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Auroville owes
much to the
generous participa-
tion and support of
the Tamil people.
From the early
days, Tamils have
been involved in
building the city
and in numerous of
its activities. In the
course of the years,
many have joined
the community.
Today the Tamils
compose, with over
300 residents, the
largest group of
Auroville’s multi-
cultural population.
However, there is
little knowledge
about their percep-
tions and particular
concerns. In this
issue we provide a
window on some of
their perspectives.
While the views
shared were some-
times widely
diverse, as can only
be expected from
such a large group,
there is a common
sense of unease.
Many of those
interviewed asked
to remain anony-
mous, a sign of the
compromising posi-
tion in which they
often feel them-
selves. This itself is
an indicator of the
need for more open
discussion and a
better understand-
ing about the issues
that concern the
Tamil population
of Auroville.

A true fraternity?

Is Auroville living up to the Mother’s vision? Perceptions of Tamil Aurovilians

rom Auroville’s inception,
FMolher encouraged the partici-

pation of local Tamil people on
equal footing. Illustrative is her reply
to the question of whether at that time
the houses of the Westerners were to
be different from those planned for
Tamil people.

“No, those who cannot accept to
have the same houses are not ready to
live in Auroville. The stinginess must
stop. It is not only the houses but the
condition of the soul which
must be built in

Auroville.” (1)

And she
wrote a message to
the inhabitants of
Aspiration about the
need to develop a true fraternity
with the villagers:

“A relationship that is not only
cordial but friendly with the inhabi-
tants of the neighbouring village is
absolutely indispensable. For the
realisation of Auroville the first step
is to establish a true human fraternity
— any shortcoming in this regard is a
grave mistake which can compromise
the whole work.

My blessings are with all sincere
effort towards harmony.” (2)

Syamala, who was one of those
asked by Mother to speak about
Auroville in the village of
Kuilapalayam, remembers that the
response to the idea of Auroville was
at times negative, due to the fear that
outsiders would appropriate scarce
resources. Mother was well aware of
this inherent mistrust. In July 1972,
she wrote to someone who had
offered to help clean Last School:

“It is all right. But while putting
things in order, be very careful not to
offend the people from the Tamil vil-
lage. It has been very difficult for us
to win their confidence and nothing
should be done which could make
them lose this new-born confidence
which is of capital importance.

Take with you someone who
knows and speaks Tamil fluently so
that you can talk with them and
explain things to them.

They are your brothers in spirit —
this should never be forgotten.” (3)

The villagers, however, were
receptive to Auroville’s spiritual
ideals. Syamala observes,
“Collectively, their psyche was 100%
ready for the manifestation that was to
take place.” With Mother’s approval
some local families and individuals
integrated into Auroville. Six families
began to participate in agriculture and
to work in the kitchen or health centre.
Their integration took place under the
conditions of a moneyless economy.
Like everyone else, they received no

" cash, but had basic needs met, includ-

ing a school for their children. They

were Aurovilians, there was no dis-
crimination. Indeed, many Tamil peo-
ple who lived through this experience
feel that at that period there was a
greater sense of fraternity than today.
Youth especially did not feel separate
from others growing up. During
Auroville’s conflict with the Sri
Aurobindo  Society (1973-1980),
however, most of the original inte-
grated families, uncertain as to where
to pledge their allegiances,

returned to the village. Several re-
joined Auroville later.

4
What brings Tamil people
to Aurovilie now?

Whereas few Tamil people
became Aurovilian at first, as the
community grew their numbers
increased, and today they constitute a
large percentage of applicants to
become ‘Newcomers' in Auroville.
While some come from elsewhere in
Tamil Nadu and are well-educated
and knowledgeable about the commu-
nity’s  philosophical

er, there are in some cases other moti-
vations. The opportunities that
Auroville provides for a better materi-
al life cannot be overlooked and it is
only natural that villagers, like people
anywhere,

seek out Auroville as
a means for improving
their standard of living.
This situation is not
only upsetting to some
Westerners. It also upsets some
Tamil Aurovilians, who feel that
more should be done to ensure that
Auroville is not used as a conduit for
economic advancement. Surya-gand-
hi, for example, who plays an impor-
tant role in the dental clinic, stresses,
“Auroville is not a place of assistance.
However, economic aspects are often
what attract local people. This mental-
ity must change and they must learn to
follow what Mother established for
becoming Aurovilians. They must
realize that life here is not as easy as it
seems. Coming here means dedicating
oneself to the aspiration of Auroville,
and this demands many sacrifices.™
Dealing with people who join
Auroville for motivations other than
those set forth by Mother is not a
problem restricted to Tamil people,
but can be said of individuals coming

base, the majority of
these applicants hail
from the surrounding
villages, where they
had little opportunity to
receive a proper educa-
tion. Many come into
contact with Auroville
first as workers. Others
are family members,
including newly wed-
ded husbands and
wives, of those who are
already Aurovilians. A
new category are the
young adults who have
been educated at New
Creation or at After
School.

The reasons for
joining Auroville are
varied. According to an
Entry Group member,
some come because of
their contact to Mother and Sri
Aurobindo, ex-pressed less as knowl-
edge of their teachings than through
bhakti [devotion]. Quite a few empha-
size that they like the quiet of this
place, as compared with the strife of
village life. Many are attracted by the
idea that Auroville is a place for peo-
ple to live as equals.

Along with these statements
delivered to the Entry Group, howev-

here from anyplace. As an Entry
Group member states, however, mem-
bers of the Entry Group, most of
whom are not Tamil, have difficulty
evaluating a Tamil applicant because
of cultural differences. “Its easier for
me to read Europeans,” tells the

Group member. “Shared culture
makes it easier to communicate and
discern  someone’s  intentions.”
Resolving these ambiguities may hap-

pen in time. At present there is a move
to involve more long-time Tamil
Aurovilians in the entry process. Such
people would play an important role
in communicating Auroville’s goals
and helping Tamil Newcomers to
participate fully in communal life.

Economic concerns

Not so long ago the Entry Group
closed Auroville for a while, as there
was a substantial lack of housing for
Newcomers causing many of them to
live in unacceptable conditions such
as in sheds and storerooms. The
Auroville Economy Group warned

that the community was unable to
build free houses for those without
their own financial means. While
Auroville has again opened its doors,
the housing situation has not substan-
tially changed. Although many
Westerners with limited resnurces are
caught in the same dilemma, the situ-
ation is particularly acute for those
who come to the community from the
local region. This remains a serious
handicap for many aspiring Tamil
Newcomers.

Unfortunately, there is also no easy
solution, as the maintenances earned
in Auroville are, in the best case, suf-
ficient to make a living, but insuffi-
cient to save to build a house.

It may not be surprising that some
Tamil Aurovilians supplement their
incomes by running side businesses,
often profiting from skills and con-
tacts made in Auroville. Money
earned in these ways may go towards
building a house, and fulfilling the
many economic obligations that sev-
eral Tamil Aurovilians have with their
families both within and outside
Auroville. Living frugally and using
benefits provided by the community,
such as free education, subsidized
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clothing and house repair mainte-
nance, some families manage to do
well financially.

Some even invest in “chit funds”
(group organized loan pools) that
allow them to amass considerable
wealth, that is then used towards edu-
cating children outside Auroville, or,
as it is rumoured, investments in
immoveable property elsewhere.

continued on page 2
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The growing materialism of
some Tamil families has garnered
the disapproval of some other
Tamil Aurovilians interviewed.
Manifesting as gold ornaments, or
elaborate childrens’ birthday par-
ties, these new forms of wealth
often remain hidden to other
Aurovilians, sometimes leading to
situations in which people who
have sufficient resources of their
own still seek support from com-
munal resources. However, this is
not a problem restricted to any one
population. Any increased empha-
sis on financial gain must be read
within the context of the growing
materialism in Auroville as a
whole.

Education

Although Mother has said that
Auroville is to be a place for
“unending education,” at the level
of adult education little has been
done. Many Tamil people under-
line the importance of education to
help in orienting themselves
towards Auroville’s ideals and
concur that the process of explain-
ing the significance of Auroville
must begin the moment an appli-
cation is given to the Entry Group.
Some believe that the creation of
special programs for Tamil
women would be efficacious in
the development of the communi-
ty as well. As one woman
explains, “It is not easy for a
Tamil woman to integrate. While
they may find work in an
Auroville unit, at home they are
dedicated to family life as if they
would be living anywhere else in
Tamil Nadu. Some form of educa-
tion is necessary to broaden their
experience, to integrate them in
the society of Auroville on their
own merits instead of as an appen-
dix of their husbands, allowing
them to take more initiative than
they are used to.”

It is not easy for
a Tamil woman
to integrate on
her own merits
instead of as an
appendix to their
husbands.

But education is two-sided.
While understanding the aims and
ideals of Auroville should be
mandatory for any Newcomer, so
also should be a basic understand-
ing of local culture on the part of
those who come to Auroville from
other places. Many Tamil
Aurovilians interviewed feel that
Westerners should receive instruc-
tion in Tamil culture and lan-
guage, and also in Indian history.
Many concur that several misun-
derstandings might be avoided
were Westerners more sensitive to
the “do’s and don’ts” of local cus-
tom, let alone if more had a mini-
mal knowledge of Tamil. Some
are hopeful that the situation will
eventually change. In a promising
development, a new Entry policy
attempts to provide education on
the ideals of Auroville to
Newcomers, while other groups
are promoting more than ever lan-
guage classes in English, Tamil
and Sanskrit.

Cultural identity

Auroville is a place in which
the best elements from all the
world’s cultures should contribute
towards the future. In light of this,

the position of Tamil culture is
ambiguous. Some Tamil
Aurovilians remain tied to their
cultural identity in ways that do
not permit them to gain a broader
perspective. Because family is
such a central part of anyone’s life
in India, many Tamil Aurovilians
regularly visit extended family liv-
ing outside the community. These
interactions reaffirm ties to the
customs and religious beliefs that
give meaning to daily life in Tamil
Nadu, in addition to involving
some Tamil Aurovilians in local
grievances and politics. Jothi, who
grew up in Auroville, sees this sit-
uation as partially problematic.
“Quite a few Tamil Aurovilians
live no differently than in the vil-
lage. This prevents them from
focusing time and energy on
Auroville’s progress and from ori-
enting their thinking towards
human unity and a moneyless
economy.”

At the same time, some Tamil

Aurovilians express feeling a

sense of loss of cultural identity.
Interacting with an environment
that is ostensibly Western, some
Tamil people have a tendency to
forget the value of traditional
practices. Raman points out how
neglecting the beauty of the past
may not be in Auroville’s interest.
“Auroville made me lose and then
rediscover the value of my roots.
When all Aurovilians realize the
true wisdom of their own cultures,
then the collectivity will form bet-
ter. And when you appreciate the
value of the past, you aren’t so
into modern consumerism.”

So far, there is little interest in
Tamil culture in Auroville.
Sporadically, Tamil cultural
events are organized, such as
Tamil New Year and Deepavali,
with dinner and fireworks. While
such activities are

with whom they interact regularly,
which is experienced as arrogant
discrimination. Alternatively,
Tamil Aurovilians are even
misidentified as either someone
else or as ‘workers.’

Other forms of discrimination

A true fraternity?

of the interviewees expressed their
frustration over being yelled at by
Western Aurovilians, or generally
reprimanded in the workplace as if
they were children, in the presence
of co-workers. “I wonder if any of
these Westerners would behave

“For the realisation of Auroville
the first step is to establish
a true human fraternity -
any shortcoming in this regard
is a grave mistake which
can compromise the whole work.”

are experienced at the workplace.
Though quite a few Tamil

Aurovilians have become unit
executives or hold other positions
of responsibility, many Tamil
Aurovilians work at the lower
ends of work-place hierarchies,
often with western Aurovilians as

The Mother

like this in their own country,”
observed one of the interviewed.
“These instances affirm the fact
that some Westerners do not
understand Tamil culture, and
have not yet cared to learn to com-
municate better with Tamil peo-
ple. It also demonstrates their tacit
assumption that Tamils
should always accommodate
them.” Such arrogance con-
tributes to Tamil people’s
common perception that for-
eign Aurovilians believe
themselves to be superior.
As one Tamil woman force-
fully puts it, “Foreigners
come here and think they can
do as they please. Half the
time they don’t think that a
Tamil Aurovilian is capable
of doing anything.” Such a
comment reveals much
about the experience of
Tamil Aurovilians. At the
same time it demonstrates
how stereotypes exist on
both sides.

Being

treated  with

well attended by
Tamils and Wester-
ners, a majority of
Tamil  Aurovilians
may not participate.
As for classical or
folk arts, apart from
some bharatanatyam
dance performances,
surprisingly few
events are organised
that express the
incredible richness of
Tamil culture. Most
Tamil  Aurovilians
interviewed acknow-
ledge that they have
only little knowledge
about their own liter-
ature and art and therefore do not
or only marginally contribute to
the organization of cultural events.
Many Westerners, on the other
hand, do not seem overtly interest-
ed to learn about Tamil tradition
or language. In this context it is
not surprising that plans for a
Tamil Heritage Centre remain
unfulfilled.

Discrimination?

In asking Tamil Aurovilians to
describe the difficulties they expe-
rience in Auroville, the terms
‘racism’ and ‘discrimination’ are
often used as an emotionally
charged way of describing the
treatment they sometimes
encounter. Few people reported of
incidents of physical violence, but
many gave examples of subtle
forms of perceived discrimination.

One of the hallmarks of
racism is that people are not seen
as individuals, but rather as part of
an undifferentiated mass. Some of
the people interviewed here cited
the fact that many of the Western
residents never learn the names of
the Tamil Aurovilians, even those

employers. As Raman points out,
“This worker-boss relationship
makes it easy for those with more
capabilities and power to feel
superior to those with less. Just
because a person did not have the
circumstances that allowed him or
her to come up in this world, does
not mean that they do not have the
same spiritual aspirations.” The
ways in which this false sense of
superiority gets expressed is often
unacceptable. For example, many

Raman,
Suryagandhi,
Syamala and Hari
(clockwise from
top)

unfounded suspicion
is another form of dis-
crimination. Raman
explains, “In the past,
when there was less
theft, everyone moved
freely and received a
warm welcome. These
days Auroville is not a
free city. Whites enter
places easily, while
we must answer many
questions. Our own
people, who work as watchmen,
respect foreigners more!” Other
examples display some Wester-
ners’ fears that only selfish inter-
ests motivate Tamils. Hari, who
grew up in Auroville and runs the
Transport Service, cites a time a
couple of years ago when some
Tamil Aurovilians called a series
of meetings with the aim of dis-
cussing how to encourage Tamil
Aurovilians to take more active
roles in Auroville’s decision mak-

ing processes. “The response to
these meetings was mistrust,”
relates Hari, who explains that few
Westerners tried to find out what
was truly going on and to support
the effort to involve people in
Auroville whose participation is
often marginal.”

Towards integration

But integration is in progress.
For example, the number of young
people living in mixed race rela-
tionships, Tamil and Western, has
increased. How to promote youth
integration, however, is still a dif-
ficult question. At Transition pri-
mary school, for example, where
more than 50 percent of the chil-
dren in the lower classes have
Tamil or mixed Tamil-Western
parentage, it is observed that
Tamil and Western children tend
to form their own respective
groups, even though they may
learn and play side by side.
Similarly, the list of names of
those who attended this year’s
annual Berijam summer holiday
camp would lead one to conclude
that western youngsters are associ-
ating with western kids, while
Tamil children are hanging out
with other Tamil children and that
not much is being done to inte-
grate them. But this may be a mis-
leading conclusion. Says one
teacher: “I find that the Tamil chil-

Problems might
be avoided if
Westerners were
more sensitive to
the “do’s and
don'ts” of local
custom, and had
a minimal
knowledge of
Tamil.

dren are more independent and
even assertive in this current gen-
eration. The children are clearly
much more tolerant of cultural
diversity than adults are and the
learning and playing side by side
is serving to widen the tolerance.
The grouping is natural and not
disturbing and helps them connect
to their own culture.”

Coming to terms with social
and cultural differences needs to
become part of a conscious
process along the road to achiev-
ing Auroville’s goals. Under-
standing the challenges Tamil
people face is one step towards
solving some of the many institu-
tional and everyday obstacles. As
Mother explained to some
Aurovilians in Aspiration, “For
the realisation of Auroville the
first step is to establish a true
human fraternity — any shortcom-
ing in this regard is a grave mis-
take which can compromise the
whole work.” (2)

Thirty years later, this human
fraternity is beginning to be
realised.

Shanti Pillai

based on interviews

by Ann Riguier, Pooja Triveni,
and Shanti Pillai

(1) March 4, 1968 (Auroville in
Mother’s Words p. 134)

(2) November 23, 1969
(Auroville in Mother’s Words

p. 230, Collected Works Mother
Vol. XIII, p. 249)

(3) July 1972

(Auroville in Mother’s Words p.
438, Collected Works Mother
Vol XIII, p. 251)




Integrating After School graduates

What is the future of the Tamil students who graduated from After School? Selvaraj, who started the school,
explains his vision to fully integrate them as Aurovilians.

Selvaraj: After School was born of
necessity about 9 years ago, as there was at
the time no high school in Auroville that pro-
vided formal education. Many of the western
children who finished Auroville’s primary
school have the possibility to go the interna-
tional boarding school at Kodaikanal or to the
Lycée Frangais in Pondicherry, or, if they did
not care for a certificate, to Last School in
Auroville. But the Tamil children do not have
parents who have the funds to send them to
schools outside Auroville. So I started After
School to give the option to Tamil children
from Auroville and from elsewhere to com-
plete their studies and get a formal 10th or
12th standard certificate, fulfilling the
requirements of the secondary and higher
secondary examinations of the Government.

Auroville’s Sri Aurobindo International
Institute of Educational Research (SAIIER)
has been unwilling to support After School,
as SAIIER receives funding from the
Government of India for doing educational
research. To educate children to get a diplo-
ma, apparently, goes against the funding con-
ditions. This is strange as a high school cer-
tificate is an absolute must in India if you
want to pursue higher studies or training. So I
have been doing fund-raising through per-
sonal contacts. Most of the funds for the
school come from within Auroville itself.
However, now that After School has been
included in the CIRHU proposal of SATIER
[see Auroville Today June/July 20011, T have
hopes that we will receive some government
funding.

Over the years, After School, which
started in a small shed, has grown tremen-
dously. As with most schools or units of
Auroville, After School has grown organical-
ly out of a perceived need. We did not bother
laying down rules and policies. About five
years ago the Centre for Further Learning
(CFL) was started, another Auroville school
which offers high-school education with the
purpose to obtain a certificate. Recently CFL
and After School came together to discuss the
admission policies and rules for functioning.
It is a good move. Both CFL and After

School accept children from outside of
Auroville, and it would be good to have the
same criteria for admission. Both schools
plan to move to the new high school complex
which is being built nearby Transition, and
share common infrastructure such as the sci-
ence laboratories and the computers.
Hopefully, in the future, we’ll merge togeth-
er. It would be good if we could offer higher
educational possibilities to both Tamil and
Western children, another step to truly mani-
fest human unity.

Regarding admission, After School
admits students on the basis of an interview.
If the student has not been to any of the other
Auroville schools, then we interview the par-
ents as well. Somehow, the parents of all of
these students have some connection to
Auroville — either they work for Auroville or
are somehow touched by Auroville’s ideals.
For instance, recently a woman approached
me for admitting her daughter to After
School. The woman, a Tamil Aurovilian, had
gotten married and moved to Pondicherry,
and she said, “Look, the way my life has
gone, I will no longer have any connection to
Auroville but I want my daughter to be edu-
cated here.” For me, this is enough reason to
admit a child to After School.

What exactly is happening with those
who have grown up in Auroville and finished
their higher education? Nearly all of the
Tamil students have integrated in Auroville,
but most of the western Auroville children
who have left Auroville, have not yet come
back. One reason is that the western
Auroville children can get a good education
in the West, while if they apply to Indian uni-
versities, they would have to pay an exorbi-
tant rate as foreign student. And then, of
course, they stay on to earn money, to repay
study loans, or to save to build themselves a
house in Auroville if they wish to come back
and live here at some later time.

The Tamil children who want to study at
an Indian college or a Government
University have to face a fierce competition,
admission. being dependent on their high
school marks. So far, After School has not

been able to turn out stu-
dents who qualify suffi-
ciently to get admitted. On
average, their marks are
about 60 to 70%, while
what would be required in
view of the stiff competi-
tion by the college or uni-
versity is 100%. Admission
to private colleges or uni-
versities is prohibitively
costly. Those who leave
After School mostly get
involved in activities within

take them to visit different
units, ask them to take part in
activities in Auroville and
have long-term Aurovilians
give talks to them on the
ideals and  history of
Auroville. After they gradu-
ate, it is the students’ choice
if they want to work for
Auroville, join Auroville or
find a job elsewhere. I am
proud to note that, so far, all
of the After School gradu-
ates, about 50 in all, are

Auroville.

One way for them to
improve their knowledge is through interna-
tional exchange programmes which
Auroville, due to its unique status, has been
able to create. For example, over the last few
years, 13 After School students have been
accepted by the Pestalozzi community in UK
to do an International Baccalaureate there.
These students, because of their exposure to a
Western culture, are now in a even better
position to integrate into the community.

But as you know, many Aurovilians
worry about too many villagers joining
Auroville, and they would like to restrict this
influx somehow. But I always remember the
Mother reminding western Aurovilians that
the villagers are at home, and it is the
Westerners who are the visitors. All the chil-
dren gro‘wing up around Auroville are aware
of this place. They see Westerners passing
through their homes and land. They
encounter tourists who ask them the way to
Auroville and Matrimandir. This place is as
much theirs as anyone else’s, and so I find it
criminal to refuse any people from the local
area from joining Auroville.

This is even more so for those who have
attended an Auroville school. But the Entry
Group policy towards those young people is
unclear and even contradictory. Graduates
from After School are extremely well placed
to integrate into Auroville. For, apart from

.giving them a formal education, we give

them detailed presentations on Auroville: we

Selvaraj

working in Auroville, many
of them as Aurovilians in key

positions or shouldering responsibility.
Admitting these students as Aurovilians

the way, another advantage.

Auroville cannot exist without the support of
surrounding
Aurovilians in our midst who come from and
understand the local customs and culture is
invaluable to make the villagers more aware
of Auroville’s ideals and support it. To give
you an example, a few years ago the villagers
of Bommapalayam, instigated by a religious
leader came and attacked an Auroville com-
munity. The same religious leader has got
considerable influence in Kuilapalayam, and
yet, when he tried on another occasion to
rouse the people against Auroville, they
looked the other way. They chose to remain
passive. It was their way of saying that they
support Auroville.

If Auroville is to truly grow, then we
need large numbers of people to manage all
the various activities. Right now, our opera-
tions are still small, and only a handful of
people, mostly the same few people who
have been there for years, run the central
operations of the community. There is scope
for greater growth to widen it all out. And
this is where I see After School students play-
ing a key role. My vision is to have educated,
committed local
Auroville by assuming responsible positions.

villages, and having

young people helping

(Based on an interview by Bindu)

North-South Indian perspectives

Sonali and Partha are one of the few North-South Indian couples in Auroville. Partha comes from one of the
Auroville surrounding villages, Sonali recently joined Auroville after she graduated as an architect in Puna.

AVT: What do you think of the
cultural and social differences
" between the different groups in
‘Auroville — Tamils, North Indians,
Westerners?

Partha: As a young child,
growing up in Auroville, T wasn’t
aware of the differences. I studied,
played and grew up with Western
children, and we were all like a big,
happy family. Everybody was
working together and putting their
money together. There wasn’t so
much jealousy and competition, as
there seems to be now, with people
fighting for projects. Nor, did you

.- have to introduce economic experi-
ments like the “circle experiment”
for people to share their money. It
all just naturally happened. And the
early Aurovilians learned to speak
Tamil. You don’t see many people
now making an effort to learn
Tamil. You know, if Aurovilians
would learn just a few basic words
of Tamil, it would improve our
relations with the villagers so
much. The workers appreciate it so
much when their employers can
talk to them in Tamil. Otherwise,
we have only the relationship of
money between Aurovilians and
the local villagers.

In those early days, there was
not much material incentive for the
local villagers to join Auroville for
Auroville was poor. Now, in the
villages, to be an Aurovilian, or
have a job in Auroville seems to
have become a status symbol with

economic benefits. I see many
Tamil Aurovilians acting as though
they were superior to their relatives
and others in the villages. Indians
look up to the West and like to imi-
tate the Western lifestyle. They
don’t value their own culture. The
Tamil guys who went out to
England to study all came
back, sporting funky hair-
styles and speaking slang
with an English accent,
saying things like, “I am
going home to meet my
folks” instead of using the
Tamil words, ‘appa’ and
‘amma’ for their parents. It
is funny but essentially sad
that we look down on our
own culture.

I don’t know how
much interaction there is
now between Indians and
Westerners. When I was teaching
in Transition School, I noticed that
the students, especially the Tamil
girls, tended to form separate
groups. Actually now that I think
about it, Tamil women rarely inte-
grate themselves fully into the
community. They tend to stick only
to their Tamil circle of friends and
family. Even Tamil women who
joined Auroville as children rarely
date Western men.

With  North Indians and
Tamils, it is not a racial issue but a
social issue. North Indians who join
Auroville always come from
urbanized, educated backgrounds,

and so I think they feel superior to
or more cultured than Tamil
Aurovilians who come from the
local villages and have only an
informal education. You know,
even | felt somewhat insecure in
the beginning for Sonali hasa B. A
degree in architecture, proving her

Partha and Sonali

capabilities while I have no such
certificate.

Sonali: It is not just a question
of education but also economics.
Indians pay a lot of respect to peo-
ple who do white-collar jobs and
earn a lot of money. My friends
asked me, “What does your hus-
band do? How much does he
earn?” I think they would have
respected us more if Partha was a
computer engineer earning big
bucks.

AVT: Partha, you recently staged
a play with a completely Tamil
cast that made fun of the Auroville
groups and processes. Were you

trying, through this medium, to
make a public statement as to the
differences between the Tamils
and the Westerners?

Partha: Not really. Our theatre
group, which consists mostly of

Tamil men, was brainstorming for

ideas and somehow we got to chat-
ting about things that had
recently happened in
Auroville, in the processes
of the working groups.
And so we just strung the
whole thing together. All
that we depicted in our
play was essentially true.
We made fun of Tamils —
about the way they behave
and their lack of sense of
hygiene — and of the fear of
Westerners that more and
more poor local villagers
are joining Auroville and
that we won’t be able to support
them all. And our group processes
reflect that fear. For instance, that
scene where a western Aurovilians
shouts at a Tamil newcomer and
tells him to stay in the village, is a
true incident. I don’t know how to
manage this influx of people from
the local villages, but I feel that
people in important working
groups should do their jobs with a
certain tact or sensitivity.

Sonali: This aspect of
Westerners losing their temper and
shouting at others is really against
the Indian culture where you are
expected to be polite all the time.

I was really shocked when an
American woman once came to
Kolam and shouted at our team. She
charged that we Indians never meet
our deadlines. She could have just
explained her point to us quietly
instead of creating this scene.
Indians are very uncomfortable with
such public demonstration of emo-
tions, and tend to back off rather
than reacting. But this is the only
time I have been personally subject
to a remark I experienced as racist.
AVT: Partha, you have also
played an active role in starting a
weekly arts programme for village
children. Was it a conscious deci-
sion to employ Tamil Aurovilians
as teachers in this programme?

Partha: Yes. We needed
teachers for the various disciplines
we were offering — painting, music,
dance, and sports. We wanted local
Tamil teachers so that there would
be no language barriers. I knew all
of the Tamil Aurovilians involved
in the arts very well — Saroja,
Murugesan, Prabha, Selvam and
the rest. So I just asked them to
help, and it worked out very well. T
get the feeling that these Tamil
Aurovilians are happy to be able to
reach out and help the village chil-
dren in a meaningful way, in their
particular field. Many Tamil
Aurovilians turn their backs on the
villages, on the culture that they
came from and I don’t think it is a
healthy sign.

Bindu
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AUROVILLE AND RuUssSIA, THE SPIRITUAL CONNECTION —

Annual AVI gathering

The Auroville International meeting 2001 took place in St. Petersburg,
Russia. It was particularly intended to establish a living link between
Auroville and the many groups and individuals that are connected

to Sri Aurobindo and The Mother in Russia, the Ukraine, Kazakhstan,

Belorussia and Bulgaria.

the Auroville International Centres

was different: it was the first time
that it was held in an East-European
country; it was attended by people from
Russia, Belorussia, the Ukraine,
Kazakhstan and Bulgaria most of
whom had no notion of Auroville; a
large number of Aurovilians were pre-
sent; and there was a special emphasis
given to getting to know the Russian
culture and the surroundings of the

In many ways this years meeting of

| have great hope
for the Russians...
they've had an
experience and
have realized the
emptiness of it all.
... The Russians, in
their nature, are
mystic, and that
has been oppres-
sed, suppressed,
naturally it has
gained a lot of
force. And now it
tends to want to

burst.
The Mother on
Auroville's inauguration
day. Mother’s Agenda
28/02/1968

venue. We all stayed outside St.
Petersburg in a hotel which is the for-
mer Znamenka Palace. It was built in
the early 19th century and is set near
the Gulf of Finland in a beautiful forest
full of wild flowers. Although the
Russian revolution and afterwards the

second World War with the Nazi
assault on St. Petersburg put an end to
its elegant days, the renovation gives
one a glimpse of its former glory. Our
days started with meditation, followed
by gentle asanas with Wendy, and a
sumptuous Russian breakfast with,
among other delicacies, stir-fried veg-
etables. Quite often the days ended in
the hotel bar, where we could practice
some of our newly learned Russian
words for ordering Balkai beer or
vodka.

After a one-day guided tour of St.
Petersburg, there followed two days of
official speeches and presentations on
Auroville and on activities in Russia
related to Sri Aurobindo, the yoga and
the Russian soul. As everything was
translated either into Russian or
English, it demanded a persistent listen-
ing capacity from the public. The pre-
sentations were held in The House of
Officers, a richly decorated and impres-
sive 19th century building. Some of the
highlights of the first day were the
speech by Rajiv K. Chander, the gener-
al consul of India in St. Petersburg, who
was  well-informed  about  Sri
Aurobindo and the yoga and very posi-
tive about Auroville, and Bhaga’s intro-
duction to the inner meaning of the
Matrimandir.

If, in the beginning of the week,
some of the Auroville International
meeting old-timers could be overheard
complaining that all those speeches had
nothing to do with an Auroville
International meeting, the typical
Auroville quality started to enter the
atmosphere once the meeting venue
shifted to our hotel. The participants
from the former Soviet Union met
together in the ballroom of the palace,
while the others presented or listened to
the reports from the Auroville
International centres. In these meetings

it was decided to give permission to
open two new Auroville International
centres, one in Kazakhstan, the other in
Bulgaria.

Then came June 21st, the summer
solstice called “The Day of the White
Nights,” which is celebrated all over St.
Petersburg. After a guided tour to the
Hermitage museum, the participants
enjoyed a midnight boat trip on the
river Neva. It was bright as daylight.
While waiting for the drawbridges to
open at 2 a.m., a disco started on one of
the boats moored at the riverbank,

pulling most of us on board to dance
the night away to Western and Russian
rock beats.

The last days, which centred
around Auroville International issues,
were interspersed with well received
presentations: Purna Prema, Mother’s
granddaughter, Manju, Alain

Grandcolas and Roger Toll shared
memories of their meetings with
Mother; Bindu gave us her view on
India’s spirituality, and Harini talked
about her experience of being a Tamil
woman living in Auroville,

Then came the time ‘or goodbyes.
After the official closing night, cele-

brated with a grand buffet and live
Russian folk music, many Russians
expressed how touched they were by
this first meeting between sympathetic
souls and some of the Western partici-
pants mentioned their feeling of ‘déja
vu’ about visiting Russia: did we all
meet here before? Tineke

The Ideal of Sri Aurobindo in Russia

in Russia. The Mother less so. This is not

due to any organized activity on the part of
some people, but purely because of the grace of
the Mother. In Soviet times, Sri Aurobindo was
prohibited. His books were buried in some special
libraries to which only a select few had access.
Still, translations were made and spread, but
doing so was not without risk. Some people were
put in prison for it. When, in the late eighties,
Perestroika started and some freedom of speech
came about, books on spirituality were in great
demand. The first book published on Sri
Aurobindo was The Adventure of Consciousness
by Satprem in a very fine translation. The book
was a great success, and more than one million
copies were sold. It created a great interest in Sri
Aurobindo. But works of Sri Aurobindo in equal-
ly good translations were not available. A number
of translations were published, even two of The
Synthesis of Yoga, but they were of bad quality. I
believe that many people lost interest because of
those bad translations. Another reason was of
course the whole degradation of society. When in
the nineties the living conditions became
extremely difficult, people lost their hopes and
enthusiasm and turned away from spirituality
under the pressure of the harsh realities of every
day life.

Nevertheless, Sri Aurobindo’s philosophy
became a base for spiritual development in Russia.
Certain main ideas became ingrained in the intel-
lectual consciousness. Many of his ideas, even
many of his terms are used in recently developed
philosophies and spiritual paths. Many authors
quote Sri Aurobindo and pay homage to him.

S ri Aurobindo is comparatively well known
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St. Petersburg

At the same time, what one could call “the
movement of Sri Aurobindo,” a group of people
inspired by that one ideal and making a joint effort
to manifest their aspiration and to change their life
and the life around them according to their grow-
ing comprehension of the higher ideal, has not yet
come into existence. Such an action, which is at
the basis of Auroville and the activities of the
Auroville International centres all over the world,
does not yet exist in Russia. Instead, there are only
some scattered groups and individuals.

Some of these groups do not wish for any
interaction. Many of these have common fea-
tures: they consider themselves to be “the chosen
ones,” who have reached the highest levels of
spiritual attainment and who possess the Truth,
their leaders claiming to be incarnations of Sri

Presentations were held in the Public Hall of The House of Officers,
PHOTO: MARTIN LITTLEWOOD

Aurobindo and
the Mother, busy
with the supra-
mental transfor-
mation of their
bodies. This has
. happened even
though most
people in these
groups do not
know  English
and have not
read any of the
major works of
Sri Aurobindo!
But there are
others  groups
too. They are the
people who sin-
cerely wish to know more about Sri Aurobindo
and the Mother, those who are open to all kinds of
collaboration. Our main task will be to develop
contacts with all such people, to build-up an infor-
mation network so that people all over the country
may have proper information on request and can
start to communicate with each other. Then grad-
ually we may develop some living unity amongst
ourselves and can go on helping and supporting
each other, just by the very fact that we all exist
and are on the same path.

What is necessary is first to have proper trans-
lations of the books of Sri Aurobindo and the
Mother. This work has been taken up by the Aditi
Publishing House in St. Petersburg, which aims at
translating and publishing the Collected Works of
Sri Aurobindo and the Mother. It has published

‘Excerpts from a speech by Dimitry Melgunov, AVI Liaison in Russia, and chief editor of the journal Sadhana

some volumes of the Collected Works, a number
of compilations from works of Sri Aurobindo and
the Mother, and also some works on Sri
Aurobindo and the Mother, among them the
famous Beyond Man by Georges van Vrekhem.
The translation work is extremely difficult and
complex and takes time.

The next step is to develop a network which
can not only to spread the full and correct infor-
mation on Sri Aurobindo and the Mother, but do
the same for Auroville, Auroville International
and related subjects. It will be necessary to pre-
sent Sri Aurobindo and the Mother, Auroville and
Auroville International to the mass media, possi-
bly by broadcasting films on Auroville, and regu-
larly publishing articles in various journals. Last,
but not least, we intend to make contacts with
Russian authorities to inform them on Auroville
and AVI Russia and to apply for their support.

In Auroville, too, we will work to establish a
living bond. Ultimately, the Russian pavilion will
need to become our focal point. But it may take
some time for a building to be created.
Meanwhile we can start a monthly Auroville-
Russian magazine made in active collaboration
with Russian Aurovilians.

In the beginning of the year 1972 The Mother
said that in fifty years the whole world, all the
receptive section of humanity, would be absorbed
in the power of Sri Aurobindo’s thought. And She
added that those who already are, have the good
fortune of being the first ones. We all are blessed
to have an opportunity to be among the first to
participate in this work and be the instruments of
Her world wide action towards a united aspiration
and work for the Divine Victory.
















