B www.auroville.org/whatsnew/journals/avtodayfr.html

Since 1988

Discovering the Dream

June 2000, n0.137m DA '

Cover Story:

Receiving visitors

Turning tourists
into students

A new perspective on visitors

How should Auroville be presented to the outside world?

Are we ill-prepared for receiving visitors to Auroville?

And do exhibitions about Auroville held in other parts of India
only increase the flow of tourists, thereby accentuating

the problem? These were some of the questions raised recently
by a proposal to mount an Auroville exhibition in Delhi.

Auroville News announced that

there would be an Auroville exhi-
bition in Delhi next year. The exhibi-
tion would be held at the prestigious
India Habitat Centre, and the aim
would be “to create more awareness
of Auroville in India that could lead to
greater collaboration between the
two”. The Auroville organizers noted
_that they planned subsequently to take
the exhibition around to all the major
cities of India.

Nothing very remarkable about
. this proposal, you might think—
Auroville has presented itself to India
through a number of exhibitions over
the years. But this time Franz, a long-
© term Aurovilian who helped stage
such exhibitions in the past, raised a
strong objection. “I have serious
doubts,” he wrote to the organizers
via the Auronet, “about the wisdom of
mounting an exhibition in Delhi, and
even more so about sending it around
all the major cities of India at this
pointin time! Just look at what is hap-
pening—or NOT happening—in

In late February, a short note in the

ing infrastructure for receiving visi-
tors...”

Franz’s note evoked many
responses, both from within and out-
side Auroville, the vast majority of
which supported his proposal.
Obviously a sensitive nerve had been
touched. But why the sensitivity?
‘What are the real issues here?

Information versus
publicity

One of Franz’s concerns was that
the exhibition would present only an

idealistic picture of Auroville, thus -

creating false expectations among
those who might later visit the com-
munity.

Sri Aurobindo’s views on publici-
ty and advertisements—"1 don’t
believe in advertisements except for
books etc, and in propaganda except
for politics and patent medicines”—
are well-known. Yet the early
Aurovilians, intoxicated perhaps by
the sheer scale of the Auroville con-
cept, obviously didn’t always take
them to heart. When Satprem read to

- Turning tourists into students ..........................
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information about Auroville should
be made available. But what is the dif-
ference between information and pub-
licity? She explained:

“Publicity does not discriminate
between the persons to whom one
speaks. Publicity means addressing a
public which cannot understand.
What we try to do is to carry the Light
where it can be understood and

Visitors to Auroville

Every year more and more visitors come to Auroville. Many come just to see
the Matrimandir, and there is also an increase in other categories, like students
coming on short- or long-term internships.
There’s a perception that we are not handling some of these visitors well, leading

to frustration and disappointment on all sides. But what is the problem?

And what can we do about it? Here are some views drawn from those in the front line.

regard to the existing inflow of visi-
tors, which on busy weekends can
already be a thousand or more a day...
The fact is, we can scarcely deal with
the present inflow—certainly not in a
comprehensive and satisfying fash-
ion—yet the exhibition(s) you are
proposing is bound to enormously
increase their numbers.”

“Surely,” he concluded, “it would
be better at this point to use whatever
money is being considered for such an

Mother the famous passage regarding
advertisements from one of Sri
ﬁi_f ~do’s letters (see box, p.5),
Shete amented:

“That passage should be typed
and put up in Auroville. It is indis-
pensable. They all have a false idea
about propaganda and publicity. It
should be typed in big letters; at the
top, ‘Sri Aurobindo said’, then put the
quotation and send it to Auroville.
Say I'm the one who’s sending it.”

received. It is a question of discern-
ment and choice. It is a question of
selection: not to spread the thing with-
out discernment. It is to choose which
milieu, which people, which condi-
tions can understand and to act there
only.

In publicity, to make the ideas
comprehensible, one lowers them,
while we keep our teachings at the
height...We keep it at its height so that
those who understand may do so.”

The Matrimandir queue, Sunday, 4 p.m.

How well have we followed this?
Auroville has suffered adverse public-
ity over the years, the effects of
which—particularly at central, state
and local government levels—we
continue to experience. One of the
present tendencies in our outreach lit-
erature is to correct it by emphasising
those achievements which make
“good copy”; in other words, material
achievements which can be easily
understood and universally acclaimed
(afforestation, village development
etc.). The ideals are not neglected, but
often they serve more as mastheads
than as an integral part of the story
that we tell.

This is understandable—the
ideals are difficult to translate into
everyday language, and we have far,
far to go before we can talk about real
achievements in this sphere—but it’s
difficult to avoid the impression that
we are sometimes watering down
Mother’s vision to make it more palat-
able... with all the practical and occult
consequences that may ensue.

The other tendency in some of our
publications and exhibitions over the
years has been to dwell ONLY upon
the ideals, without any reference to the
difficult, and frequently —messy,
process of trying to realize them.
Clearly, we do not have to be need-
lessly self-lacerating. At the same time

should paper over our difficulties and
failures. Indeed, they are the evidence
that something interesting is happen-
ing here, that Auroville is far from
being comatose or “dead perfect”.

Mixed messages?

The other major issue Franz raises
is the way we deal with visitors to
Auroville. He believes we are doing a
bad job. In a separate paper put out by
Franz and Tim—part of a team
attempting to improve facilities at the
Visitors Centre—they identify some
of the major problems. These include
visitors arriving without a basic
understanding of Auroville, confu-
sion, overcrowding and delays at the
Visitors Centre, lack of essential
information, the complexity of obtain-
ing a pass to Matrimandir, and the
regimentation involved in visiting the
structure.

The evidence of our failure is
overwhelming. The question is, do we
do a bad job because we lack the
means to do a better one? Or because
we lack the will? Auroville exhibits
something of a schizophrenic attitude
regarding visitors. On the one hand
many Aurovilians, encountering the
steady stream of tourist buses and
taxis, rue the day that Auroville found
itself on the obligatory tourist trail.

exhibition to first improve our exist- Mother stressed, however, that  (from the Gazette Aurovilienne) there seems no good reason why we (continued on page 4)
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A profile

of the Air Travel Service

Julietta, a newcomer from Germany, joined the Air Travel Service for some time.
She spoke with Manou, the man who started the unit, and Joster who now runs it.

anou, who hails origi-
Mnally from Thanjavur
District in Tamil Nadu,

came to live in Auroville in 1984 after
finishing his university studies in
Commerce. He turned down a well-
paid job offer in a government nation-
al bank and started working with
Toine at the Auroville Electrical
Service in Abri. By 1992 he
was ready for a change and
took off for the States
where, together with Rama
from the Solar Service, he
conducted a six-month solar
energy training programme.
At that time Auroville
was far from being on the
map in terms of travel agen-
cies and his friend Toine
was checking out the possi-
bilities for a ticketing ser- | [&
vice in Auroville. Since he | [}
always flew with KLM to
the Netherlands, Toine did a
survey through the
Auroville News to see how
many Aurovilians would be
interested to fly KLM too.
He got a positive response
from 80 or 90 Aurovilians,
and so it seemed a sound
enough basis on which to
start a rudimentary travel
service. “Take the file,” he
welcomed Manou when he
came back home in 1994.

“That was the beginning,” says
Manou., “I started the Air Travel
Service on a trial basis, for there were
not so many formalities and bureau-
cracy as today. I just distributed letters
to all Aurovilians through the messen-
ger service and put a note in the
Auroville News that the Auroville
Travel Service was born. I knew most
of Auroville’s population personally.
The response and support were over-
whelming, and the first 100 tickets
were sold with zero profit!” After a
few months the Air Travel Service
. became an official unit of Auroville.

After the initial enthusiasm,
Manou came to understand the draw-
backs: no money, no real office (he
started this unit from his own house,
and the office is still there today), no
telephone lines (he shared his line
with the Electrical Service), no com-
puter or fax, no trained personnel. I
did not even ask Aurovilians to work

arrange two free tickets every year for
the Caring Service—for students or
Aurovilians in need. It has always
been my highest priority to be able to
give to the community.”

After two years, with the financial
help of two Aurovilians, Manou took
a loan of 5 lakhs (ca.US$ 12,000 at
today’s rates) to get the bank guaran-

The staff at Air Travel Service:
Murugadass, Dass, Satya, Petra and Sridhar

here because of their five-hour-per-

day job policy and the high turnover. I
needed commitment.” Two of the
employees from the early days are
still with ATS even now: the accoun-
tant Murugadass and the international
ticketing manager Sridhar.

There was stiff competition from
the Pondicherry travel agencies. They
even asked Manou to work together
with them, but he preferred to remain
independent. At first it was not easy
but, “then the growth started,” he
says. “I reinvested the profits in the
building up of ATS and managed to

tee for the domestic ticket stock. Now
ATS is able to issue domestic tickets
within half an hour; while internation-
al tickets take two days.

The ATS, besides providing two
free tickets to Aurovilians, was soon
able to contribute to the Financial
Service, Matrimandir and SAIIER.
And, having started from scratch in
1994, the Travel Service last year had
reached a net worth of Rs. 15 lakhs.
They sell at least 200 international
tickets a year, plus another 100 for
domestic travel. Manou estimates that
about 80% of all Aurovilians use the

Air Travel Service. In addition,
domestic tickets are also booked for
travellers coming from abroad.

In 1999, when the unit was run-
ning successfully, Manou again felt
the need for a change. He was asked
to manage a company of 250 people
in Pondicherry and took up the chal-
lenge of turning a sick company that
was about to be closed down into a
flowering business again. Now; after
one year, the problems of labour and
finance have been solved at Aditi
Diamonds and Manou can move on to
his next assignment.

Joster leads ATS into the
new millennium.

Joster came to Auroville from
Germany in 1976. He started out by
planting trees on the then barren earth
of Discipline and estab-
lished a farm there. In
1990 he started the
Auroville guest pro-
gramme, with the aim of
providing a more orga-
nized welcome to the
growing number of visi-
tors. He co-ordinated a
central service for book-
ing accommodation and
offered the first
Auroville Introduction
Weeks for guests. As a
logical extension he was
involved in the final
stages of the building
and organization of the
Visitors Center, and this
led to the opening of
Inside India Tours in
1997. For two years
Inside India was buying
its air tickets for group
and individual travellers
from the Air Travel
Service. Recently he
took over the running of ATS.

There are plans to expand. Inside
India is on the verge of opening a new
trust which will merge both units—
Inside India Tours and Air Travel
Service. Petra, who joined ATS as a
newcomer last year, will specialize in
working out round trips throughout
South India for Aurovilians, their rel-
atives and guests. At present ATS is
preparing to move to a larger and
more convenient space in Aspiration
so that Manou, who lives like a monk
in a little keet structure on the roof,
can at last have his house back.

Based on interviews by Julietta

Matrimandir

riangular glass panels

Glass for the inner skin

will

on the glass. A larger silk screen was

colour has been applied using the spe-

educational and

cover the inner space beneath

the Chamber in the
Matrimandir. Finding and applying
the precise shade of orange colour that
the Mother had indicated for this
space was a subject of research for the
past few months. The end of the
research phase is now near.

As part of the research, small
pieces of float glass were fused with
different shades of salmon orange, and
different textures were also tried out.
It turned out that the only possible
way to get an even colour was to mix
glass powder with silk-screen printing
oil and apply it through silk screen.
But as the silk screens here are rather
small, the results were not satisfacto-
ry: the edges of the screen were visible

needed to accommodate the triangular
glass panels measuring approx. 3 m. at
the base and 2.4 m in height. This size
was not available here, so a special

screen had to be manufactured in

Germany. It seems that this was the
largest screen (4 x 3.20 m) ever made
for printing on glass, and a special
police escort was needed to transport
this large cargo through Germany to
the harbour!

Before applying the colour, the
glass has to be washed with specially
demineralized water (a de-mineraliza-
tion machine has been imported for
this purpose). A glass washing
machine, designed by an engineer in
Germany, will be built at the
Matrimandir workshop. Once the

cially built silk-screen printing table,
the glass will be fused in the kiln.
Afterwards a second layer of float
glass of the same size is laminated onto
the first panel of glass for safety rea-
sons. :

S

In order to start full production,
more machinery will have to be built:
another kiln and a movable crane on
rails to transport the glass. There will
have to be cutting and milling
arrangements for the aluminium
frames which will be used to fit the
glass inside the Matrimandir.

Once the present prototypes have
been mounted, we will be able to get a
glimpse of how the inside of the
Matrimandir will look.

: Tineke

In brief

AVAG actlvitles for
viliage children

Auroville Village Action
Group organised summer
camps for village children in
May. There were eight two-day
camps, each one on a different
theme: singing, dancing, draw-
ing, medicinal plants, sports
and games, storytelling etc.

Another new project is the
AVAA. This acronym, which
stands for Auroville Village
Action Arts, means in Tamil
‘enthusiasm to learn’. Based
upon Aurelio’s enthusiasm for
culture and Tamil children, vil-
lage children will be encour-
aged to come every Saturday
morning to Auroville for
lessons in Bharat Natyam, folk
dance, singing, theatre and
drawing,

American Pavillon
on the slipway?

The board of AVI-USA has
decided to give a new impetus
to the construction of the
International Zone by material-
izing the American Pavilion. As
they describe it, “our desire is
to start with a low-key presence
and structure to encourage
cultural
exchanges for the benefit of
international visitors and resi-
dents of Auroville”” Initial
funds are already available.
More details from:
aviboard @aurobindo.org

Driving people up
the wall?

One of the more interesting
proposals in a recent issue of
the Auroville News was for the
erection of climbing walls in
Auroville to enable people to
learn the skills of rock-climb-
ing. The walls could be up to
ten metres high and made of
cement or rocks. A new oppor-
tunity for our architects to
express themselves? :

More trees, less rain?

The  Auroville Water
Service reveals that
Pondicherry, which has few
trees, receives on average one
centimetre more rain annually
than Auroville. So where does
this leave the theory that

_afforestation increases rain-
fall?! -

Voting with their feet?

A recent General Meeting
to discuss a proposal for a
Town Council for Auroville
was attended by only 25 peo-
ple—most of whom were from
the group involved in formulat-
ing the proposal.

Origaml workshop

Beautiful paper creations
started appearing all over
Auroville recently as a result of
an Origami workshop in May.
Origami is the traditional
Japanese art of paper-folding.
Originally it was used fo
exchange secret love messages,
but it has evolved into an art
which provides a different
approach to geometry, and to
creativity.
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A midwife by chance

Hilde's thoughts on 23 years of delivering Auroville babies

During the early years of Auroville there were an average of 12 to 15 home births annually:

today there are about 30. Hilde’s first task, when she arrived in Auroville 23 years ago, was to deliver
the baby of Auroville’s resident midwife. Since then, more often than not single-handedly,

she has delivered numerous Auroville babies. Here she writes about the experience.

oday I work pretty much
I with the same tools as I did
when [ started: a few pairs
of scissors, clamps, a stethoscope, cot-
ton, metergine injections, needles and
thread, all sterilized by the Auroville
Health Centre. My tools go into a small
leather bag, which I carry on my
motorcycle. There is also a small
wooden box packed with homeopathic
medicines—for mothers who choose a
natural home delivery, the small home-
opathic pills do wonders. I prefer not to
use the allopathic arsenal. Every preg-
nant mother is assisted in her prenatal
and postnatal period for follow-up
care. If there are complications with
the delivery that cannot be handled at
home, I take the mother to the materni-
ty hospital in Pondicherry.

Delivery by candlelight

By profession I was a psychiatric
nurse, though during my studies I had
done the necessary training in obstet-
rics. Soon after I came to Auroville in

Hilde: AV's midwife

1977, it became known that a qualified
nurse was available. Me! The one per-
son who was extremely grateful for my
arrival was the pregnant midwife who
was desperately looking for help and a
replacement. My initiation into mid-
wifery was delivering her baby! Before
I knew it, delivering children was a
full-time job. I would often find myself

doing a delivery in the middle of the
night by candlelight, sending the father
out to fetch water. Many more deliver-
ies followed. In those years I cycled
out to expectant mothers and would
often come back from a delivery filled
with inner warmth from witnessing
one more amazing gift of life.

Further training

After two years of working alone I
increasingly felt the need for more
knowledge. A maternity hospital in the
nearby town of Pondicherry accepted
me as an observing nurse. Further skill
was acquired when I attended a short
course at a university hospital in
Belgium, where I learned to stitch with
confidence. In 1990 I had the opportu-
nity to attend a workshop in Australia
with Igor Tjarkovsky on under-water
births, a technique which had fascinat-
ed me for a long time. The workshop
and resulting contacts gave me the nec-
essary confidence to deliver my first
water baby in a tub placed in the mid-

dle of a hut. Since that time the small
water tub is part of my standard equip-
ment and mothers can make use of it
either to relax or even for delivering.
There is always a person at hand who
heats water on a wood-fire and fills the
tub to the exact temperature needed for
welcoming the new-born baby.

I have worked with other
Aurovilian midwives, all of whom
have become dear friends. Sadly, none
of them was able to stay in Auroville.
Nowadays I find myself delivering
babies to parents whom I delivered
many years earlier, a truly amazing
experience! Besides my work as a mid-
wife, I often give advice to women
from very different cultural back-
grounds on a variety of health issues.

Happy events are intertwined with
difficult, sad and painful moments.
When things boil over, like nine new
babies in less than two months, I must
admit that it all becomes too much to
handle. But then I also observe that the
Grace helps out in many miraculous
ways. And at the end it is always
Mother who reminds me that She
wants Her new children to be born in
the safest possible way. It was for that
purpose She brought me here.

As one ascends from peak to peak,
it is made clear the much
that has still to be done.

(Vedic text ca. 5000 BC,
translated from Sanskrit)

Environment

How to get
Aurovilians
re-cycling?

Three new prototypes of electro-bikes

Auroville Energy Products (AEP) is well-known in Auroville for its
solar-powered lanterns. For some years it has also been experi-
menting with alternative transport and, in particular, with electri-
cally-powered bicycles. Our new guest editor, David Clouston went
to find out how far they have progressed.

EP is conducting research
and development in many
areas of renewable ener-

gy. But there are few areas which
offer a more potent challenge to
Carsten, one of its partners, than that
of providing an improved means of
transport for Aurovilians. A visit to

_the premises at Aurosarjan reveals

three machines which he hopes may
be the prototypes for a new way of
getting around: electric-powered
bicycles.

The most flamboyant of these is
the extraordinary armchair-bike, with
batteries under the seat, on which
Carsten is often to be seen cruising
around Auroville. “It is more of an
advertisement, to attract people’s
attention to the concept,” he says with
a smile.

The two other electric-powered
models have more potential for mass
transport. The cycle in each case is
locally built, and at first glance resem-
bles a conventional machine. A sealed
battery pack is located on the luggage
rack: twisting the handgrip sends elec-
tric current through a controller to the
motor.

One version powers the front
wheel by means of a very compact
German-made motor. The range of
the machine, without pedalling, is
about 10 kilometres. “This is the more

exciting of the two,” Carsten explains.
“It goes faster, and accelerates more
like a moped.” He envisages a possi-
ble production price of around Rs.
20,000. .

The second model uses only
Indian-made components. Using a
different sort of battery pack, the
range of this bicycle is around 20 km.
It was sold year ago to a lady in
Auroville, and has performed perfect-
ly. “We could probably produce this
one for around Rs. 17,000—18,000,”
says Carsten..

The battery packs are recharge-
ab!> with an in-built solar charge reg-
ulai’ . charging time is about two
hours. Their useful life is two or three
years. Then they can be dissembled,
and the lead and the plastic casing
recycled (so to speak). What about the
acid? “In Europe there are facilities
for dealing with the acid. Here, we
have to see how it is done.”

For the green-minded customer,
these machines look very attractive. If
the batteries are re-charged using
solar power, there is very little use of
non-renewable energy compared to a
petrol-powered motorbike or moped.
The total energy “footprint™ of a com-
bustion engine is heavy: crude oil is
extracted from the earth, refined into
gasoline, transported to the user and
finally burned in an inefficient and
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The indigenous electro-bike

noisy combustion process whose
waste product contains poisonous ele-
ments.

That said, there are several seri-
ous limitations of both machines for
everyday use, even in Auroville. The
first is the relatively short range; 20
km. would hardly suffice for a round-
trip to Pondy. Another is the lack of
carrying capacity; a load of shopping
would be difficult, and a gas-bottle
quite impossible. Finally, there is the
actual cost of the bicycle; a new
moped—with fewer limitations of
range or load-capacity—costs less than
even the cheaper electric bicycle.

While acknowledging these draw-
backs, Carsten hopes to reduce their
impact by sensible planning. “The first
use I see for these machines is for
tourists and visitors. They don’t want
to go so far, and they don’t generally
need much carrying capacity. If such
machines were available for hire, I
believe they would be a very attractive.

Carsten getting up
to speed

“Ideally,. there would
be a number of ‘filling-sta-
tions’ around Auroville
where cyclists could pull in
to exchange their battery
pack for a fully-charged
one.” He demonstrates that
the pack can be unclipped from the
bike and replaced in a matter of sec-
onds. “That way, the users don’t have
the problem of charging their own
batteries.”

Even now a visitor could take a
spare battery pack in the front basket
of the cycle. This would increase the
range to 20 kilometres. “And you can
always pedal, if all else fails,” Carsten
points out.

What's in store for Aurovilians?
“My hope for the future is to produce
an electric-powered version of the
TVS moped. That would have larger,
heavier batteries under the seat: the

. range and load-capacity would be cor-

respondingly increased.”

Electric-powered cycles are not
new in Auroville. What is new this
time around? “The batteries are
improving all the time,” says Carsten.
“Also the prices of the motor and con-
troller are becoming more favourable,
particularly the locally-made prod-
ucts.” All in all, the future looks
(solar) bright.

In briéf

A prisoner In Tibet

In a recent lecture under
the auspices of the Pavilion of
Tibetan Culture, Maj.Gen.
Krishna Tewari recounted his
experiences of being taken pris-
oner by the Chinese in 1962,
and his seven months of captivi-
ty in 2 Tibetan monastery.

Watering the summer
cultural desert

May is often a dry season
for cultural events in Auroville.
However this year we have had
performances of Kathak dance
and Indian classical guitar,
there was an excellent Indo-
Dutch exhibition of paintings
and sculpture at Pithanga Hall,
and—courtesy of the Alliance
Francaise in Pondicherry—we
have enjoyed a French tradi-
tional jazz band and the jug-
gling skills of Francois Chat, a
“manipulator of objects and
theatrical gestures”.

New opportunity
to massage flgures
Faced with a chronic short-
age of qualified massage thera-
pists from outside, the team at
Quiet Healing Centre has
decided to train Newcomers
and Aurovilians in this hands-
on skill.

Keeping up our guard

When much else seems to
be slowing down or shutting
down for the summer, the AV
Guard is expanding its activi-
ties. In addition to their night
patrols, they will now be active
during daylight hours...as
active, that is, as one can be in
temperatures of 38 degrees
Centigrade.

Developing Auroville?

The Development Group,
which is responsible for grant-
ing permission for people to
build in Auroville, revealed
that they granted 33 building
permissions in 1995-1996, 52 in
1996-1997, 50 in 1997-1998, 78
in 1998-1999, and 64 so far
from 1999 till today. The 64
permissions granted in the cur-
rent year were for projects esti-
mated to cost a total of Rs
3,48,04,049.

Meanwhile the Housing
Group continues to appeal for
help in housing the 70-80
Aurovilians who are unhappy
with their housing situation,
and in particular for seven fam-
ilies who are living in unaccept-
able conditions.

AVI website

Auroville International now
has a website which gives infor-
mation, in different languages,
about Auroville and the sixteen
AVI Centres and liaisons. The
website can be accessed at
http://www.auroville- '
international.org

Ashram webﬁlte

The Sri Aurobindo Ashram
has also put up a new website at
http://www.
sriaurobindoashram.org




Turning
tourists....

(continued from
front page)

On the other hand, visitors are
welcomed as good business insofar as
they purchase Auroville products or
stay in Auroville guest-houses. (At
present there are almost 400 beds for
guests in Auroville, which is indica-
tive of their importance to our collec-
tive and individual economies.)

Making it an educational
experience

Visitors and guests come in all
shapes and sizes, with very different
intentions and knowledge of
Auroville. Some come for an hour,
some stay for months. Some come
with a genuine wish to discover
Auroville in its integrality, others
don’t even seem sure at which place
they’ve arrived.

In the early days, Mother made it
clear that Auroville was not for casual
tourists. Today, some Aurovilians
would prefer a moratorium on
tourism, seeing it as a needless dis-
traction from the real work of materi-
alizing Mother’s dream. This is over-
simplistic, not least because some of
those who come offer us valuable
insights and advice, and many of the
present Aurovilians first came here as
tourists! In any case now that
Auroville seems to be firmly on the
tourist trail, it is clear that, rather than
trying to turn back the waves, we
should be doing a better job of receiv-
ing and educating everybody who
arrives here.

Dr. Kireet Joshi, Chairman of the
Auroville Foundation, stressed this
point during a recent visit. “One’s life
should be changed by a visit to
Auroville,” he said. “It should be an
educational visit: we have to find a
way of turning tourists into students.”
For this to happen, he added, certain
things have to change. For example,
everybody who comes as a visitor to
Auroville should have some advance
knowledge of the project, and, ideal-
ly, visitors should spend a full day
here in order to gain deeper knowl-
edge. This, in turn, implies that the
Visitors Centre must offer far more
than it does at present in terms of pre-
sentations and facilities. It may also
imply that other areas of Auroville
open up to tourists—part of the
Bharat Nivas complex, for example.

Different channels

However, all this doesn’t mean
that we should treat everybody the
same, and that we can’t do more to
actively encourage those who are
touched by Mother’s invitation

“Are invited to Auroville all those
who thirst for progress and aspire to a
higher and truer life.”

One possibility is to make our
guest houses less attractive to the
casual tourist: Kireet suggests that the
majority of Auroville guest houses
could be run on the lines of
“Golconde” in the Ashram, which
imposes clear conditions upon those
who wish to stay there. Another pos-
sibility is to provide different chan-
nels or introductions to Auroville for
different types of day visitors. The
vast majority of those who come off
the tour buses would be well served
by a first-class video and exhibition at
the Visitors Centre, coupled with the
possibility to view the Matrimandir
and Amphitheatre from the Gardens.
Another category would be those who
have more time and show a genuine
interest in the Auroville experiment.
These people should be allowed to
visit the chamber, but only after they
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Entrance to the Visitor's Centre

Enjoying the exhibition
at Visitor's Centre

have been well prepared for the expe-
rience.

Such a programme requires a big
input from Auroville in the way of
resources—far more people, much
more money. But perhaps the funda-
mental precondition for improving
the present visitor and guestsituation
is a change in our collective mind-
set—we have to move from viewing
such people as a nuisance or, at best,
financial opportunities, to seeing
them as an integral part of Auroville's
educational outreach programme.

Alan

The young visitors

Can they afford “the city the earth needs"?

Auroville attracted a lot of young people in the 1970s. Today, a new wave of 20- to 25-year olds are coming to Auroville
as students or as “overseas volunteers”. How welcoming is Auroville to these youth?
Minh, who first came here as an agricultural intern to work at Harvest, gives his views.

nce upon a time, young wan-

dering seekers stopped by this

red barren plateau, got
touched, and stayed. Nowadays, val-
ues have changed. It is an illusion to
believe that young people will come
to Auroville the way they came
decades ago. Today’s young seekers
are looking for an internship: they
want to have a meaningful profession-
al experience as well as continuing
their quest for truth.

A survey is being conducted to
determine how many students are
here in Auroville at present. A first
estimate places their number at
between 70 and 100. Their chosen
path is often a professional and spe-
cialized one—health care, environ-
ment, engineering, social studies,
architecture.

Young people are vitamins

Architects’ offices, farms, water
management units and appropriate

technology units take in large num-
bers of students whose presence gives
a professional, social, and human
boost to wherever they work. For
example, Auroville architects’ offices
rely on a regular influx of students to
oversee numerous tasks. Another case
is Harvest where, over the years,
research students have opened up new
dimensions in water development
work. To date Harvest has provided
internships for about thirty students
from France, India, The Netherlands,
Spain, the USA and Germany.

At the human level the qualities
can include youthful energy, spon-
taneity, openness, focus, concentra-
tion, curiosity, clarity of well-trained
minds, regularity, consistency and
practical results... mixed with a self-
awareness of inexperience and keen-
ness to learn. Most interestingly, these
qualities rub off on the host as well!

The students are exploring a
whole new reality and consider every-

body they interact with as equal: they
relate to Aurovilians, guests and vil-
lagers without discrimination, and
with a much-needed freshness.

They stay on average four months
in a focused work environment.
Hence their exposure is broaderjad
deeper than ordinary visitors or casual
long-term guests—even more than
that of many Aurovilians! Ultimately
they connect us with professionalism,
the movements of the world, and with
our neighbours. When they scatter all
around the globe again, the experi-
ence of Auroville reaches out to new
places, networks, and organizations..

Second-class guests
or voluntary workers?

Due to lack of funds here, most of
the time students have to cover their
own travel to Auroville, and they have
to pay for accommodation, food, local
transport, plus make a 1,000-rupee

monthly contribution to the Central

Fund. So expenses start at Rs. 5,000
per month and can shoot up to a mind-
blowing Rs. 10,000 during the tourist
season. Low-budget accommodation
for students is scarce. They also have
to pay guest rates for certain services,
cultural and physical activities, even
though they may be the ones who
make some of those activities possi-
ble!

As a first step, Auroville could at
least create a “student” status”, and
extend “Aurovilian” benefits to these
young people. Proper facilities and
services—student service, student
hostels, resource centre, nutrition
scheme, sponsorship programmes—
would enable more dedicated people
to join the experiment who cannot
afford to do so at present. .

More information on the fledgling
Auroville student programme from
minh@auroville.org.in
















