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Aurovilian women come from all over the world. They are from varying
backgrounds, embodying different belief systems and experiences. They
have differing tastes, enjoy different past-times, have varied skin tones, live
in different family structures and talk different languages. But, they all have
one thing very much in common: they are women of Auroville whose aspi-
rations have led them to this adventurous experiment. They are here to do
something different for themselves, for their community and for their chil-
dren’s future. :

This month Auroville Today looks at the life experiences of nine Tamil
Aurovilian women. Some of them were born and grew up here. Others came
into' Auroville through marriage. Some came to work in Auroville and later
joined the community. Regardless of how they came to be part of Auroville,
their relationship with their own deeply-rooted culture and Auroville carries
certain challenges. For they have to bridge their ancient culture and the
newly-developing one. Many of the women who came to Auroville after
their youth were raised in structured Tamil households, believing that their
future held the same path as their female elders: to cook, clean, marry, obey
the husband, take care of his family, and give birth to healthy children.
Those who grew up within Auroville have perhaps seen more opportunities
available for their future, but with their ancestral homes neighbouring their
own they too face the challenge to balance two worlds. ;

Taking a look into the lives of these women was not always easy. Some
are very reticent about sharing their opinions and feel the pressures of a
society where ‘outspoken women’ are criticized. Others speak openly for all
to hear. Regardless, they each carry with them a deep understanding of what
it means to be a woman of Tamil origin who raises her children in a spiritu-
al community which has ideals of human unity and the reality of a cultural
masala. . C

Recently the Auroville Women’s Group, was restarted. It is a hope that
this group will grow to be a supportive structure tor a deeper communica-
tion, understanding, and sisterhood between the women of Aurcville.

‘rhe Auroville Women's Group provides a venue for women to come togetiier to share and discuss their lives

If a woman had wings..

Banu shares her journey towards emancipation and

Challenging t=%20s

Usha is a beautiful young Tamil Aurovilian ”s‘am!oman, who smiles

independence

t was a killer kaara kozhambu with it multi-
Itentacled flavours that captured me, leading to
an acquaintance with Banu, its creator. That
was over a year and a half ago at the Aspiration
dining hall and I still remember that it was a
Wednesday, for I made it a point never to miss
that day’s lunch as long as I stayed there. But
Banu is more than her culinary skills — with mis-
chievous dancing eyes, an extrovert’s sunny per-
“sonality and a mass of the curliest hair that flies
behind her as she speeds down the Auroville main
road, she would be hard to miss anywhere. An
embodiment of a free spirit, and she is aware of it.
“Maybe it was the way I was grown up,” she
grins disarmingly. “I was the seventh in my fami-
ly, the littlest one. And I always got what I want-
ed.” Being the youngest with the older siblings
almost like parent figures, Banu was not included
in the general family talks. “Basically I was like a
lone child, not included in family discussions.
Being always shooed away like ‘Go... Play...
What are you doing here?... Go sleep...” So I had
my time thinking, thinking what I want, creating
my own imaginary worlds, imagining why is this
not possible, or that not possible...”

With both her parents coming from
Edaiyanchavadi, Banu received her education at
Udavi School until her 10th standard, and later
went to Pondy for high school. “I wanted to study
more, but the nearest college I could get into was
in Tindivanam.” Her two options were todo a 1
hour commute daily from Edaiyanchavadi or be a
boarder in a women’s hostel in Tindivanam.
While she was ready for either, both options were
ruled out by her family. This brought an end to
her educational ambitions. “Had I gone to college,
I’d have done Economics or Accountancy,” she

muses softly. Almost twenty-eight years old now,
she still hopes that one day she will be able to
study and enhance her work skills. “I feel that I
still have to improve myself a lot, and I'd love to
do a course in management.”

Following the abrupt break in her education,
Banu began to work at the Visitors Centre, where
she met her future husband who was an
Aurovilian. Against all opposition from her fami-
ly in the village, they got married and she moved
into Auroville. Her ‘action’ allegedly affected the
marriage prospects of her last unmarried brother,
because of the gossip that ‘a girl from this family
had gone out.” “And for two years, they did not
speak to me.” Only when Banu became pregnant,
the feelings thawed and she was welcomed back.
She has this to say of the experience, “You know
this is the problem of the middle class — they have
their own cages with so much stress on prestige
and pride. The women especially have to face a
lot of problems. So much pressure that they can’t
live what they are; can’t express what they feel;
can’t honestly say what they think!” Perhaps this
is compounded by the Tamil vernacular not hav-
ing the vocabulary to communicate certain feel-
ings and emotions pertaining to modern times.

Banu is very critical of the quiet acceptance
with which women put up with these ‘cages’.
“My sisters, for example, are really into it,” she
fumes. “Sometimes I am like, ‘Don’t be stupid.
C’mon do something.” One of them has got so
many options, especially with her husband
encouraging her to do this course or that. But she
always has the excuse of family duty — I have to
cook, I have to clean, I have to take care of my
children... and in my free time, I prefer to sleep!”

continued on page 2

a lot and is not afraid to speak her mind

hen she was three months old,
‘N/ Usha’s  family came from
Pondicherry to settle in Auroville,

where both her parents found a job. Usha grew
up and studied in Auroville schools: New
Creation School, where she became a board-
ing student at the age of eleven, Transition
school and then Last School. After her studies,
Usha worked for eight years in Pour Tous and
then at the Financial Service. Then she joined
Auroma, where she has been doing accounting
for the past two years. “Ananda, whom I work
with in Auroma, has been teaching me

‘accounting,” she explains. “It was actually a

dream of mine, to become an accountant.”

Usha got married at the age of eighteen. It
was a love marriage, and as her husband to be
was of a different caste, one side of her family
objected to it, but the wedding took place nev-
ertheless. Since the past two years, however,
Usha has been living on her own with her six
year old son Aditya.

“I got married and then separated from my
husband,” explains Usha. “In the village that
just doesn’t happen. Whatever problems may
arise, a married couple remains together, a
woman never leaves her husband...My family
members keep trying to convince me to go
back to my husband, even today. In the begin-
ning, I was under a lot of pressure, from all
sides, but today I think they realize that I've
made up my mind.”

There will always be those in society who
criticize, talk badly of and slander those who
have taken the bold decision to live outside the
age old, accepted social norms.

“All these people can do is talk,” says

Usha. “For example, if I'm hungry, they will
not feed me. I have to take care of myself.
Also, when they talk, they will always do so
behind my back, they won’t come and tell me
what they think of me to my face. Sometimes,
it is very difficult, and it really hurts, to hear

“what is being said about me. But I try not to

care, not to let it affect me, to ignore it.”
Though there may have been a lot of people
who disapproved of her, Usha has also
received a lot of support and encouragement
from a few close friends, who, although they
may not necessarily have agreed with the deci-

.sion she took, were always there for her when

she needed them.

Dealing with social taboos wasn’t the only
challenge Usha had to face when she started
living on her own.

“When I lived with my husband, I would
only go out of the house to go to work, I never
went anywhere else on my own. I didn’t inter-
act socially at all, I didn’t even spend time
with friends,” she recalls. “So when I started
living on my own in the beginning it was very
difficult. I was very shy, very afraid and reluc-
tant to talk to and face other people. Slowly,
however, I worked on myself, forced myself
to interact more with people, to overcome my
shyness. I realized that I was on my own and I
had to look after my child, so I had to be
strong and confident. Now, as I talk to a lot
more people I am also more informed and
aware about everything that is happening in
Auroville.”

As a teenager, Usha used to play basket-
ball, and enjoyed it a lot.

continued on page 2
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WOMEN OF A CHANGING WORLD

Sisters of the Second Generation

Sunaura meets with two Aurovilian sisters who share their experiences and views of being a Tamil woman in Auroville.

akshmi and Renuka were born

Aurovilian. Their parents,

Krishna and Saroja, come from
Kuilapalayam and were some of the
first local Tamils to join Auroville in
the first years of its creation. However,
Krishna and Saroja wanted their daugh-
ters to be fully integrated into the com-
munity and as they themselves still
lived in Kuilapalayam, they decided to
send their girls to board at New
Creation School. Thus, life began for
these sisters with a lot of freedom and
exploration of ways of life differing
from those found in a traditional village
upbringing.

I first met Lakshmi when [ was 14,
She was 11. I was hanging out in New
Creation feeling very grown up for my
young years and she was living there.
One day I joined her and her young
friends to help them make embroidery
bracelets. Our contact quickly devel-
oped into an easy flowing friendship
filled with curiosity for each others cul-
tures. Seventeen years later as I sit with
Lakshmi and her younger sister
Renuka, 1 find that I feel like the
youngest amongst us. Lakshmi married
her husband Krishna at just fifteen
years of age, settled into the New
Creation Field community and had two
daughters, Vennila (11) and Akila (4).
Renuka also married young and now
has a daughter Nila (6) and her baby
Along with motherhood,
Lakshmi and Renuka both work for
Auroville full time, ride about indepen-
dently on bikes, speak fluent English as
well as some French and carry with
them a unique perspective from their
mixed cultural lives.

Is it difficult to have your home village
so close? What do your elders feel
about you being part of Auroville?
“They are happy for us but it is not
always easy,” shares Lakshmi, “to have
our native culture right next door and to

live with both worlds. I get very frus-.

If a woman

continued from page |
This attitude frustrates Banu
sometimes and makes her ‘freak out’.
However these frustrations have

trated when Aurovilians ask me why [
feel the need to give money to my rela-
tives in the villages, or to buy gold or
put money into certain ceremonies.
They are our family and they live right
next to us. We choose to participate in
the ceremonies and gatherings because
it would be very impolite not to. Our
elders want us to join them — it is one of
the only times that we see everyone and
they can see us and our children.”
“Also,” adds Renuka, “Our ancestors
have created these things because there
must be something behind it.”

How do you feel about marrying so
young?

“I was very lucky to have married
Krishna,” Lakshmi says, “we have a
very good relationship that has grown
over the years. But, I want my daughter
to wait longer. I think I was too young.
I just got married because it seemed like
the next thing to do but I realize that I
missed out on many things by doing it
at such a young age.” Renuka lights up
when she speaks about her husband
Arun. “I just knew that he was the man
I wanted to marry and [ went straight
for it. We both feel that we are very
lucky. I cannot imagine what my life
would be like if I had married another
person.” Both Lakshmi and Renuka
had love marriages but followed many
of the traditional procedures and cere-
monies with both families in agree-
ment. Having seen them with their hus-
bands over the years, I have to admit
that both sisters seem to be in healthy
and positive partnerships with kind
men.

But what about other Tamil
Aurovilian women and their partner-
ships? Are they all this lucky?

“There are still women in Auroville

. who are treated like they were in the vil-

lage,” explains Renuka. “They are
meant to serve and obey their husbands.
In the village the husbands never do

anything. The women are expected to
do all the cleaning, cooking, and child-
care.” “And most women are working
outside the house as well,” adds
Lakshmi. “I think many women in
Auroville still have to get permission to
do things. The majority still have to
deal with traditional problems,” contin-
ued Renuka. “[ feel that if you are living
in Auroville, you should make a change
in your life and be a different way.”

What about women who marry into
Auroville? What problems do they
face and who can help them get inte-
grated?

“When you come into Auroville
from the village, everything is very dif-
ferent and it is a bit hard to take,” says
Lakshmi. “Only slowly can they begin
to understand it. Maybe some of the
educated girls have already read about
it. When they are educated and know
some English, it is easier for them to
come out of the house and mix with
Auroville. But when they are not edu-
cated, they are very shy and it can take
many years for them to come out. Also,
getting a baby right away can make
things more difficult. When a man here
marries a woman from outside, he
should give her at least one or two years
to explore herself and Auroville and
make friends. Then when you have a
baby, you have friends coming to meet
you and there is more opportunity to
mix. But, if you just come and have a
baby and stay at home it can be the
same as everyday village life: you
marry, you move in with your husband,
you take care of the baby, you-cook,
you clean...finished! And all the time
Auroville is going somewhere.
Eventually they start taking steps to join
in, but it can take years.”

-Do you think the husbands want their .

wives to stay at home?
“I think some of the men want their
wives to go out and be independent like

had wings...

my-own. This is my theory, my expe-
rience, why should I make my par-
ents understand...” But one day,
while flicking through a woman’s
monthly magazine, a sen-
tence caught Banu’s eye
and changed something
for  her. “It . said,
‘Everything is acceptable
if it is presented in a way
in which the others can
accept.” And I thought,
hey, maybe this is true;
maybe this is how it
works.” She changed her
attitude and approach, and
was able to explain to her
family that the decision
she had taken to step out
of her marriage was for
her own good, and to her
surprise, they listened.
“Up until then, no one was
even hearing me because I
was breaking all the tradi-
tions and. shaking the
structure. But the moment
I put myself differently,

Banu

also brought some learning to her. “I
have begun to feel that people can’t
be made to understand what I think.
Things have to be presented in such a
way that they will be accepted.” This
lesson came to Banu as she was going
through a major crisis in her own life
when her marriage began to fall apart
and she decided to separate from her
husband. “From the beginning, when
my separation started [ was going on

presented what I felt and
explained how it works
for me, things started hap-
pening!” It was a personal break-
through, and a point that brought her
deep understanding.

Banu has no regrets about the
course her life has taken. Being an
optimist, she always manages to find
the positive in every situation. Of
motherhood, she comments that her
daughter is her speed-breaker. “Being
of such a different personality from
me, she slows me down and grounds

me. And made me much more
responsible in the process.”

When the positive is hard to find,
she looks for humour. She shares her
experience about coming back to live
in Aspiration in her original hut. “I
wanted to be in Aspi for my daughter
as it is a great place for kids. But I
had to face a lot of resistance, and
then too, I was let in with so many
restrictions.” Banu narrates how she
was sitting there in front of them, and
they kept on speaking and laying one
condition after another, and how she
stopped listening to it. “I kept think-
ing of something else!” she grins.

From left to right: Top:Vennila, Lakshmi, Renuka, Bala

Front: Akila, Nila

other Tamil Aurovilian women and in
such cases it would be good if the hus-
bands encourage them to do this” says
Lakshmi, “but the women also have to
take responsibility. You see, if they sud-
denly stand up for themselves then the
husband may not like it. He may think
‘all these years she was like this and one
day she stands up. She must be talking
to her friends and getting bad ideas that
now she is bringing to the family’. It
has a lot to do with communication,”
continues Lakshmi, “If the husband and
wife talk about everything together,
over time they will learn to know each
other and they can be happy.”

Do you know about the Women’s
Group? ‘

“Yes,” smile both ladies at once.
“We are part of it and think it is a véry
good thing. It is a good chance for the
women in Auroville to get together and
sharz about tieir lives. And it would be
a good opportunity for the women who
marry into Auroville to step out of their

“Then when they wanted to give me a
smaller house, while I insisted that I
get my original hut back, what tilted
the decision in my favour was the
belief that there was a bad energy in
that house that keeps separating cou-
ples.”

What supported her in these
times were friends and colleagues.
“Since then,” she says, “I have started
making = friends ‘also  outside
Aspiration. It is very important to
have friends from different walks of
life, and different backgrounds.”
Asked about cross-cultural issues and
labels amongst Aurovilians that cre-

Challenging taboos

continued from page 1

“It “is very rare that married
Tamil women take part in sports like
basketball, it is mostly young,
unmarried girls who do so,” she
explains.

“But in Auroville, there are quite
a number of young Tamil women
who continue playing basketball
after having got married and their
husbands greatly encourage them to
do so0.” Her husband, however didn’t
like her to practice sports, so after
her wedding, she stopped. But a year
and half ago, Usha joined a team of
young girls being coached by
Ananda, who also teaches them
French and Sanskrit on the court, and
started playing basketball again.

“Playing - basketball is very
important for me,” says Usha. “Our

team practices every morning from
8 t0 9.30 AM. We are all beginners,
so we will have to work hard if we
want to become good players. And
that is one of my dreams: to
become a really good basketball
player.” “Now I am free to make
my own choices, to do what I want
to do,” continues Usha, determined,
“And I am happy. I am different
from the other girls, that is all...”

When asked about her son,
Aditya, Usha’s eyes light up, and
she breaks into a smile. “He is a
very open child, not shy and quiet
like I was when I was in school. He
studies at the kindergarten, and
enjoys every single day there. I am
so happy to have him, he is every-
thing to me, and I will do anything I
have to do for him.”

homes and get to know Auroville and
for us to get to know them.”

And your daughters? Would you like
them to have love marriages or would
you prefer arranged marriages for
them?

“Being in Auroville” explains
Lakshmi, “I don’t think we can arrange
anything for them. Also, I would not
feel happy if my daughter were to
marry someone from outside Auroville
and leave her home. I want her to be
here in Auroville.” “In our childhood,”
adds Renuka, “we never had anyone to
guide us or see what we were doing.
Our parents never asked us if we did
our schoolwork or not. Maybe if we had
had parents who were educated, they
would have guided us more. I am very
happy with the schools in Auroville and
I see that our daughters have everything

they need compared to when we were
children.” :

Sunaura

ate divisions — Indians, Westerners,
North Indians, South Indians, locals —
she confides that she does not like it,
does not see people in such boxed-.
categories and does not want to see
people like that either.

Banu feels that Auroville is a
very special place especially for
women. “It really gives you the
opportunities to see beyond your
physicality. It widens your vision. If I
were living outside, perhaps I would
have made the same decisions that I
am now making, but outside, it would
have taken much more time.”

Priya Sundaravalli

2 auroville Today June-July 2004



- ——
WOMEN OF A CHANGING WORLD

e e " ey s — -

The Solar Kitchen is my school

A shap-shot of Vijaya

‘ ‘ ello? Solar * kitchen
here.” The voice is
warm, confident, exact-

ly the voice you want to hear when
you’re telephoning to work out a
knotty problem with meal bookings
at the Solar Kitchen. And when you
meet her, Vijaya is very much the
smiling, open-hearted person pre-
dicted by the voice.

Vijaya was born in Auroville to
Aurovilian parents. However, for
her initial education her parents sent
her to a primary school in
Pondicherry. “Some of my Auroville
friends were there with me, so it
wasn’t a problem. But then some-
body said that Auroville children
should be educated in Auroville, so
our parents put us all in Transition
School. That was really difficult at
first. We didn’t know English well
and we were all so shy — for a long
time I was too scared to even speak.”

She went on to Last School but
there her formal education abruptly
ceased. “I was married to Dhanapal..
It was a traditional arranged mar-

riage: in those days we didn’t think -

in any other way.” However, she
didn’t immediately take the next tra-
ditional step for a young Tamil wife.
“You're expected to get a child very
soon: it’s automatic. Even if young
wives don’t want this, they’re often
scared into it by pressure from their
husband or their families. But our
families didn’t put any pressure on

me, and my husband has always
been happy to let me do as I wish.

- Also Suzie, my teacher at Last

School, said that as I was so young it
might be good to wait so that I'd
have a chance to do whatever work
or activities I wanted to do first. I
agreed and waited 8 years before my
son was born.”

Vijaya worked for some time as
a supervisor at Auromics workshop,
but it wasn’t really what she was
looking for. She began helping
Dhanapal with the paperwork of his
construction business. But then the
business ran into major difficulties.
“We were really suffering. So I felt I
must find work elsewhere and get a
maintenance.”

Dhanapal and Vijaya had agreed
that one of them would always try to
work in the service sector of
Auroville, so she went to work in the
Solar Kitchen, preparing salads.
After two years she became preg-
nant and took maternity leave.
“When I returned there was a sur-
prise waiting for me — Ilse asked me
if I would like to look after the book-
ing of meals. Without thinking I said
‘Yes’.”At first, it was like changing
schools all over again. Vijaya lacked
the computer knowledge needed and
felt shy about having to deal with so
many people she’d never met before.
“But Ilse encouraged me a lot, and
soon [ felt happy to be learning new
things every day and meeting new

people — the Solar Kitchen is
my school. When you're at
home, just looking after the
house, you don’t learn any-
thing.” ’

But isn’t this the situation
for some young Tamil wives
who marry into Auroville?
“Yes, and this has been happen-
ing for years. Maybe what’s
needed is a school where they
can go every day for two hours
a day and communicate with
others while learning about
Auroville and how to speak
English because a lot of it’s to
do with lack of confidence.
There are plenty of opportuni-

ties in Auroville, for women as
well as for men, but you have to
move out, you have to try for
them, not stick in your own corner.
This is one of the biggest lessons
I’ve learned. If you want something,
or if you want to clarify something,
you have to go and speak with peo-
ple directly.” ;
Vijaya is very happy that young
Tamil Aurovilians have none of the
inhibitions her generation suffered
from. “It’s a total change. In our
class most of the girls were shy.
We’d never dare dance, for example,
in front of the boys. But now the
girls are very bold, very frank. They
say and do exactly what they like.”
How do their parents feel about this?
“The whole relationship is different:

Vijaya at the Solar Kitchen booking station

parents and children are more like
friends now.” So would she, for
example, be happy to allow her son
to marry whoever he pleases? She
pauses, laughs. “It’s a little too early
to answer that question because my
son is only four years old!”

What about the husband-wife
relationship? Who takes the deci-
sions in her family? “We take them
together. This is typical of most
Tamil families in Auroville.” She
thinks, however, that in the villages
it’s different. Here there have been
changes — it’s normal for even
younger women to go out to work
now, something which was unheard

of 20 years ago — “but the changes
are outer. I don’t think the basic atti-
tudes regarding marriage or the rela-
tionship between men and women
have changed. That’s the difference:
in Auroville the attitudes have
changed.

“At the same time I think there is
areal lack of understanding between
different cultures in Auroville. It’s
important we learn to understand
each other well, and working togeth-
er is one of the best ways of doing
this. There should be no divisions
between us because we are one fami-
ly, one soul.”

Alan

" moved to Auroville, she could

Living her dreams

From a challenging past, Grace found AUI’OVi!lG and carries her dreams into its future

y race grew up in a Gandhi orphanage in
Gthe Dindigul District where she and her

brother had been left when she was just

six years of age. There she was raised to live

. in simplicity. “We could only wear cotton,”

she describes, “had regular prayer time, simple
meals and a structured discipline.” Bold in her
youth and curious about the world around her,
it is not a surprise that at the age of seventeen
she began to dream of other
things. “I would go walking
every day five kilometers to and
from school. On the way I-would
see many women dressed in
beautiful colored silk saris going
to their jobs. Their lives seemed
so independent and I thought I
would like to be more like them.”
So, after completing the eleventh
standard, Grace’s ‘mother’ from
the orphanage who was a doctor
helped her to secure a job in a
hospital where she worked in the
records office for family planning
while studying to become a
nurse.

Two years later, Grace was
re-acquainted with a friend,
Sarasudevi, whom she used to
dance with as a child. Sarasudevi
was from Edaiyanchavadi, partic-
ipated in Auroville activities and
invited Grace to come and stay
with her in this growing interna-
tional city. Grace’s curiosity
guided her to make this adventur-
ous step even though her orphan-
age mother went against her
choice and told her that if she

not return to the orphanage. Still
bold in her actions, she packed up
her meagre belongings and came
to live in a keet roofed room in
the community of Bliss. Living

with Sarasudevi, she began to attend Last
School where she was determined to work on

her English, a subject that she had struggled in

so far. “It was all so different,” describes
Grace, “I felt like I was living in a jungle, and
there were all these different cultures and peo-
ple around me. Then after just five months,

Grace, a dynamic force in the women's group

my friend Sarasudevi left the area for a job and
I had to decide what to do as I was now living
on my own in Bliss and the nights could
become quite lonely and scary. It was at this
time that [ met my future husband, Nagappan.
He was also studying and sometimes he would

give me a ride home after school.”

Regardless of the budding romance, Grace
decided to return to the orphanage where her

mother said “I told you so” but helped her
regain her job at the hospital. During the fol-
lowing two years, Grace spent her monthly
allowance of Rs.50 on evening classes to learn
typing and continued her romance with
Nagappan through letters. Following the line
of a good love story, Nagappan proposed mar-

riage and Grace had to decide between two
worlds that she knew and cared for. She was
offered a job in Auroville as a teacher at New
Creation School. This helped her feel secure
in her decision, pack her bag and once again
disappoint her mother whose loving discipline
could not stop this young woman from follow-
ing her instinctively adventurous nature.
Typical of young love, Grace remembers her
return to Auroville with fondness. “Nagappan
and I had not thought about anything,” she
laughs. “We did not think about how we
would get a house or pay for food or anything.
Nagappan was also in school and all we
thought about was our love.”

Today, after seventeen years of a happy
marriage and two children, Grace, in the
maturity of adulthood, still faces life coura-
geously. She spends her days working at the
Matrimandir, for the Water Service and run-
ning the Auroville Today office. Apart from
her daily work though, Grace has a personal
dream she has carried with her for years. It is
to have a women’s centre in Auroville where
the women of Auroville can come together.
Presently, Grace’s participation in the active
women’s group gives hope for such a project
in the future. “Two years ago,” she
explained, “I began to study why the
women’s group of Auroville had started and
stopped so many times. Then some other
women and I restarted the group while trying
to keep in perspective why it had not worked
before. This is a group for women who want
to study more and learn. They want to go on
outings maybe without their husbands and
children and they want to get together for
talking and sharing their feelings.”

Grace presented her larger dream of a
women’s centre to the group recently and it
was received well with many women saying
they have had the same dream. Their dream is
for a centre where all these activities and more
can take place. “It would be a place where we
can have a library, some computers, a meeting
room, a space for dance and crafts and many
other things. My dream also includes some
rooms where women can come and stay for a
night or a couple of days if they need where
they are safe and comfortable. Also, there
should be space for a caretaker.” Grace also
discussed how this venue would be ideal for

women who marry into Auroville, speak little
or no English and feel a bit lost in their new
environment. L

Though the group is open to all the women
of Auroville, it holds a unique opportunity for -
the Tamil Aurovilian women because their
work and home lives do not provide many
opportunities to get together with female peers,
without being mothers or wives, and simply
enjoy themselves. “In February we started the
new women’s group. In March, for Women’s
Day, we held a two day seminar where we
danced, sang, took karate classes and dis-
cussed issues that are important to us. We also
Jtalked about making short plays to take to the
villages where we would show how drinking
and other abuses can affect us women and our
families.” )

With each meeting the group is growing.
At the most recent one, forty two women from
Auroville came to share. “We decided to make
a list of the things we would like to learn and
do. Thirteen points were agreed upon such as
embroidery, painting, yoga, tailoring, singing,
dance and beautician work. Afterwards the co-
ordinators of the women’s group met to dis-
cuss what would be realistic to start now and
we decided upon tailoring, singing, embroi-
dery and painting.” Thirteen women have »
started meeting twice a month to work on their
embroidery and several get together for
singing classes. A painting teacher has yet to
be found but the women hope that t-shirt paint-
ing and their embroidery can bring in some
funds to cover basic costs for small outings
and such. The group now meets twice a month
at varying central locations in Auroville.

Another aspect of the women’s group
which will be incorporated into the centre’s
program is readings and translations of the
works of The Mother and Sri Aurobindo, as
well as parts of the Auroville News and Notes
and excerpts from the Auroville Web to be bet-
ter informed about the community and its spir-
itual background. “I was thinking of what we
can do here that is good for the whole of
Auroville and I realized that more knowledge
of The Mother and Sri Aurobindo would be
good, not only for us, but because it will pass
down to our children and that is what we are
here to do — to build something new for us and
for the future.” Sunaura

Avroville Today June-July 2004 3




WOMEN OF A CHANGING WORLD

“I may look like mouse, but!am an elephant!”

Raji of the Residents’ Service speaks her mind

he does look tiny and petite,
S but after a few words with

her, one immediately per-
ceives the determination and the
steel-strong  personality lying
beneath. Talkative, spunky and
totally disarming, Raji is a familiar
figure to almost every newcomer
and Aurovilian who has to go
through the Residents Service. She
is a picture of efficiency and out-
spokenness. i

Raji always pushed herself to
be a winner. During her school
days in Udavi, she was often the
class topper. “If I happened to only
get the 2nd rank, I used to cry and
refuse to eat. I had to be number
one in everything I did.” She
explains, “It was not about being
greedy but to do the best one possi-
bly could.” At Udavi her favourite
teacher was Mahalingam who
encouraged her and sent her for
typing classes. However all her
academic ambitions tragically
ground to a halt when she had to
leave the English-medium Udavi
School since it did not have class
11 and 12, and she got enrolled
instead in a government-run Tamil
medium school. “All because my
parents couldn’t afford to send me
to an English medium school in
Pondy,” says Raji wistfully.

Born into an impoverished
family from Edaiyanchavadi, Raji
or Rajasoundari, (named by her
father whose penchant for theatre
made him pick the name of a
famous fictional character, Queen
Rajasoundari) was the fifth in a
line of eight children. “My father
was a gardener in Pitchandikulam

working with Joss, while my moth-
er rolled agarbathies at home.” In
the new school, Raji found herself
struggling because of the language
problem. “Also the classes were
huge with 70 students crammed in
a room,” she says. Finally after
being caned by one of her teachers,
Raji quit school and began to work
at - Service Farm. Raji joined
Aurovillein 1989.

“For me to reach a certain inde-
pendence, it took a lot of talking
and arguments with my mother. I
had to tell her to let me
free and that I wanted to
go away from the house.
I also told her that if she
always kept following
me then I could not live
my happy life.” Her
mother slowly came to
terms with Raji’s asser-
tion for independence.

“From the beginning
I was very bold,” she
says. “In my family, I
was the only one who
would ask questions.”
Raji shares an experience
that she considers a
watershed for her person-
al growth. Introduced by
a friend to a group that
called itself ‘Emotional
Anony-mous’, she atten-
ded its meetings in
Auroville and later in
Pondicherry. “I went to that after a
friend introduced me to it. No it is
no more in existence, so I can talk
to you about it! We had a saying,
‘Whom you see here, what you
hear here, when you leave here, let

it stay here.” Raji seems to have a
flair for these catchy phrases and
quotes. She spills a few which are
brilliant in their brevity. “We used
to share our individual experi-
ences. For 5 or 6 meetings I did not
speak; I was just observing. And
finally when I spoke, it all came
out in tears and words.” It was an
emotionally cathartic experience
for Raji that put her ‘in touch with
this new self’. “I was so much
amazed to see that this was me,”
she says incredulously. “Even my

Raji

mom who saw this difference in
me, thought maybe I’d turned mad
because I was in Auroville!” she
laughs.

Raji is a versatile woman who
likes to utilize every opportunity

that comes her way. Encouraged by
Joss of Pitchandikuldm, she
enrolled for computer classes with
Ananda. While being fluent in
English, she also managed to learn
some French and pick up a little
German from Walter. “Then I
learnt karate so I can protect
myself. I have also learnt video
editing and shooting. In fact, Joss
encouraged me to shoot the entire
Temple festival that happens at
Edaiyanchavadi.” In addition, Raji
has a passion for theatre like her

father. “My father comes from a
long line of performers,” she
explains, “and I was deeply influ-
enced by him. He used to grow his
hair very long even while working
as a gardener so that he could act in

plays in the evening.” Raji’s most
recent role on stage was at a perfor-
mance in Morattandi where she
played a dowry victim who is phys-
ically abused. “If this happened in
real life, I would slap my father-in-
law!” she says cheekily. It does not
sound like an empty threat.

Raji’s current involvement in
Auroville is through the Residents
Service. She started off on a part-
time basis offering secretarial help
to several services located in the
Bharat Nivas complex. Slowly she
found herself gravitating towards
the Residents’ Service, which takes
care of the formal registration mat-
ters of the residents of Auroville:
“It is a delicate job, one that
involves a lot of liaison work with
government officials. One hasto be
very patient and persistent, and
diplomatic.” She found herself
having a flair for the work and
enjoys it. Raji is well respected
amongst the officials she interacts
with. However Raji experiences
some overt and not so overt dis-
crimination in Auroville. “Some of
those Aurovilians who come here
seeking help, don’t want to accept
that a local Tamil woman can be in
the office and know how things
work.” Raji is sometimes bypassed
by non-Tamils in the office. “Now

| Ihave stopped being bothered by it

and it only amuses me when I see
this happen.” Very soon, when
these individuals realize what she
knows and can offer as help, they
change their attitude completely. “I
may look like a mouse, but I am an
elephant!”

Priya Sundaravalli

“Each day should be full of joy!"

Kamala, who'joined Auroville after her wedding, learned to love living in Auroville

hen I arrive at Kamala’s house in

‘ N / Centre Field for the interview, she
is getting ready to go on an outing,

and visibly excited about it. She will be
going, together with a group of her friends
from the Women’s Group, to visit and offer a
puja at a Shiva temple in Kalapet, and then
they will all have dinner together. “We have
already gone on such outings together,”

Kamala
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explains Kamala, who has been a very active
member of the Women’s Group. “We were
only women, without even our children.
Those gatherings are great fun, and we all
enjoy ourselves so much, because normally
we women never go out anywhere on our
own, without our family. It’s an opportunity
for us to come together. We all get to know
each other better, we share so much, we open
up to each other and bond.” For
Kamala, this collective sharing
amongst women is a very impor-
tant aspect of the Women’s
group. “We are supporting,
encouraging, and guiding each
other,” she explains.

“Since I've become so active
in the Women’s Group, I am
receiving dozens of phone calls
every day from different women,
and we share our ideas, and
hopes. We’re communicating a
lot.” She goes on, “My husband
keeps joking about it, and telling
me: “You’ve become so popular,
are you the Prime Minister of the
women’s group to be receiving so
many calls?” and we laugh about
it together.”

“I grew up as Auroville was
growing,” recalls Kamala, who
was born in Kuilapalayam in
1967, a few months before the
‘inauguration of Auroville. And
although I lived in the village, I
was often in Auroville, mixing
and interacting with the children
and grown ups there, so I didn’t
see the village and Auroville as
separate, for me there was no dif-
ference.” She was one of the only
girls in the village at that time to
finish High School. When she did
so, she started working at the gar-
ments unit Auromodel Atelier.
Then, when she was seventeen

years old, her brother, who was already an
Aurovilian, asked her if she wanted to marry
an Aurovilian friend of his: Raman. “I said
yes immediately,” recalls Kamala with a
smile. “I already knew Raman, though I had
never imagined we would one day marry, and
it was also a big dream of mine to join
Auroville. This great chance was given to me,
and I didn’t want to miss it!” Within a month,
the wedding was arranged and the ceremony
took place. And that is when Kamala finally
moved into Auroville.

In the beginning, it was a little difficult
for Kamala to adjust to her new life in
Auroville.She and Raman moved in to a rela-
tively isolated house in Kottakarai. “I was
brought up in the village, living a family life.
The houses being so close together there, I
was always surrounded by people. I wasn’t
used to living alone, so in the beginning it
was difficult, I felt lonely, without any close
neighbours.” When Kamala gave birth to her
first child, the family moved to Fertile, “.:.in
the middle of the jungle...”, then they moved
on to Acceptance and some years later shifted
to Centre Field, their present home. Kamala
eventually adapted to her new life and now
she enjoys being able to spend time on her
own sometimes. “Living surrounded with
people is a great experience, but so is living
alone. When it is quiet, one can learn a lot
about oneself. One also learns to enjoy nature,
listening to the birds sing, watching the flow-
ers bloom. At night, I sometimes bring my
chair out in the garden and look up at the
moon, and wonder at its beauty...”

Today, Kamala and Raman are the parents
of two sons: Sunder and Kartik, aged twelve
and five. When asked to talk of her family,
Kamala’s eyes light up: “My husband Raman
has always inspired me, and encouraged me
to do whatever it was I wanted to do. He
understands me, and has helped me find my
direction. He has taught me so much...”

When asked about her dreams for her
children’s future, Kamala goes on: “As we

live in Auroville, it’s natural that our children
go to Auroville schools. Each child has his
own inner strengths and talents, and as par-
ents, we have to guide them and encourage
them to develop that which is inside them. We
should not push them to do what we want
them to do, we have to find out what it is they
want. We should encourage them to go in
whichever direction they have chosen them-
selves, and guide them, that is all.”

“I came to Auroville as a simple girl, and
it took me many years to really understand
what it meant to live in Auroville,” recounts
Kamala. “Then I started to love this place,
and to contribute to it what I could.”

Since she joined Auroville, Kamala has
chosen to work in services, which she feels
play an important role in the collective life of
Auroville. Over the years, she has worked at
New Creation School, Transition School, the
Visa Service, and at Auro-Future. Then, eight
years ago, she started working at the Free
Store, where she still works today, as well as
working part time at the Entry Group.

“What I enjoy most about working in ser-
vices, especially the Free Store, is interacting
with people. Every day, I meet a lot of
Aurovilians, and there is a lot of joy in offer-
ing them this service. We exchange smiles,
greetings, at times share a few words, or have
longer conversations. I get to know a lot of
people, Aurovilians and also newcomers, who
have just joined Auroville. And I feel it’s
important, living in Auroville, to get to know
and communicate with people, and this work
gives me the opportunity to do that. And it
gives me great joy, interacting with people
gives me new energy.”

As the interview draws to an end, I ask
Kamala what her dreams are for the future.
“We have to learn to live in the present...”
she answers, “Each day should be full of joy.”

Emmanuelle


































