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Introduction

Auroville Village Action
Group (AVAG) have released
a series of fifteen booklets, in
English and Tamil, entitled
Recowvering the Voice of
Women. Martha and Harini,
two social workers who have
been involved with AVAG for
many years, were the driving
force behind this UNESCO-
funded project. The booklets
are the result of months of
mmtensive work, discussing
and documenting the social,
cultural and religious issues
prevalent in the villages with
over one hundred women
whose lives, in one way or
another, have been touched
by Aaroville. Many of these
women come to work in
Amrowille every day, neatly
diressed and cheerful, but
what do we kmow of their cir-
camstances and the often
eppressive conditions they
face at home? These booklets
provide a valuable insight
mto their lives and social
morms. However, they are
primarily designed to be used
as educational tools for the
women themselves.

In this issue we present the
idea behind the project and
imtroduce, through excerpts
from the booklets, what it
means to be a woman from a
local village.

' Ask=w infroduces a series of

t_m’ﬂh stories told by village

» ahout their fives.

sinsabent... ...... e 2

Harini on the process of
‘@==na willzo= women to talk about

W=t does it mean to be a woman? ..3

- Some exiracts from the booklets about
= r=sinctions imposed on the women
by S5 colie. =
'Cam INTACH keep Pondicherry
e . o

Pondy’s architectural heritage.
- &mama and Auroville, an exhibition; et
There’s no place like home .....
- = Jisitor experiences Auroville.....

=

DRAWING BY VAHULA

ver since the inception of

Auroville in 1968 and its contin-

uous growth since then, there has

been an uneven, even uncertain
relationship between the long-standing,
traditional Tamil villages and the totally
new, far from traditional Auroville settle-
ments that have sprung up in their midst.
If, on the one hand, immediate environ-
mental improvements and employment
benefits have been noted and appreciated,
the relatively sudden impact of entirely
foreign social values and customs on the
other hand has been met with an uneasy
response.

The basic idea of Auroville is one of
dramatic and fundamental change, an idea
which is alien to the millenarian rural com-
munities of Southern India. Though the
twentieth century has brought immense
changes to Indian society in general, cer-
tain segments offer great resistance to
change, such as those reflected in the status
of rural Tamil women within their fami-
lies, villages and the society at large. Such
women, living and working with or in
close proximity to the women of Auro-
ville, who represent many different—and
to their eyes, ‘strange’ societies—must be
affected by the commingling of these cul-
tures. Yet, even though they become more
conscious of the restrictions that their soci-
ety has for so long imposed upon them and
notice how the foreign women do not suf-
fer the same restrictions, they may remain
as resistant to change as the rest of their
community—or even more so, in many

instances.

For the foreign
women of Auroville, the
question arises whether it is
incumbent upon them to promote change
in their village sisters. Indeed it would
seem hard to justify any attempt to per-
suade the Tamil village women to give up
their traditional way of life. Yet at the
same time, who can stand by and ignore
the plight of one’s sisters, obviously suf-
fering under the burdens of excessive and
discriminatory restrictions, all their so-
called cultural raison d’étre or rationale
notwithstanding? There is no easy answer
to this dilemma.

But if we were to resist the temptation
to interfere and even try and keep the influ-
ence of Auroville to a minimum so as to
preserve the cultural integrity of the village
way of life, all we would accomplish by
such a “hands-off” policy would be to
abandon the role of Auroville as a model to
that of the nearest urban centre,
Pondicherry, and the inexorable influences
of modern mass media emanating from it
and beyond. This is not to say that
Auroville has all the answers and that its
way of life is better for everyone. But those
who come to live in Auroville believe in
the possibility of achieving a better and

RECOUETING
IENOICELD]
WOMED

higher way of life. And so we do interact
with our neighbours, to learn from them
what we can and offering to share with
them what we have and know, in the hope
that, as we live beside each other,
Aurovilian women and women from the
neighbouring Tamil villages, we may
work things out together.

Village Action Group has, with finan-
cial support from UNESCO, published

a series of fifteen booklets, simultaneously
in both Tamil and English, on “Recovering
The Voice of Women.” Each of these
booklets focuses on an aspect of the social
life of Tamil women. They have been cho-
sen from among topics of particular signif-
icance to the women, ranging from infor-
mative descriptions of the traditional draw-
ing of kolams (sacred geometric patterns)
that are made regularly on the ground or
pavement in front of the thresholds of their
houses, to discussions of such problems
faced by women and their families as those
that arise from the dowry system. Other
(continued on page 2)

It is with this in mind that the Auroville
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(continued from page 1)

topics include the role of the mother-in-
law, concerns about maintaining ritual reli-
gious practices, questions of a woman’s
so-called ‘invisible work™ and problems
associated with domestic violence.

The form of the booklets varies from
little dramas that can be acted out, through
narrative stories and letters for reading, to
a cartoon-like fable of a conversation
between two saris hanging out to dry on
the washing line. Readers and those who
will use them in educational workshops or
classes are invited to embark on a kind of
journey, a journey that will have fifteen
stages—each of which may be taken as a
day in the lives of the two main protago-
nists, one the grandmother of the other, as
they explore, investigate and reveal the
condition of women in the rural villages.
They will reveal how Paati, the grand-
mother, becomes increasingly distressed
as she discovers so many of these women

consoles her grandmother and at other
times pushes her to delve deeper into the
questions raised in their journey together.

It is hoped that the story-telling nature
of each booklet will entertain as well as
provoke a more serious response. The
additional feature of a series of questions
related to each story is designed to draw
out at least tentative answers on those top-
ics that are more difficult for the women to
deal with, or at least give rise to further
questions in those areas that they may
never have questioned before. We hope
that our work with these booklets may
prove to be a catalyst for many other future
collaborations and efforts among the
Tamil village women in their journey to
recover their voices.

Robin Askew is a friend of Auroville, who
works as a free-lance journalist and video-
maker, with a particular emphasis on women’s
issues.

Recovering the Voice of Women:
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mma Tamil Nadu sprin-

cow-dung on the
ground in front of

fetch a small plate
.of rice flour and
start making a grid
and
equally spaced dots
with it. Using more
white rice and ragi pow-
der—to feed the ants and
birds—the women then join the

dots with lines or draw flowing
‘curves around them, by letting the -
powder flow from between the first

three fingers of their hands. This
pattern is called a “kolam.” On cer-

tain occasions, such as the harvest

festival of Pongal, special kolams
are drawn, each with its own name:
Hridyakamalam (lotus of the heart),

anklets of Krishna, lotus flower, cra-

dle of Krishna, Krishna’s foot prints,
‘chariot, tortoise, swastikam and

- poornakalasam being just
 some of them...
Kolams are made

every day of the
year, except when
there has been a
death in the house

and during the
period of mourn-

" ‘ing, on death anni-
versaries or on the

New Moon of every

. month in those hous-

. es where they offer

- prayers to the dead rela-

- tives. Some people used to

. believe that the kolam was to be
‘drawn before anyone left the house.
- So when the man would leave his

house, crossing over the kolam,

_ there would be a guarantee that he

would return safely. And for the
other members of the family too—
the women and the children—really
nobody should leave the house
hefore the kolam is drawn. :

are suffering undue and unreasonable
hardships. Her granddaughter, Iruch-
ammal, who possesses a kind of innate

A series of 15 booklets and one puzzle
Available from VAG-DTP Unit, Kottakarai
Auroville 605101, Tamil Nadu, India
e-mail: Harini@auroville.org.in

wisdom way beyond her years, at times

Tell us about...

by Martha Méndez and Harini Sampathkumar

ome years ago we published a survey of the

eleven villages around Auroville (see AVToday #

104, September 1997) covering topics such as

gender, literacy, family composition, occupation
and income, details of land ownership, housing patterns
and drinking water facilities. The survey showed us that
half of the combined population of nearly twelve thousand
villagers are women, of whom more than one third are
illiterate. While the survey provided us with interesting
statistics about the women, it did not help us to get to
know them in a qualitative form.

It is because of the experience we gained through our
work in the Life Education Centre [a project of the
Auroville Village Action group which offers education and
vocational training for school drop-out girls between the
ages of 15 and 25—eds.] that we gained enough confi-
dence to engage in exploring other social contexts. We felt
that we could start to expand and build on this experience

of working and learning
together by meeting many
other women in the villages
and in Auroville and invit-
ing them to share with us
through group discussions

: (Based on the booklet “Kolampet”)

or simple chats.

hen Ms. Anees Jung, an advisor to UNESCO,

visited Auroville in autumn 1998, we discussed

the possibility of exploring women’s issues
more deeply, taking into account their personal lives and
the cultural aspects, and we agreed to start a project named
“Recovering the voices of women: A study to provide a
space for re-awakening the values in their own culture, tra-
ditions, beliefs, working practices, humanistic attitudes
and gender experiences.” The aim was to reach these
women and to find ways to improve their situation; to get

Drawings on pages 2, 3 and 6 have been taken from the series of booklets Recovering the Voice of Women

and have been drawn by Jyofi Fusile.
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to know them; to document their experiences in such a
way that they could be easily mirrored back to them, so as
to help them understand some of the beliefs, limitations
and traditions which are given factors in their lives and
which have been unclear and unquestioned by them; and
to know any kind of influence that Auroville has on them.
The female population we have chosen to work with are
either women from the surrounding villages who work in
Auroville, or women living in the villages who are
involved in one way or another in developing their village
with the help of Auroville, or women from a village back-
ground who have grown up and are living in Auroville but
still maintain a very close contact with their village fami-
ly. The collected information involved 129 Tamil women,
whose voices were recorded in 16 gatherings. The
methodology was to bring them together in such a way
that the ambience would generate the confidence to share,
what we call “Tell us about...”.

ut our assumption that from our first meeting we

would be able to prepare the ambience, release any

collective tension and be open to sharing all the
experiences proved far too ambitious. In some meetings,
there was a rejection of the subject matter we proposed for
discussion, and in some cases the women themselves
received the orders of the elders not to speak about a par-
ticular issue or circumstance. We discovered that, because
of so many endogenous marriages in the villages, the fam-
ily ties tend to get very extended and would convert the
entire village into one big family. Due to family disagree-
ments, some women were not able to share. We learned
that the cultural restriction on sharing their personal lives
is very strong. To disclose details involving other mem-
bers of the family is absolutely unacceptable, it is almost
like being naked in front of the others. Behaviour regula-
tions such as ‘women should not talk to anyone outside the
home about their private lives,” and the desire to please
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TELL US ABOUT...

* THE UNFOLDING OF A FULL DAY'S WORK

* THE CULTURE BEHIND OUR SARIS—THE LAY-
ERS OF BELIEFS, TABOOS AND COLOURED
PATTERNS

= YOU ARE WHAT YOU EAT

THE NEVER-ENDING DOWRY STORY

= SLOW PACE OF WOMEN AS OFFICE BEAR-
ERS IN THEIR SANGAMS

* THE UNHEARD VOICES OF CHILDREN
THROUGH THEIR TEACHERS

* KOLAMS AND THE PUZZLE OF MY LIFE

THE COMMUNITY AS MY MIRROR—WHO

DEVELOPED WHOM?

WHAT YOU HAVE LEARNT FROM U8 AND

WHAT YOU ARE DOING NOW

* HAND AND SHOULDER TO WORK TOGETHER

= TELL ME WHAT DOES YOUR MOTHER DO?

= THE RELATIONSHIP WITH YOUR GODS AND
TEMPLES

= THE DECORATION OF YOUR HOMES

= YEETERDAY, TODAY AND TOMORROW.

(HEADINGS CHOSEN FOR THE SHARING OF
BEDRMATION)

sometimes made it very difficult to receive
correct or truthful replies. Also, the lack of
trust among the women could make shar-
ing a difficult exercise.

he material they did share with us was

rich and vast. We gained an insight

into many of Tamil Nadu’s religious
and cultural patterns, but we also experi-
enced the enormous amount of pain and
desperation suffered by these women. The
group gatherings often became a space for
a cathartic experience, women wanting to
express what their problem was. And then
the question came: what now? For after all
was said and done, they still had to go
home; and that realisation gave rise to atti-
tudes of resignation and indifference that
the women would express over our exer-
cise. We repeatedly experienced the mes-
sage: “Of what use will this exercise be
when we do not have any hope?”

The result of these gatherings is that the
women started recognising that they are
their own sources of knowledge. The per-
manent echo of their wounds is speaking

for themselves, and we understood how
their existence is braided with their cultur-
al values in such a way that they have very
little space for themselves. Our role has
been that of witnesses and helpers, so that,
through sharing with them, they would
gain more confidence and understand bet-
ter their plight. Our job in these cases has
been to show them the urgency of getting
to know themselves, so that they might
escape the limitations imposed upon them,
understand why they play the roles of vic-
tims in their own context, understand the
meaning of social control and encourage
the creation of a space where they may
find a way to express themselves.

We are grateful to all these women
who have gathered to share with us and
spoken with such frankness, humour and
sincerity, giving whatever information
they could in the knowledge that it would
be shared not only amongst themselves or
even within their village, district or state,
but on the distant scale of crossing lands
and seas, where other women may read
and relate to their experiences.

~ WOMEN OF THE VILLAGE

This is our first attempt at establishing
such co-operative two-way learning links
with the women. It is hoped that we may
have the opportunity, through the ongoing
contacts and work together that the book-
lets will engender, to continue and
strengthen these links and that they may
prove helpful and productive in the devel-
opment of each woman individually and of
all of us together.

Martha Méndez, a sociologist in education and
women's studies from Bogotd, Colombia has
been working with Auroville Village Action
(AVAG) ever since she joined Auroville in
1990. She co-founded the Life Education
Centre, becoming an executive of AVAG in
1991. At present she is one of the founders and
co-ordinators of the Desk-top Publishing
(DTP) Unit of Village Action, as well as work-
ing as a healer and teacher in Quiet Healing
Centre.

Harini Sampathkumar from Chennai trained
in rural management and worked for five years
with various NGOs before joining Auroville in
1993 as a teacher with Life Education Centre.
At present she is one of the founders and co-
ordinators of AVAG-DTP.

What does it mean to be a woman?

hat does @ mean to be a
wmamnss© E = 2 guestion 1o
Wil =ven

m=wes Bee m e =
Laprerle T roweTT T ET TR O
s I DN s dine=w o T T oo
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of what life means for our

! 2ave zlways wondered why this culture is
sa parucularly harsh with women. Indian
calture always tells us that a woman must
2 sader so many social restrictions. Now I
=as e started to realise that if we go on living
emder such restrictions, our freedom will be
tatally lost. Unless we stand up against the
mea. they will continue hitting us. A culture
= meant for both men and women. So why
should it be so much against the women?
" omen are made prisoners of a culture and
their own families, while yearning to be able
to come out with full freedom. I am unable
1o leave my family and live on my own. In
sur culture we can neither cry to our par-
exis nor complain to our in-laws. The only
thing our culture has taught us to do is to be
submissive to the whole world as if we were
sizves. Following my parents’ advice, I tol-
erated all this pain for years, but instead of
peace | gained only more agony.

The restrictions start at an early age.
birth of a daughter is not greeted with
much enthusiasm as that of a son, and
rtion of female foetuses is common.
wce a daughter is born, her place as a
me inferior to the son will be made clear
1o her on many occasions. For example,
many girls will receive little or no educa-
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My parents stopped me from going to
school after 8th standard, as soon as my sis-
ter got married, and my parents had to look
after the cashew fields. My brothers were
working, and whenever I complained to my

mother that I wanted to study, my parents
would tell me that they didn’t have the
money to educate me. I had to do all the
housework and look after another physical-
Iv handicapped brother. I felt so lonely and
eavious of all my classmates going to school.
The sight of them in uniforms, carrying
their bags and walking to school together,
Slled me with despair and frustration. I had
shways dreamed of studying and becoming a
college graduate; and here I was not even
finishing school...

The reasons for this are often purely
economic. A daughter is supposed to
marry and join the family of her hus-
band. while a son is supposed to take
care of his ageing parents. One of the
booklets deals with the system of
arranged marriages, where the
parents, usually with the help of
horoscopes, look for a suitable
bride or groom, as well as
with the love marriages, a
more recent phenomenon.

Women do not just marry their
husbands—they marry into his
entire family. And invariably
they actually live with his par-
ents and unmarried sisters.
Indeed it is expected that all
the sons will continue to live
with their parents and so be able
to look after them in their old age,

along with their wives. This is the normal
situation.

In the case where the parents have no
son but do have a married daughter, she
may look after her parents—though always
with her husband’s consent. But this is not
very common, as normally it would not be
accepted by her in-laws. In such cases it is
common for the in-laws to accuse her of
helping her parents too much, either finan-
cially or by taking them things, while her
own relatives will likely accuse her of not
helping them enough or at all.

It sometimes happens that an unmar-
ried daughter takes care of her parents, but
that implies, more often than not, that her
chances to marry are minimized.

And then there is the never-ending
story of dowry. In Tamil Nadu the system
is that the family of the bride gives a dowry
to the groom. When the girl Iruchammal
asks her grandmother Paati what dowry
means, she gets a distressing answer:

Previously dowry was a gift from the par-
ents to their daughters. In Tamil Nadu
daughters do not inherit property; the
property will only go to the sons. So at the
time of marriage, it was an opportunity for

DRAWING BY JYOTI FUSILE

a daughter to receive
part of her share, if

. the family was wealthy.
But this tradition has dis-
appeared slowly over the
past 25 years. Nowadays
in Tamil Nadu, the
girl’s family has u
to give a. i
dowry to the o
boy’s family in order for — T
her to marry the boy. But dowry
has become a problem, especially when the
boy’s family demands a dowry that the
girl’s parents cannot afford. Often they do
not own property—they do not have any-
thing! So to get their daughters married

they have to borrow money. For the lower
classes and the poor that is a tremendous
burden. The girl’s parents may curse her
and think that to have given birth to a
daughter is a burden or even a sin! If there
is a son in the family it becomes his duty to
get his sisters married. The burden shifts to
him, and when he gets married, his wife
may hate her sisters-in-law because of this
burden. All this enmity is caused by the
dowry system. Further south, near
Kanyakumari, the tradition of giving dowry
to the girl disappeared much earlier than
here, Demands there are ten times higher
than in this area, and on account of this,
many girls there do not marry at all, or
marry quite late, say at age 30 or 33, since
they first have to earn money. Poor crea-
tures!

Marriage, however, does not guarantee
that the dowry demands are over. Too
often the women’s in-laws demand addi-
tional dowry, creating further hardship and
sometimes even the break-up of a mar-
riage. One booklet exposes this demand
through a drama, enacted between the
mother-in-law and the newly-wedded
wife. The booklet highlights the mother-
in-law’s dominant position, which is still
very strong in India. She is the main
authority in the house, as far as her son and
daughter-in-law are concerned.

Other booklets deal with a problem
common to many marriages, that of alco-
hol abuse, wife and child beating, the van-
dalising of furniture, and the attempts of
too many women to end their lives by sui-
cide. The story of Mallika in the booklet
“Temples” is well-known to the women in
this area:

One day a young married woman called
Mallika was alone in the Mariamman tem-
ple that was on the far end of her village.
She was over in a corner, sobbing her
heart out. “My husband is an alcoholic
and always uses that as an excuse to beat

= he up. I never say a word and tolerate it

as I feel ashamed to tell this to others. But
yesterday evening at six o’clock, he
demanded money from me for going to the
toddy-shop. I didn’t have a single paise but
he refused to believe me. He started to shout

(continued on page 6)
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an INTACH keep
Pondicherry intact?

AN INTERVIEW WITH AJIT

In early January an exhibi-
tion on the architectural her-
itage of Pondicherry was
mounted in the Chamber of
Commerce building in the
centre of the town. It was
organised by the Indian
National Trust for Art and
Cultural Heritage (INTACH)
and Ecole Francaise de I'Ex-
treme-Orient (EFEO). Ajit, an
Aurovilian architect, is a
member of INTACH and one
of the moving forces behind
the exhibition. Here he talks
about the qualities of tradi-
tional architecture and the
challenges involved in pre-
serving it.

‘ ‘ he idea behind the exhibition
was to educate the public
about the need to preserve
Pondicherry’s unique architec-

tural heritage. INTACH and EFEO have

been collaborating on a heritage project

since 1987. We have identified 1800

buildings worthy of preservation within

the area of the four main boulevards, and
whenever an old building was about to be
demolished we’ve tried to persuade the
owner not do so—with mixed success. At
the moment we are discussing with the
owners how to preserve the Capuchin

Monastery, which is one of the oldest

buildings in Pondicherry. We also give

advice on how new buildings can be har-
moniously integrated with existing struc-
tures. In 1994 we renovated the facades of
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20 houses in Iswaran Koil Street with
funds from the French Government to
show people how beautiful it could be.

“In spite of this, our efforts to pre-
serve Pondicherry’s heritage buildings
have been hampered by the fact that we
lacked a permanent base and that all the
work was done on a voluntary basis.
Recently, however, an enthusiastic
Secretary in the Pondicherry administra-
tion encouraged us to send in our propos-
als, and we’ve received funds to set up an
INTACH Conservation Cell with a per-
manent staff of professional architects.
One of the tasks of this Cell will be to
screen, in conjunction with the
Pondicherry Planning Authority, applica-
tions to demolish, rebuild or modify old
buildings, and to provide professional
architectural solutions which will take
into account both the need to protect
Pondicherry’s historic fabric and the
needs of the owners.

“The latter is important because there
are a lot of difficulties in looking after old
houses. There are problems of rising
damp (the older houses have no damp-
proof course), leaking roofs and of dry rot
or termites in the wooden roof joists. In
spite of this, in many cases it is worth-
while to restore old buildings. For exam-
ple, the impressive mansion which now
houses the Pondicherry Museum was
restored after we managed to persuade the
Pondicherry Government not to demolish
it. Sometimes old buildings are demol-
ished for inadequate reasons, like leaking
roofs, and unscrupulous builders scare
owners into thinking that old buildings
are unsafe. This is why we are asking the
Pondicherry Government to provide
funding for roof repairs and facade

Tamil streetscape: Cazy St.
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Subramaniya Bharati Museum

“"What makes
Pondicherry unique is
that within a small area
traditional Tamil and
French colonial architec-
ture exist side by side,
each influencing and
learning from the other.”

restoration of the more important listed
buildings, and to consider tax-holidays
and other incentives for their owners. We
would also like to see legislation to pre-
vent the demolition of listed buildings.
“All this begs the question of why we
should seek to preserve old buildings.
One of the qualities of traditional archi-
tecture—whether it be in Pondicherry,
Rajasthan, Italy or Spain—is that it has a
certain continuity and harmony: in street
after street there is a common language.
Moreover, the buildings knit together to
create public spaces like plazas and
squares. This is because traditional archi-
tecture was inspired by social and practi-
cal considerations, to suit a certain
lifestyle, and not by the need of the archi-
tect to make a personal statement. In this
sense, traditional architecture can be said
to be non-egoistic while modern architec-
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