groom of her parents'
 choice—being widowed is often cruel, to say the least. In India, widowhood carries
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 an awful social stigma, which I won’t go into here. You can read more on the topic in
 Dr. A. P. Adiranayana Reddy’s 2004 book, “The Problems of Widowhood in India,”
 made freely available online (a Google search will take you right to it).
 During my stay in India, I met several younger women who had been widowed and
 very few of them—especially Hindus—had been able to remarry. This young lady in
 Ashok’s office, was, like Ashok, Hindu; she considered her fate sealed. Ashok did not
 assure her that she was young and beautiful and would easily find another husband.
 He comforted her, though, and told her all would be well. What else could he do?
 She must accept her fate. Hindus sometimes go so far as to stigmatize a widow
 further by blaming her widowhood on bad behaviour in a former life! But, when
 push comes to shove, the reason for the ostracization is because the family into
 which she has married does not want her to have any of the family’s wealth.
 Like I say, it’s complicated.
 When he had finished taking care of matters in his office, Ashok drove me and one of
 his Psychology department colleagues to an ashram where Ashok had spent many
 years of his life in the close company of a guru who had been his religious leader or
 mystic. The ashram was out of the way, miles from anywhere—like the monastery in
 Dolgellau, North Wales, in the United Kingdom, where my Carmelite aunt spent the
 best years of her life.
 Ashok’s guru lived well beyond the age of 100 and was buried in the ashram beneath
 the place where he had sat in meditation and quiet contemplation for oh so many
 years. I cannot recall the detail of what Dr. Ashok Pal, a devout Brahmin, shared with
 me on this occasion. All I know is that he was convinced—and did his best to
 convince me—that his guru was present there and then beneath the statue that now
 memorializes his eternal presence.
 On the way home from the ashram, Ashok took me on a side trip to a major local
 Hindu festival, out in the middle of nowhere, where hundreds of thousands of
 Hindus had come to celebrate and worship one of the many Hindu Gods. It was late
 evening. The sun was setting. We drove around the huge, mounted image of the God
 which, on a cart with massive wheels, was paraded around the temple in the town.
 By the end of the day, I didn’t know what to think. Religion, in particular the Hindu
 religion in India, was palpable all around me, no less than “religion” had been
 palpable at other times in my life when I was being raised as a dyed-in-the-wool
 Roman Catholic. Yet I could not any more even begin to identify with it, except as a
 sociological phenomenon. It just seemed altogether too strange.
 But that, of course, could be my problem.

Page 17
                        
                        

105
 The water rights dispute between Karnataka and Tamil Nadu had been placed on
 hold while someone or other tried to sort out the political mess. Ashok, by now a
 good friend and a gentle man for whom I had the greatest respect, put me on the
 overnight train to Bangalore. I arrived in Bangalore the next morning and was
 whisked by my Brahmin driver to a hotel,
 where I had the opportunity to freshen
 up before I was taken to the office of my
 driver’s boss, Mrs. Indumathi Rao. I was
 her guest for the next two days, until I
 left for England.
 Srimathi Indumathi Rao, a person I very
 quickly came to admire, founded and, for
 the past 25 years, has managed what has
 now become the South Asia Center for
 Community-Based Rehabilitation.
 Indumathi is a gentle, quiet, unassuming,
 not to say humble, yet supremely
 capable woman. Thanks to her, I had a
 wonderful two days in Bangalore,
 lecturing at Bangalore University and
 visiting a school for children with
 disabilities, as well as a training-to-work
 tech center for disabled adults.
 At the university, I was presented to the students by Dr. Indira Prakash, a lady you
 already met above. Dr. Prakash is the Head of the Psychology department. I lectured
 to several hundred Psychology majors on the subject of Assistive Technologies and
 Universal Design. I then lectured to a hundred or so Education majors on the subject
 of Instructional Technology.
 At the end of the latter lecture, I innocently asked whether it was easy for the
 students to access computers at the university. A professor in the audience
 immediately piped up and said that the students had access to computers all the
 time. But then, without missing a beat, one of the students stood up and explained,
 very directly and without the slightest equivocation, that the students only had
 access to the computer labs for no more than two hours a week!
 This is typical of India—and any country where the authorities can get away with it.
 Reality bears little relation to what you might read in the newspapers. So you really
 do learn to take everything you hear with a pinch of salt. In this case, the student
 was more likely right.

Page 18
                        
                        

106
 But, in spite of the problems that
 cropped up here and there, while I
 was in Dharwad and Bangalore, I met
 so many beautiful people. The visit
 was one of pure joy. I have to admit,
 though, that I was puzzled by the
 small seismological observatory next
 to the guest house at Dharwad's
 Karnatak University. There wasn't a
 single crack in the building.
 Interestingly enough, there were
 more of those Gray langur monkeys
 clambering all over my guest house roof nearby.
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 Tuesday, March 6, 2007
 International Women's Day
 This evening, while I was out for
 my walk around the university
 campus, I came across the Phys Ed
 students practicing some
 cheerleader pyramids and other
 gymnastic stunts. This was in
 preparation for the celebrations
 to mark International Women's
 Day. SPMVV is a women's
 university, so it's only right that
 they should make a fuss of the
 event.
 Tomorrow begins a three-day international conference organized by the Center for
 Women's Studies. I've been asked to say a few words at the Inauguration ceremony
 and then, on the last day, I'll be chairing one of the conference sessions. I wasn’t
 given much advanced notice of my involvement; the call to participate came
 yesterday afternoon! Nor am I in any way an expert in Women’s Studies or women’s
 issues. But in the spirit of the Fulbright mission, when two of the professors in the
 Women’s Studies department accosted me in the hallway of the Humanities building
 right after I finished my lecture to the M.Ed students, asking me if I would be willing
 to give the conference Inauguration Speech, I said “Yes.”
 Here is what I had to say:
 “It is
 shocking
 that women
 are
 exploited in
 this world
 of ours. It is
 time to say
 ENOUGH!
 “Enough of
 human
 trafficking
 of women!
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 “Enough of the subordination of women in marriage!
 “Enough of unequal opportunities for women in education and jobs!
 “Enough of unequal pay for women who do the same work as men!
 “Enough of women playing second fiddle to men!
 “ENOUGH! ENOUGH! Enough… This must not stand.
 “Men AND women, we ALL must work to stop this abuse of the better half of
 humankind.
 “From the richest of the rich to the poorest of the poor, male and female, we all
 have dreams.
 “Listen to what the revered Mahatmah Gandhi had to say: “I shall work for an India,”
 he said, “in which the poorest shall feel that it is their country, in whose making they
 have an effective voice, an India in which there shall be no high class and low class of
 people, an India in which all communities shall live in perfect harmony… There can
 be no room in such an India for the curse of untouchability… Women will enjoy the
 same right as men… This is the India of my dreams.”
 “Actions speak louder than words, and as we all know, Gandhi was a fearless man of
 action who, along with other great luminaries at the time of Indian Independence,
 such as Dr. B. R. Ambedkar and Jawaharlal Nehru, galvanized this beautiful nation of
 India in its march to freedom.
 “This conference, too, is all about action.
 “This conference is a call on all levels of government to design gender-sensitive
 budgets. It sounds like a dry topic, doesn’t it? Actually, it is a topic that is crucial to
 achieving a civil society where all citizens can, with equal opportunity, pursue their
 dreams.
 “Education is the key, isn’t it? If all the women of this world had the same, equal
 opportunity to education as men—which they don’t—it would be a much better
 place for everyone. Education must be free and of high quality. India needs many
 more schools, many more qualified teachers, so that EVERY child has a seat in a
 classroom where the teacher-pupil ratio is of a manageable size.
 “It is absurd that many, many children, especially female children, are kept out of
 school through no fault of their own. A free, quality education for all is expensive.
 But the money is there. India is riding the cusp of a wave of economic prosperity.
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 The problem is that the wealth that is being generated is being allocated in budgets
 to other priorities. What greater priority can there be than the education of our
 children?
 “I’m no expert on any of this, ladies and gentlemen. I simply have a voice which I
 choose to use to express my opinion and to help others. And when I was invited to
 address this gathering, I seized the opportunity to learn about women’s issues
 beyond what I already know from simply living out my life. I do have six sisters, after
 all, so I guess it was a matter of survival for me to listen to what they had to say!
 “I’ve always admired strong women. I married a strong woman. I’ve lived and
 worked on five of the world’s continents, and here in India I’ve met, and come to
 know, more strong women than I have known anywhere else in the world. Strong
 women like those at this university—students and faculty—who have arrived at
 where they are in their lives in spite of the many and severe disadvantages that they,
 and their families, have had to overcome along the way.
 “I mention families because none of us could be where we are without help,
 especially when it comes to education, and the family is the ideal foundation for
 future success.
 “Together, women and men must keep knocking on the doors of the male-
 dominated corridors of Gender Justice, demanding equal rights and equal
 opportunity for all. We must not cease to knock until our demands are met--met by
 deeds, not by empty words.
 “So I commend Professor Parvathy and her team in the Women’s Studies
 department at SPMVV for organizing this conference. I commend you all for being
 here to add your voice to theirs. As we celebrate International Women’s Day, may
 our voices combine with those worldwide to become a cry of rage against the abuses
 and inequalities that women continue to endure to this day.”
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