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COVER STORY:

Is Auroville
international?

On 28th February, 1968 representatives

from 124 nations attended Auroville’s
inauguration ceremony. Since then many
of our leaflets and brochures have stressed
this international dimension. But what do
we mean when we say that Auroville is an

international community?

Is this a reference to the ideal (““Auroville
belongs to humanity as a whole™) or to the
present reality (the mixture of nationalities
represented here)? Does it indicate an
internationalist tendency in terms of eras-
ing distinctions between cultures, are we
creating a cosmopolitan society, or do we
simply use the term ‘international’ '
because it is attractive to donors?

In this issue we explore the international
___aspect of Auroville in an attempt
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to distinguish cliché from truth.

Placards of different nations at Auroville's Inauguiatlon ceremoﬁy

Is Auroville international?

It is time to review some of our assumptions.

sk Aurovilians what they
Aunderstand by the term ‘inter-

national community’ and (as
always!) you are likely to receive dif-
ferent responses. Answers include a
place inhabited by many different
nations, a place of international cul-
ture, and a place which is doing work
for the whole world. Each of these
responses can be challenged. New
York and London are far more inter-
national than Auroville in terms of the
different cultures represented there;
Auroville is often described as having
a predominantly Westernized rather
than an international culture; and it’s
not clear that much of what has been
achieved so far in Auroville can easily
be transferred to other parts of the
world.

A universal town

So are we using the wrong termi-
nology? Interestingly, Mother rarely
used the term ‘international’ in
describing Auroville. She preferred the
term ‘universal’, clarifying the distinc-
tion like this:

Auroville wants to be a universal
town. A universal town — not interna-
tional: universal, where men and
women of all countries will be able to

live in peace and progressive unity
above all creeds, all politics and
nationalities, straining to realize
human unity. (7.9.64)

It’s a point she makes again and
again — that Auroville is a place for
those who want to move beyond the
particularities of nationality, caste and
religion (“the first necessity is the inner
discovery in order to know what one
truly is behind social, moral, cultural,
racial and hereditary appearances”).
The term ‘international’ (‘between
nations’), on the other hand, still
implies national structures of thought
and being.

Yet Mother specified an
International Zone for Auroville.
Why? Mother’s plan that the Zone

should house pavilions of different cul-
ture and nations is based upon an earli-
er idea she had wished to institute at
the Sri Aurobindo International Centre
of Education as a concrete step
towards Sri Aurobindo’s concept of
world union. “The most important
idea,” she explained, “is that the unity
of the human race can be achieved nei-
ther by uniformity nor by domination
and subjection. Only a synthetic orga-
nization of all nations, each one occu-
pying its true place according to its
genius and the part it has to play in the
whole, can bring about a comprehen-
sive and progressive unification...”
She proposed, therefore, to create “a
kind of permanent world-exhibi-
tion...in which all countries will be
presented in a concrete and living

Awaiting the inauguration ceremony

way...to help individuals to become
aware of the fundamental genius of the
nation to which they belong and at the
same time to bring them into contact
with the ways of life of other nations,
so that they learn to know and respect
equally the true spirit of all the coun-
tries of the world.”

Here Mother implies a vital dis-
tinction between the ‘genius’ of a
nation, which relates to the unique role
it has to play in the world concert, and
the superficial aspects of nationality
which often feed divisive chauvinism.
In an increasingly globalised culture
perhaps the genius of a nation may be
modified over time as waves of immi-
gration and emigration change its con-
stituent population. However, what is
clear is that in the “straining to realize
human unity” it is the chauvinistic
aspect which has to be transcended. On
the individual level, contacting the
genius or essence of one’s own culture
is an important step in self-knowledge.
And while it is not the ultimate step —
Mother emphasized that the ‘true
Aurovilian’ goes beyond nationality,
religion and caste to discover their true
being and a more universal conscious-
ness — national character, purified of
its accidental aspects, may be a power-
ful vehicle for the action of this con-
sciousness. It is in this context that the

International Zone with its cultural
pavilions has an essential role to play
in Mother’s ‘universal’ city.

Mother also explained what she
meant by the term ‘international’ when -
she used it in reference to the Sri
Aurobindo International University (as
it was first called). This didn’t imply,
she said, that the university would
comprise students from all nations of
the world; rather ‘international” meant
a place where “the cultures of the vari-
ous parts of the world will be repre-
sented here so as to be accessible to
all.” (August, 1952) Similarly, it could
be concluded that Auroville’s task is
not to attract peoples from all nations
to one township in Tamil Nadu, but
rather to provide a place where all cul-
tures can be understood, a place where,
as Mother beautifully put it, people
from all nations who want to realize
human unity based on the teaching of
Sri Aurobindo “would be at home”.

Auroville and international
politics

Having said all this, Mother
stressed that Auroville had an impor-
tant role to play on the international
scene.

(continued on page 4)
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SERVICES

What counts is the presence

Safety on the roads of Auroville is the responsibility of day and night guards.

hree or four men, one woman,
Tall in their twenties or thirties:

you find them seated at night on
the bridge near Pitchandikulam; or
where the tar road to Edayanchavadi
meets the dirt road into Auroville; or at
the ‘eucees,” the eucalyptus grove
opposite the road to Samasti. In the
guard room at Certitude another young
man is in attendance for telephone
calls. The Auroville night guard, con-
sisting of the Frenchman Philippe, the
German Rosa, the Hungarian Laszlo,
the Tamil Vengadesh and the Malayan
Ramesh do that every night, seven
nights a week. Elsewhere four Tamil
Aurovilians, Narayan, Einyan,
Manigandan and Arul, patrol different
parts of the road.

At ten o’clock all the guards meet
briefly at the eucees to give their
reports. For the past year, the reports
have been variations of “all’s well” or
“reasonable well”.

But it was not like that before.
“When I was working for Auroville
International France,” says Philippe,
“T used to read in the Auroville News
about attacks on the road. I made up
my mind to do something about that as
soon as I joined Auroville.” So, after
joining Auroville 4%2 years ago, he
started patrolling the roads, first alone,
then with others. “There had been
many previous attempts to organize a
guard, usually immediately after
someone had been attacked at night,

but they used to fade out after a few
months. When I expressed an interest
in doing this work I was gladly given
the full responsibility. Now I have
been guarding the road every evening
for the last 4 years.”

Philippe has a training in martial
arts. The others too know how to
defend themselves. But this knowl-
edge is in fact not very important. Says
Rosa: “What counts is the presence.
The Aurovilians know that we are
there, that they can call on us whenev-
er necessary, and that they are not
alone on the road at night. That creates
a feeling of safety. We also provide an
escort so that people get home safely;
we help mothers who are looking for
lost daughters; and we give accident
assistance. Recently a guest who had
crashed into a palmyra tree needed to
be brought to Jipmer hospital for a
life-saving operation. We also help
people with petrol if they have run out
of it.” “The fact that there is a woman
present in the team is very much
appreciated,” says Laszlo “in particu-
lar when we are contacted by a woman
who needs help.”

“But we are not the Auroville
police,” says Philippe. “There are over
100 communities in Auroville, and
safety within each community is the
responsibility of the community itself.
We only come to help when we are
called. But when people phone and ask
if we can do something about the loud

party music at the neighbours, we
politely decline. Our prime responsi-
bility is the safety of the main roads at
night.”

Road safety has indeed greatly
improved due to the visibility and
presence of the night guard. Philippe
recalls that, “Some years ago we had
to prevent drunken people from
Pondicherry coming into Auroville
every Friday and Saturday nights. This
doesn’t happen anymore because peo-
ple know that we are here; people like
the taxi drivers and the police who, on
their way to some business in one of
the villages, often stop by to say hello.
But though there has been no major
problem for the last few years, I still
advise any Aurovilian against taking
the Bommayapalayam-Greenbelt road
at night as there is no need to take
unnecessary risks.”

It seems, however, that fewer
Aurovilians are travelling at night
now. “Since 12 years ago,” says
Ramesh, “you hardly see Aurovilians
out any more after 9 p.m.Perhaps they
are all clustered around the video? The
only people you see are guests —
who, as they are not always properly
informed about us, sometimes are
afraid of us — and people from the
villages who know us. The local vil-
lagers, by the way, are very apprecia-
tive of our work.”

The Italian Santo is, together with
the Tamil Aurovilian Ashok, responsi-

The Auroville night guard

ble for the day-guard. Unlike the night
guard, the day guard consists of six
hired employees from the villages sur-
rounding Auroville. “Since they have
been guarding the road, nothing has
happened, not even minor harass-
ment,” says Santo. “Their main task is
to be visible, and to help whenever
required.”

Does the guard feel that it is on the

way to fulfilling Mother’s vision of a
“battalion of guards™ for Auroville?
“Perfectly,” says Philippe. “The guard
recently received a substantial dona-
tion which helped it purchase cycles
and provide maintenance for the peo-
ple doing this work. Now all we need
is a few cellular phones to intercon-
nect more quickly.”

Carel

EDUCATION

Auroville schools in crisis

A substantial increase in the educational budget is necessary, but Auroville doesn’'t seem able to generate the money required.

n December last year the
IAuroville School Board, the

working group that coordinates
the work of all the Auroville schools,
sounded the alarm. It announced that,
from January 2001 onwards, there
would be a severe shortfall of funds.
It also announced that there would be
problems admitting new students to
the kindergarten créche and to
Transition primary school as some
classes are full. In addition, a short-
age of teachers prevents Deepanam
créche and primary school taking
more children.

Admission problems

“The admission situation is seri-
ous. For the next school year, we
have only just managed to find a
place for all the children,” says Kripa
who is responsible for the coordina-
tion of school finances. “What we
cannot foresee is what will happen
now that Auroville is open again to
newcomers. If newcomer families
come, we may have more admission
problems. Both the kindergarten
créche and most classes of Transition
primary school are fully booked for
the next school year. The new school
Deepanam has a créche, a kinder-
garten and a primary school but lacks
teachers.

“The situation will become really
interesting in about one and a half
years as last year 25 babies were born
in Auroville. Some parents have
already tried to register their child at
various schools, and often at more
than one school at the same time, in
order to secure a place. This is an
absurd development! The School
Board recently discussed the matter.
As we regard all Auroville schools as
being part of one institution, each
having its own specific way of teach-

ing, we decided that all requests for
admission will be centrally booked
and that the teachers in the School
Board will decide where a child will
go, taking into account the preference
of the parents.”

Financial problems

If the admission situation is diffi-
cult, the financial situation which
affects all Auroville schools is even
more problematic. Teachers’ mainte-
nances vary from Rs 2000 (part-time)
to Rs 4000 (US$ 40-80) a month,
while a maintenance of Rs 6000 (US$
130) is considered an acceptable min-
imum. There is no money to allow for
an increase. In fact, it is difficult to
avoid a decrease in teachers’ mainte-
nances now that the donation given
by the Gateway Trust for the purpose
of increasing teachers’ maintenance
has been exhausted. As Kripa
explains, “The Gateway money pro-
vided immediate relief to the teach-
ers, who often lacked money to buy
basic essentials. It is simply unaccept-
able that they will have to make a step
back now that this donation is
exhausted. Immediate relief may
come from the income-sharing exper-
iment known as Economy 2000, but
that is not a long term solution.”

Otto, the manager of Auroville’s
Financial Service, says “We need Rs
46.2 lakhs (approximately US$
100,000} a year for teachers’ mainte-
nances at the present level. We have
for the year 2001 Rs 37.2 lakhs (US$
81,000), which includes a committed
donation of Rs 12 lakhs (US$ 26,000)
from one donor. So we still need 9
lakhs (US$ 20,000) to maintain the
status quo, and 26 lakhs (US$57,000)
to give every teacher Rs 1000 a
month extra. While it is very neces-
sary that the teachers’ maintenances

are stabilised and even increased, the
same goes also for all the others who
depend on the community for their
income. How can we increase the
maintenance of the teachers while
leaving those who work for other ser-
vices at the same maintenance level?”
As Kripa points out, “If you look at
the larger picture of those who
depend on community maintenance,
the teachers are comparatively well
paid. But it is a comparison between
those who have a little and those who
have a little more. Compared to what
we believe is necessary, or to what
self-supporting Aurovilians or unit
executives take as maintenances,
those who depend on community
maintenance decidedly come off sec-
ond-best.”

Maintenances are not the only
financial burdens the schools carry.
There are also the running expenses,
and the costs of school meals. Taken
together, the Auroville schools take
26 % of the total monthly community
budgets. These budgets are covered
by Auroville’s Central Fund, which
gets its income from donations from
commercial units, individuals, inter-
est on capital and a few other sources
such as guest contributions. But while
the income of the Central Fund has
steadily grown over the past years, so
have its expenses. Says Otto: “The
Economy Group, which manages the
Central Fund, believes that we really
cannot expect the commercial units,
who already contribute 49% of the
monthly income, to give substantially
more to cover the schools’ expenses,
let alone the necessary increase.
Efforts made by the Economy Group
and the School Board to raise extra
money within Auroville for Auroville
schools have not yielded any signifi-
cant results. We may have to ask
affluent parents to give regular contri-

butions for the education of their chil-
dren. But we may also have to raise
additional funds from outside
Auroville. Alternatively, in a worst -
case scenario, we may have to look at
cost-cutting devices.”

Cutting costs?

The Economy Group, in a meet-
ing with school teachers, suggested
that the schools devise mechanisms to
assess how many teachers are needed,
taking as criteria the teacher-pupil
ratio. At present each school deter-
mines the number of teachers it
requires according to its own percep-
tion of its needs. But while this
approach is understandable, some
teachers consider it is essentially
wrong. They point to the fact that
Auroville schools aim at giving an
experimental and integral education,
which means that many more teach-
ers are necessary than is the case in
traditional schools.

Take, for example, the situation
in Auroville’s primary schools which
have, in fact, partly a high school set-
up. There is one main teacher who is
responsible for a class and teaches
general topics, and there are many
other teachers who teach special top-
ics. At Transition all children are
taught four languages — English,
French, Sanskrit and Tamil — and
children whose mother tongue is
German are also taught German (chil-
dren whose mother tongue is another
language often get private tuition
elsewhere). In addition to the usual
topics such as maths, history, geogra-
phy and sciences the school teaches
music, graphic arts, computer skills,
crafts and body awareness, while
physical education and sports are also
organised as a special programme.
The teaching medium is English,

which sometimes causes problems for
those children who have only recently
started to learn that language. They
need separate guidance. Then there
are teachers who deal with children
who have learning disabilities.

Another complication is that, like
the children, the teachers come from
many different nationalities. A
teacher from France, for example,
cannot be expected to teach English.
This also contributes to a relatively
large number of teachers. Then there
is the experience that the maximum
number of children per class should
not exceed 20 if each child is to get
individual attention. Also, most of the
classrooms do not allow for larger
student bodies. Lastly, there is the
fact that the teachers wish to keep the
schools manageable and maintain a
good contact between the teachers
and the children. Therefore the stu-
dent body, in the case of Transition
School, is limited to 160 children.

To avoid cost-cutting measures,
the Auroville School Board together
with the Economy Group plans to ini-
tiate a fundraising campaign for edu-
cation. A demographic projection of
Auroville’s youth is being made, and
the schools will provide detailed
descriptions of their work in regular
reports to show the uniqueness and
relevance of Auroville’s educational
efforts.

But what if additional funds do
not materialize? It is too early to pre-
dict. But if the teaching conditions
become too difficult or if mainte-
nances remain far below acceptable
levels, Auroville may encounter
problems in finding people to teach
the Auroville children.

Carel
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ENVIRONMENT

A good place to practice yoga

Bindu discovers Aranya, one of the least known of Auroville’'s outlying communities.

s you motor down the main tar
Aroad that curves from
Thiruchitramabalm to
Poothorai, you pass acres and acres of
flooded rice fields with coconut palms
standing sentinel at their borders, you
pass plantations of casurina swaying
gently in the wind, you pass the village
tank of Kalasipalayam over-full with
full-blown lotuses, you pass potters’
wheels shaping earthen pots and
wood-stoves from the Manaveli clay
that is found in this region, you pass
ancient temples crumbling down from
the onslaught of steadily creeping
Banyan roots, you pass brightly-
coloured temples, impressive struc-
tures dominating each village, alive
and proud with the worship of the peo-
ple. Finally you come across the
newly-built Auroville health centre
that serves the adjoining villages of
Kalasipalayam, Poothrai and
Manaveli. If you now leave the tar
road and turn right on to a dirt path,
your wanderings, if you are lucky, will
take you to Aranalaya, a one-man
afforestation community of Auroville.
We were lucky. We ran into a
group of young women, gay and gig-
gling in their brightly-coloured half-
saris who had not heard of Aranalaya,
but yes, they could direct us to
Saravanam, the young Tamil
Aurovilian who lives alone in a cap-
sule at the edge of a canyon. The neat-
ly fenced 2-acre compound planted
with fruit trees, guarded by watch-
dogs and powered with solar panels
had the look of an Auroville greenbelt
community. But as the sun was sink-
ing low among the ravines we decided
to take a walk before meeting up with
Saravanam, the  steward of
Aranyalaya.

“The land

Aranalaya (meaning forest sanctu-
ary) or Aranya (meaning forest) as it is
better known, lies to the north-east of
OQusteri, one of the biggest lakes in the

bio-region, and adjacent to the Lake
Estate of Sri Aurobindo Ashram.
Comprising about 100 acres, which
partly includes “peramboke” or
Government land, Aranya until recent-
ly was a wasteland. The land was pur-
chased long ago, when Mother had
thought of locating Auroville in this
region. But when the centre of
Auroville was moved eastwards,
Aranya became so remote that it was
left unstewarded for decades.

As we walked, the hardy grass-
land, here and there bearing young
newly-planted trees, suddenly gave
way to ravines, carved deep into the
earth. The exposed rocks, pink in the
dying light, were stark in their beauty.
We clambered over earthen check
dams and stone dams that were built to
stop the erosion, and explored caverns
that wandered into the belly of the
earth. Here and there were ferns and
creepers somehow thriving despite the
harsh environment. We startled a great
horn owl from its nest perched right
over us on the cliff face and it hooted
its disgust at us. For miles around
there were no other human beings to
be seen. Aranya is indeed a sanctuary,
desolate and inspiring in its wasted
beauty.

The land regeneration
work

Later, as we met with Saravanam
over tea and a simple meal, we learnt
that the canyons actually housed sev-
eral species of important medicinal
plants, and at the last survey over 40
species of birds had been spotted in
the region. “A newly-built earthen
dam,” Saravanam explains, “has creat-
ed a reservoir that holds water even in
the dry season. And that has attracted
more birds, including migratory ones.”

Aranya was taken up as a coastal
afforestation project in 1994 by
Aurovilians Nevi and Rauf. In the
heyday of this project, with secure
funding for 3 years, over 100,000 trees

Saravanam

were planted over the whole region. “I
moved in here, on my own, in 1995
and took over the project,” says
Saravanam. “Guided by Rauf, I have
been experimenting with planting
indigenous trees that are native to this
coastal belt. So far we have planted
over 25 species of trees and shrubs.
These trees are not watered, but
depend on the rain for their survival.
The growth is slow, and given the fail-
ure of the monsoon in recent years,
many trees have died. Still there has
been evidence of some self-regenera-
tion. Scientists say that if the rains are
good in the fourth year, then a forest of
this type can regenerate in 10 years. So
we will just have to wait and see.

“At present, one of my main prob-
lems, is guarding the area and protect-
ing it from rampaging picnickers from

-Pondicherry who destroy our live

fences and young saplings. I have only
3 full-time workers who help me with
the weeding, mulching, fencing and
raising saplings for planting in the
nursery. The other major work we
have undertaken is repairing check
dams that were built by the
Government and, as far as funds

allow, building new ones. As with
many other afforestation projects in
Auroville, there is always a shortage
of funds, and I have gone into debt
over this project.”

The man behind the show

Saravanam’s quiet determination
in continuing his work is captivating.
Hailing from a village near
Tiruvanamalai Saravanam, inspired by
his father and uncle, has always been
interested in ecological issues. He has
participated in many afforestation pro-
grammes in his native region, and it
was on one such training course in
1989 that he came to Pitchandikulam,
a forest community of Auroville. He
was immediately inspired by the
place, by the people he met, and above
all by the Auroville charter. So when
Joss invited him to join Auroville and
help in the newly-formed Auroville
Greenwork Resource Centre (AGRO),
he accepted, only later to step out
when activities at AGRC declined.

Part of his work in AGRC was to
start ecological clubs in the villages in
order to educate and inspire youth on
environmental issues. “I still like
doing this work, reaching out to young
minds. Because of the ecological clubs
I had started in the villages and the
contacts I had established then, every
year I have 2-3 camps of 40-50 chil-
dren from the public schools in
Pondicherry and villages who come
out here to Aranya to explore the land
and help in planting and bunding. For
the rest it is a quiet life, with an occa-
sional Aurovilian passing by. [ have a
cook and a watchman who lives on the
premises, and the stewards of Lake
Estate occasionally pass by for a chat.
I rarely go out to Auroville, especially
now that [ don’t have motorized trans-
port anymore. But I don’t mind. I like
the atmosphere here. It is a good place
to practise the yoga,” he concludes
with a shy smile.

in
brief

® International Advisory
Council Meets
The International  Advisory

Council comprising Dr. Kireet
Joshi (Chairman), Ms. Mary E.
King, Prof. Norman Myers, Dr. A.
T. Ariyaratne had their first meet-
ing this year in January. They took
the opportunity during their visit
to have an open and informal
meeting with the Aurovilians.

® Sanskrit Vadathu

Another “Speak Sanskrit” work-
shop was organized in January by
the Language Laboratory and the
Centre for Indian Culture. These
workshops are offered by a
national group called Sanskrit
Bharati and are part of a
Government programme to pro-
mote the revival of Sanskrit.

@ Tai-Chi Workshop

The Tai Chi Hall offered a 12-day
workshop, “The art of Chi-
Stevanovitch's ~ method”  in
January. The workshop guided
participants’ mastery of the body
through breathing and- muscular
relaxation, improvement of move-
ment through balance and coordi-
nation, and learning to mobilize
'Chi’ or the breath that flows in
and out of the body.

® Young Auroville Rider wins
national awards

It was a moment of great pride to
Auroville horse lovers when
Jochen Bijlos bagged two gold
medals at the children's show
jumping in the United India
National equestrian championship
at Chennai this month.

@ Correction

In a letter in the last issue, Alain
Grandcolas stated that the first
foundation ceremony  for
Matrimandir took place on 21st
January, 1971. This should have
read 21st February, 1971.

MATRIMANDIR

The Banyan Tree at the centre

l. hen Auroville started in
"‘/ 1968, at the centre there
was just a lone banyan

tree. The red laterite landscape was
barren for miles. The banyan tree,
which is now adjacent to the
Matrimandir, was the only shade tree
in this area and many villagers, espe-
cially the ones who had fields near-
by, used to rest under it from the sun.
Sixty years ago a villager from
Kottakarai, in a votive offering for an
answered prayer to the God
Murugan, planted this banyan tree to
provide shade for the place where
pilgrims, on their way from Kaliveli
tank to a temple in Pondicherry,
paused to rest. Here they would drink
plain water or rice water which was
brought from the village. To this day
the banyan tree is still called
‘Tanipandalaram’ — the water-shade
tree — in Tamil.

Ramalingam, a  long-term
Aurovilian who works at the
Matrimandir recalls: “When I was
about 10 years old, my sister and I
had to walk to Pondicherry to sell
firewood. We would leave our house
near Alankuppam at 8 a.m. and on

our way we would stop at the banyan -

tree, sleep there till 3 p.m. and then
continue our walk.

“When the work started at the
Amphitheater, before Auroville’s
inauguration, my parents set up a

of Auroville

teashop near this Banyan tree. We
were all living there, selling tea to
the workers. By that time I had
become a tailor, but whenever I
could I helped them. So actually I am
the first Aurovilian who started liv-
ing here! Later, in the seventies,
Auroville kids from the youth com-
munity of Ami sold lemon juice
under the banyan tree to tourists. The
kids would borrow a zinc bucket and
sugar from one of their parents, and
either steal or somehow procure
lemons, and sell their drink for Rs. 1.
They were very proud of their enter-
prise.

“The villagers believed that a
spirit lived in the tree,” continues
Ramalingam. “They would never sit
under it or go near it at noon or at
midnight. And they would always
come in groups of three or four. They
believed that the spirit would kill
anyone who was alone. Another
thing they did when a family member
was sick — at that time there were
not so many hospitals — was to take
a hair from the sick person, tie it
around a nail and put that nail into
the tree. I still remember the tree
being full of nails!”

The Banyan Tree on the day of
Auroville’'s inauguration

There is another story connected
with the spirit of this banyan tree.
One night the spirit of the tree came
to Mother in distress. She told some-
body to go to the tree and find out
what had happened. It turned out that
someone had carelessly stuck a huge
knife in the trunk of the tree the pre-

vious day (referred to in
M.P.Pandit’s  “Sidelights on the
Mother”).

In the early days, this Banyan
tree didn’t have long aerial roots,
unlike other banyan trees. Explains
Ramalingam, “Whenever some roots
started coming down, the cowherds
used to swing on them. That’s why
they never reached the ground.”
Only later, when Narad set up the
Matrimandir Nursery, did the tree get
the attention and protection which
allowed aerial roots to form.

Ramalingam remembers
Auroville’s inauguration. “There was
a big balloon tied to the tree, there
were lots of big brass pots surround-
ing it and a big copper ring was fixed
around the tree”. Engraved on the
ring, in French and Tamil, was a
message from the Mother: ‘Auroville
— the city at the service of the truth.’
It was a fantastic day...”

Tineke
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Is AV international?  To identify, merge or move beyo

(continued from page 1)

One of her earliest statements
referred to her wish that the
U.S.S.R.and the U.S. “which are on a
collision course come  here
(Auroville), and that both of them
have a pavilion of their culture and
their ideal, and that they are here, face
to face, and shake hands.” (23.4.66)
And one of her first explanations of
Auroville’s raison d’étre was that
Auroville had the capacity to prevent
a Third World War if the “ seed of
truth” which it embodied was
allowed to flower. In the same con-
versation she explained how the deci-
sion of nations to participate in build-
ing Auroville would mean that ideal-
ism had triumphed over their perva-
sive fear of catastrophe: “if the
nations collaborate, even to a very
small extent in the work of Auroville,
it will do them a lot of good — it can
do them a lot of good, a good which
may be quite out of proportion to the
apparent action.”

It must be said that while Mother
was optimistic about being able to
work through individuals like
Kennedy and Kruschev, she could be
scathing about international institu-
tions. “Those people are so old-fash-
ioned...still at the stage of the ‘mate-
rialist anti-religious movement’”, she
remarked of the United Nations in
1966, and on another occasion she
described UNESCO as being “two
hundred years behind the earth’s
progress, consequently there isn’t
much hope that they will under-
stand”. “Understand” in this context
meant understand what Auroville
stood for.

Yet Mother was later to support
contacts being made with UNESCO,
contacts which resulted in UNESCO
passing several resolutions of support
for Auroville as well as the visit, in
1970, of an important UNESCO rep-
resentative to the community. There
were a number of reasons for this.
According to her son, Andre, Mother
was concerned that Auroville be “vis-
ible”, well-known to everybody by
the time of Sri Aurobindo’s birth cen-
tenary year (1972), and UNESCO’s
support and international network
were seen as a powerful means of

. achieving this. There was also the
question of Auroville’s status.

Mother made it clear, in response to a
question about whether Auroville
could be part of a UNESCO project,
that “to hand over the management of
Auroville to any country or any group
however big it may be is an
ABSOLUTE IMPOSSIBILITY (sic).”

This seems to be the import of her

description of Auroville as “the free
international city”, of her statement
(reported by Roger Anger) that “it is
only the internationalization of
Auroville that will give it its true
image and dimension”, and of her
wish that children born in Auroville’s
maternity unit should be recognized
as “world citizens”. But Mother was
also pragmatic. She recognized that
while India is the only country in the
world with the wisdom and wideness
to host a project like Auroville, it was
not yet ready to accord the project a
fully independent status. This was
why she emphasized that Aurovilians
must strictly observe the laws of the
land.

Today

And the Auroville of today? In
what sense, if any, can it be termed
‘international’ or ‘universal’? After
all, hardly any pavilions have been
built in the International Zone, we
have yet to evolve any kind of ‘world
culture’, and Auroville’s impact upon
world affairs — as far as one can
judge — seems to have been negligi-
ble. But perhaps this is looking in the
wrong direction. For what is a daily
fact of life here is the constant contact
and interaction between people from
very different backgrounds and cul-
tures in a ‘zone’ which transcends
nationality. We did not come here to
create an international city. We were
drawn by something else, an ideal
which specifically requires us to go
beyond division, and it is through this
rather than through nationality that
we relate to each other.

This is already a huge achieve-
ment. And if the adults are not yet
fully there — for many of us still
retain national and cultural character-
istics, the national ‘filters’ which
delimit our vision and responses —
surely the Auroville children, in their
mixing of languages and disregard of
nationality, are well on the way to liv-
ing that ‘something else’.

Alan

Aurovilians from seven different nationalities explore what they understand b

UROVILLE TODAY:
AWhen you are asked who you

are how do you define your-
self? By nationality, or by something
else?

Younge: Since coming to
Auroville I've discovered myself as a
Korean. I never felt this so strongly in
my own country or when I was living
in Germany.

Carel: I'm Dutch. The longer I
live in India the more I realize how
profoundly my outlook is impregnat-
ed with the thinking and very prag-
matic attitude of the Dutch people.

Ricardo: Although I was born
and brought up in Argentina, I’ve
never felt strongly Argentinian. I
don’t know if I can yet call myself
Aurovilian — that term has a very
deep sense for me — so maybe I
would simply call myself a citizen of
the world.

Bindu: I was born Indian, but
after getting educated in the U.S. I
think I'm more of a world citizen as I
have come to appreciate the qualities
of both cultures. I'm certainly a misfit
in the urban middle-class India which
I come from.

Emmanuelle: I don’t know how
to define myself. I was born in
Corsica to French parents, but I don’t
consider myself French, perhaps
because I've been living in Auroville
since the age of five and been more
exposed to Indian culture.

Jana: I was born
in  Germany to
German/Dutch  par
ents, but I don’t real-
ly have any national
feelings. I do, howev-
er, relate strongly to the German lan-
guage and literature.

Amudha: When I'm asked who I
am I usually say ‘Aurovilian’ rather
than Tamil. I say this because I feel I
was brought up in Auroville and
because I really feel part of the
dream, the ideal.

AVT: We often describe
Auroville as being an ‘international’
community. What do you understand
by this? Is it an appropriate descrip-
tion?

Emmanuelle: If ‘international’
implies many different nationalities,
then Auroville is hardly special. New
York and London have far more
nationalities. Even the apartment
block I lived in in France had people
from twelve or thirteen different
nationalities.

Bindu: I think Auroville should
become more cosmopolitan.
Auroville is not cosmopolitan at pre-
sent because it doesn’t offer a wide
variety of cuisines, art forms etc.
from many different cultures. There
are only two dominant cultures:
Tamil and European.

Younge: There are few

The meaning of the International Zone

Gilles Guigan, who has been compiling material relating to the origin and development of
Auroville for many years, shares his insights.

other described Auroville
as a ‘universal’ city, imply-
ing that it is a place where

nationality is to be transcended. Yet
she also specified that there should be
an International Zone. Why? I think
this is because in Auroville we are
challenged to live both as a unique
individual but also as a member of a
particular culture or nation. It’s not
that we should deny our nationality:
even Mother, on the occasion of the
independence of Pondicherry, said
that she was “French by birth and
education...Indian by choice and
predilection”.

As I chose to be born French, this
is a specificity which I must realize,
and the presence of a French pavilion
in the International Zone can help
deepen my understanding of my cul-
ture. At the same time, the presence
of pavilions from many other cultures
and countries helps me understand

Gilles

the specific genius of other cultures
and nations, and the unique contribu-
tion each makes. In this sense, we
don’t necessarily need people from
all nations to come to live here, but
we do need the opportunity to learn
about all cultures.

Interestingly, Mother not only
described each zone of the city as
having a different function: She also
explained that each zone represented
one of the four great aspects of The
Mother. For example, the
International Zone is under the aspect
of Mahasaraswati, while the
Industrial Zone is under the aspect of
Mahakali. It’s clear then that each
zone will have its own distinct vibra-
tion, and this could help us realize
and develop the different parts of our-
selves. For example, I’'m French, I'm
an engineer and many other things
besides. So one could say that in the
International Zone it would be my
‘Frenchness’ which I would be living,
whereas in the Industrial Zone I
would be experiencing myself as an
engineer.

I think there is also another dif-
ference between the zones. I believe
the Cultural Zone, like the

Residential Zone, is meant to be more
‘insulated’, a place where
Aurovilians communicate with each
other, whereas the International and
Industrial Zones are areas where there
will be much more interaction with
the outside world.

Mother wanted Auroville to be an

ideal society — to be a full-scale

model of an ideal society. She termed
it ‘universal’ because such a society,
in its essence, should be able to be
applied anywhere. This is why
Auroville can’t belong to any country
or organization — it belongs to
humanity as a whole. At the same
time, for spiritual and material rea-
sons, Auroville cannot be separated
from India. This is the paradox we
must constantly live and explore.

From an interview by Alan

Aurovilians from the Far East: we
have a different mind, lifestyle, way
of thinking from both Westerners and
Indians.

Sometimes I sense a gap: I do
something in my ‘Korean’ way and I
realize somebody is watching me and
judging me as ‘different’. So I with-
draw and try not to do that again. But
the sense of a gap remains.

Amudha: If ‘international’
means understanding different cul-
tures, we are not yet truly internation-
al because many Westerners have not
made the effort to understand Tamil
culture. Some Western Aurovilians
have been here for thirty years and
still cannot speak the local language,
while uneducated women from the
villages have managed to pick up
some English. If international means
moving beyond nationality, we're
also not international because it’s dif-
ficult for some Aurovilians to leave
their cultural traditions behind. This
is particularly difficult for Tamil peo-
ple because they still have families in
the villages who expect them to keep
up those traditions.

AVT: Does ‘international’ neces-

he International Zone is the
Tleast developed of the four

zones of the city. The large
Bharat Nivas complex which was
begun in the early 1970s is only now
being completed, and the Pavilion of
Tibetan Culture is under construc-
tion, but no other national and cul-
tural pavilions have been construct-
ed so far (although the International
Zone does house the Visitors
Information Centre and the partially
completed Savitri Bhavan).

Why has it taken so long to get
started in this Zone? Partly because
of lack of funding, partly because the
community has not accorded this
zone as high a priority as the other
zones, but mainly because there has
been no clear understanding con-
cerningwhat the International Zone
is for, and how it should look and
function. Some Aurovilians question
the relevance of pavilions in a world
where increased travel, migration,
global markets and mass media have
made many cultures more mutable,
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