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Versions of Community

he open forum on commu-
nity process at Findhorn
(see our previous issue for
a report on the interna-
tional conference there)
was attended by members of eight com-
munities—the Svanholm Collective
from Denmark, the Commonground and
Maleny co-operatives from Australia,
Sirius community in the U.S.A., the
Pueblo Ecologico Europea from Portu-
gal, Auroville and the Osho Commune
International from India, and Findhorn
itself—as well as individuals with a long-
term interest in community process.

There were similarities between the
eight communities attending the work-
shop—they were all ‘intentional’ in the
sense that they had been consciously
formed for a specific purpose—but
there were also plenty of differences.
Auroville, for example, was by far the
largest in terms of population and land;
Commonground was the smallest with
only 5 adults and 4 children living on
120 acres. Again, Findhorn and Auroville are
the oldest (33 years and 27 years respectively),
Commonground, Maleny, Sirius, Osho Com-
mune and Svanholm are ‘middle-aged’ (15-
22 years), while Pueblo Ecologico Europea is
only 6 years old. Ownership patterns also vary
enormously: at Maleny individuals own their
houses, at Findhorn some members own their
houses, others are in community accommo-
dation, in Auroville all houses belong to the
community, while at Commonground not only
does the membership share one roof, but also
one table and one purse! Finally, the core pur-
pose which brings people together in these
communities ranges from the spiritual—
Auroville, Findhorn and the Osho Com-
mune—to social and political activism—

. Commonground and Maleny—to environ-
_ mental—Sirius, Svanholm and Pueblo Eco-
logico Europea.

Reflecting the “feel’ of the workshop, what
follows is not so much consensus as a variety
of viewpoints and insights on community
process.

Membership

Clearly, the question of membership, of
who does or does not ‘belong’, is a crucial
one. Of the communities represented, the
Osho Commune was by far the most ‘open’,
allowing anybody to join and use the com-
munity facilities on the payment of $1 a day,
the only provisos being that they have an
AIDS certificate and aren’t involved in drugs
or criminal activities. The other communities
at the workshop all employ some kind of en-
try process, during which the applicant and
the existing community members get a chance
to experience each other. Commonground is
probably the most careful in taking in new
members, although the Svanholm Collective,
because it has a large debt to pay off, will
refuse applicants who are either in debt them-
selves or who may not be able to work imme-
diately for the community.

Building community: Aurovilians and guests take a break during a gathering at Vérité

How do other communities select their members, take deci-
sions or resolve conflicts? What role is played by their young
people? Why do people join communifies, and what are some
of the safisfactions and challenges of community living? These
were some of the questions discussed recently in a workshop
convened by two Aurovilians, Alan and Marti, during an inter-
national conference at the Findhorn community in Scotland.

Alan reports.

But what are communities selecting for?
Tony Judge, from the Union of International
Associations in Brussels, expressed concern
that communities may create monocultures by
only selecting those who ‘fitin” with the ideas
and life-style of the existing membership. And
he gave an example of an altemnative way from
areligious order where the existing members,
as a discipline, always tried to include one or
two members who were perceived as being
different, even ‘off”, “Presumably on the prin-
ciple of the grain of sand in the oyster which
encourages the formation of the pearl”.

In reply, Glen Ochre of Commonground
spoke for many of those present when she both
affirmed the need for a fairly strict selection
process— “As community does tend to attract,
among others, people who are very needy and
eccentric, and I don’t see why I should make
a hair-shirt for myself"—and for an aware-
ness of the need for diversity of viewpoints.
Ulf from Findhorn feels that “There’s a cer-
tain strength in living together with others with
whom you have a core agreement.” And he
adds that at Findhorn, “We hold a belief that
we don’t serve people by letting them in when
it’s not appropriate for them to be here”.

But what’s ‘appropriate’? And who is to
judge? At Auroville and the Maleny Co-op-
erative, there’s a certain faith that a one year
probation process will ‘organically’ determine
the issue one way or the other. At Findhorn,
the entry process involves not only orienta-
tion courses and work for the community, but

also a process of conscious ‘attunement’ by
which, through meditation, the applicant (as
well as those responsible for the entry proc-
ess) attunes to the spirit of Findhorn and at-
tempts to determine if he or she is ‘aligned’
with it. “For me”, says Hugh from Findhorn,
“the whole key is in this alignment. I'd let
anyone in who I feel is aligned with our vi-
sion, even if I didn’t like the person. At the
same time,” he adds, “I believe the vision we
are trying to co-create here is always fluid.”
That sense of dynamism, of flux, of dif-
ferent phases that a healthy community moves
through in the process of its unfolding, was
acknowledged by all community members at
the workshop, and recognised as an antidote
to “monoculturalism’ or ‘group-think’. And
Glen Ochre emphasised how, on the individual
level, the constant rub and pressure of com-
munity process prevents anybody from stand-
ing still. *“‘We all come with our personal bag-
gage, and it’s the way we interact with others
and their personal baggage which forces us to
change.” Or leave, she might have added...

Parenting and youth

How do young people experience commu-
nity? How do the adults experience them?
Among the communities represented at the
workshop, there was remarkable agreement
that community children and youth are both
one of the biggest challenges they face, and
also one of the saving graces! ‘Challenges’

because young people in community—
as everywhere else—frequently chal-
lenge community norms of behaviour
and lifestyle. Mother pointed out that
children are often a ‘purge’ for those
aspects which their parents cannot han-
dle in themselves; in this sense, they act
as a mirror to the shadow side of their
parents and to the community as a
whole. Bo notes how frustrating it can
be to spend many months training young
assistants on the Svanholm farm, only
to have them leave “on a whim”. All
the communities, in fact, noted that their
young people tended to leave in their
late teens (although some return later).
Iill from the Maleny Co-operative found
it very normal. “When young people
have been born into a community, they
need to explore something different, to
assert a separate identity.”

At the same time, many people felt
that they were not doing enough for their
children. Bo sensed that in his commu-
nity parents were sometimes so fully
caught up in the needs of the community, or
personal spiritual practices, that their children
were allowed to ‘run wild’. And some of the
other members of communities acknowledged
that the many demands made upon them by
community living can make it difficult to al-
ways find time for their children. In this mat-
ter, however, the model of parenting supported
by the community seems to be crucial. Most
communities represented at the workshop tend
to adhere to the nuclear family model which,
even while the community provides various
facilities for the children, still means that the
parents are responsible for bringing up their
children. At Commonground, however, all the
children are looked after collectively—there
are not even separate family rooms—and child
neglect is not a problem. “Parents should not
own their children,” is how Glen explains their
philosophy.

Many people noted that growing up in
community often gives young people matu-
rity, independence and a gift for leadership
and Jill, from the Maleny Co-operative, noted
that even the ‘wildness’, the ‘in-groupiness’
of community children, is not so much inher-
ent as a defence against all the comings and
goings, the outer instability, of community life.
*“They have to find their own place, even if it
means excluding others. It’s too exhausting
to keep meeting new people.”

Conflict resolution

It's because living in community can be
‘exhausting’ for everyone that conflicts often
break out. How do different communities han-
dle this? “One of the rules in our commu-
nity,” says Karuna of the Osho Commune, “is
that when people are caught up in a tough
emotional process with each other, they agree
to regularly meditate and spend time together.
And in this process of ‘dynamic meditation’,
of dancing, sitting together and watching an
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COMMUNITIES

VERSIONS OF COMMUNITY (Continued from page 1)

Osho video, we often drop back into our core,
and some of the hot issues dissolve.” She adds
that Osho had told them “Don’t bring emo-
tions to meetings” because if people take out
their emotional issues on each other, it be-
comes harder and harder to work together.

Jill from the Maleny Co-operative is un-
convinced. “It’s a great ideal, but I think the
reality is that we often bring emotions to meet-
ings. And I'd rather have it this way because
we want people to be real, to bring their whole
selves, on such occasions.” Their solution was
to send some of their members away on
courses to learn facilitation and mediation
techniques. When they came back, they
trained the others. “It works!”

Linda from Sirius community stresses how
very old personal issues can sometimes un-
derlie what appear to be conflicts about com-
munity issues. “Some time ago I and another
member of the community were always get-
ting into conflict in community meetings.
Then one day, as we were arguing, I suddenly
had this picture that it was my father standing
in front of me!. After I had worked on that,
my whole relationship with this person
changed. Somehow, we had to get into this
crazy dance together so that we could finally
get free.”

Leadership and
decision-making

Do communities throw up patterns of lead-

ership different from conventional ones? It

seems s0. All the communities represented at
the workshop had asked themselves questions
like ““What is real authority?” and “Where is
it drawn from?”, and all had rejected the con-
ventional answers of money, influential
friends or seniority. Regarding Auroville, for

example, Mother was specific. The ideal or-
ganization for Auroville would be ‘divine an-
archy’, based upon the ‘inner discovery' and
the consecration of oneself ‘entirely to the
Divine’. In such a society, there would be no
need for external regulations, for everybody
would spontaneously take up the work most
suited to them in the most appropriate way.
Alan and Marti stressed that this was still a
goal rather than an achievement. But they also
pointed to the development, in the interim, of
akind of ‘fluid leadership’ whereby differing
individuals ‘catch’, at differing times, a note
that resonates throughout the collective. Glen
Ochre talked of the ‘wisdom of community
elders’, or long-time members, as a form of
non-institutionalised leadership in her com-
munity. Henning from the Pueblo Ecologico
Europea notes that in his community, “An in-
dividual’s influence on the community proc-
ess depends a lot on how well they handle their
ego, and how well they can connect with com-
mon needs”. In the Sirius community, will-
ingness to take up community responsibility
is the key factor in deciding who will be given
authority to make decisions, while Karuna
from the Osho Commune stresses that they
are a ‘meritocracy’: “Somebody can be the
coordinator of a major work department
within three weeks of arriving here if they have
the right commitment and skills.”

None of the people at the workshop
seemed easy discussing issues of power and
authority—there is still a strong anarchic ori-
entation in the alternative movement—but the
sense that trusteeship and service are essen-
tial components of leadership was widely
shared. ‘Inspirational leadership’, where an
individual may strike off in a new direction,
was supported in principle, although it was
noted that it is sometimes difficult to ascer-

tain at the outset what constitutes self-serv-
ing revolt against the existing order, and what
constitutes genuine inspiration. And here, in
the concern with the existing order, was the
first hint that old patterns of power can still
assert themselves, even in modern intentional
communities. Finally, Ulf made it explicit. “I
think one of the deeper issues not dealt with
at Findhomn is the struggle beiween newcom-
ers coming in and wanting to implement
change and old-timers hanging on to the old
structure.” From the wry grins of recognition
around the room, it was a familiar story!

How are major decisions taken? The vast
majority favoured consensus. Bo feels that the
process of having to explain, and re-explain
his ideas, which he sees as a consequence of
the consensus process, allows him to clarify
what he’s standing for, and Henning, from
Pueblo Ecologico Europeo, while acknowl-
edging that consensus can be hard and time-
consuming, nevertheless believes it’s “A very
good training in shedding ego”.

But what form of consensus are we talk-
ing about? In Henning’s community they op-
erate ‘consensus minus one’, meaning that one
person can block decisions, but only for a
maximum of one week: after that, if nobody
has ‘moved’, the original decision is imple-
mented. At the Osho Commune, consensus is
also used, but only within the central organis-
ing group of work group coordinators: the
community as a whole is not directly involved
in the decision-taking process, presumably
because the larger community is so amor-
phous. The Sirius community, after trying for
total community consensus, has gone a simi-
lar way. “We got bogged down trying to
achieve it,” says Bruce. “And it’s wrong if
people who have only been in the community
a short time can block something everybody
else is in favour of.” So now a smaller group,

after getting wider community feedback, make
all the major decisions.

At Findhorn community, the decision-
making process involves a lot of initial dis-
cussion, but after exploring the ‘rational’ line,
explains Judy, “We always try to let go of that
mode by taking the process into meditation
and asking a higher spirit, force, to play into
the equation. I've seen previous rational de-
cisions reversed by this, and our collective
agreeement is that, if this happens for all of
us, this is the way we’ll go. We also agree to
keep discussing, to keep going into medita-
tion, until we have consensus.”

Recently, a modification of consensus was
introduced. When a major decision has to be
taken quickly, the chairperson can now call
for a majority decision... BUT it cannot be
taken at the same meeting, and there must be
a 90% majority for it to go through. This new
modification is already controversial. “It
makes decision-making more politicised,”
complains one member, “because some peo-
ple now put more emphasis upon capturing
votes than upon attunement.”

And Auroville? Clearly we favour consen-
sus for decision-making. But the reality, as
Alan and Marti pointed out, is much more
complicated, as it involves a complex play of
forces and personalities. “Finally,” said Marti,
“decisions are not so much ‘taken’ in
Auroville as allowed to happen by something
we don’t fully understand.”

“Something we don’t understand”. If there
was one common element among the diver-
sity of viewpoints it was the recognition of
something larger which moves, and moves
through, community process, and the need to
‘attune’ to or connect with that larger force.
In this sense, ‘community’ and ‘communion’
share more than an etymological root...

Alan

Auroville on the World Stage

“Friends of United Nations” bring together people from different parts of the world

he 50th Anniversary of the United

ations in October 1995 saw not

only the heads of 185 countries

come together for a widely publi

cised gala celebration but also,

and perhaps more importantly, it gave a chance
for ordinary people and communities from all
over the world to meet one another and share
their knowledge and experience. This proc-
ess of bringing together people from differ-
ent parts of the world was, to a large degree,

_facilitated by the work of the “Friends of

United Nations” organization.

“Friends of United Nations” is a non-gov-
ernmental organization based in Canada that
sought to commemorate the 50th Anniversary
of the U.N. by presenting awards to 50 com-
munities that stood out as successful exam-
ples of people’s initiatives in ten categories
of activity that are important to the United Na-
tions, namely, Peace and Security, Environ-
ment and Sustainable Development, Eco-
nomic and Social Development, Human
Rights, Human Settlements, Education and
Health, Women and Children, Cultural Devel-
opment, Food, Agriculture, Fisheries and For-
ests, and Humanitarian Activities. For each
of these ten categories of activity, five com-
munities from different parts of the world re-
ceived an award entitled “We the People” con-
sisting of a certificate and a plaque.

The awardees

For the purposes of the award, commu-
nity was defined as “any group of people who
share a common unity and a sense of place”
and the awardees included, “organizations and

“I feel a very special
energy in this unique
international gather-
ing that I would like
to take back to Auro-

ville.”

(Meenakshi, addressing an
audience of 300 in New York)

Award for
Auroville: “In
recognition of your
contribution to
‘creating common
unity’.”

social movements whose efforts are
directed towards developing a sense of
community at a local, regional or glo-
bal level.” Thus among the 50
awardees were the Kosevo Hospital in
Bosnia-Herzegovina which in the face of des-
perate odds has struggled to save the wounded
and hold the community of Sarejevo together;
the Re’ut Sadaka movement in Israel that
brings together Jewish and Arab youth to live
communally; the Seikatsu Consumers’ Coop-
erative in Japan that promotes a comprehen-
sive economic strategy to create self-managed
lifestyles; and the Community Justice Centre

AWARDED TO

Auroville

in USA that focuses on individual and com-
munity empowerment to stimulate change in
urban areas that are marked by poverty and
violence.

‘Human settlements’

Auroville could have qualified for a nomi-
nation in at least four of the above categories,

but it was nominated for and received
an award in the category of “Human
Settlements.” The other four commu-
nities selected in this category were:
the Community of Whitfield in Dun-
dee, Scotland; Batikent in Turkey;
Panzihua City in China; and Ouje-
Bougoumou in Canada. Whitfield is
an urban community that a decade
back was among the poorest housing
estates of Scotland, but now through
civic action and participation it has re-
duced its rate of unemployment, pov-
erty and overcrowding by more than
50%. Batikent, with a population of
170, 000 is the largest housing project
and the first successful example of
public and private partnerships in
housing in Turkey. Ouje-Bougoumou
is an indigenous Cree village that suc-
cessfully integrates both traditional
Cree values with modern technology
and environmental sustainabilty with
aesthetic beauty. Panzihua city houses
a multi-ethnic community in China
that survived the horrors of the Cul-
tural Revolution and demonstrates
unity and harmony at all levels. Un-
fortunately, the Chinese Government
officially boycotted the ceremony because the
exiled Tibetan community in India was one
of the awardees.

Workshops and
celebrations

All in all, representatives of 45 of the 50
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INDIA

smells. The land of temples, of myths and

deities, of rituals and traditions. The land
where a pantheon of 33 million gods and god-
desses is worshipped by an even greater
number of devotees. The land where one can-
not pass a single day without encountering
some form of worship or the other. The land
where religion is not merely a matter of belief
but a matter of daily experience. The land
where a living fount of spiritual knowledge
has flowed constantly through the ages, from
the ancient times of the Vedic rishis to the cur-
rent age of Ramana Maharishi and Sri
Aurobindo. India, the land of the magical and
the mystical.

Who could ever hope to capture the
panaroma that is India? No one perhaps. At
least not in its totality. But soon, computer-
users will be able to get a glimpse of India, of
Hindu philosophy and mythology, at the click
of a button. For right here in Auroville, per-
haps for the first time in the world, a multi-
media CD-ROM software package is being
developed that provides a detailed and com-
prehensive overview of Hinduism using
text, illustrations and sounds.

It all started simply enough,
about a year ago, when Ela, a
teacher from Germany and
a long-term Aurovilian,
took a group of Germans
who were visiting India
for the first time on a tour
of South Indian temples.
An enthusiast of Indian
culture and religion her-
self, Ela tried a variety of
techniques—talks, slide-
shows, music-recitals—to
make the complex and be-
wildering details of Hindu-
ism accessible to her audience.
And she always wondered about
the possibility of sharing her knowl-
edge of and fascination for Hinduism with the
West.

As chance would have it, soon after the
tour, Theo, her partner and colleague at Penta
Services, a unit dealing primarily with com-
puter related-services, introduced her to the
world of CD-ROMS where text, visual and
audio data are recorded on a compact disc and
can be accessed through a computer. Here was

India, the land of sights and sounds and

- what Ela had been looking for. But, to both

Pantheon on CD-ROM

Thirty-three million gods at the click of a button

Theo and Ela, living as they do in Auroville
which about a decade ago did not even

use telephones not to mention
computers, the idea of produc-
ing a CD-ROM seemed ab-
solutely fantastic. So they
decided to approach some
multimedia companies in.
Banglore with theiridea,
and to that end, they en-
listed the help of Steve
and Akash of Cynergy, a
new unit for software de-
velopment, to help them
produce a prototype. That
was six months ago and
since then the four have
never looked back. For while
making the prototype, they re-
alized that they had the knowledge
and the means to make the CD-ROM

here itself in Auroville.

To make a CD-ROM, the basic hardware
one needs is a multimedia PC—a personal
computer with a memory large enough to han-

dle audio and visual material; a scanner to
load pictures into the computer; and
a sound card.The more sophisti-
cated the hardware, the better

the quality of pictures and
sound. The resources avail-
able to Penta Services and
Cynergy are extremely ba-
sic, and even some of
those, like the scanner,
have to be borrowed from
other units in Auroville;
| but the software package
they have produced with
these resources is compara-
ble to any available in the
West.

Click. And the screen fills
up with a picture of “Trimurti,”
the Indian trinity of Brahma the crea-

tor, Vishnu the preserver and Shiva the de-
stroyer. Go to any one of these pictures, let’s
say Shiva, and click; and the screen then tells
you about all the attributes of Shiva and about
the various forms in which he is worshipped,
such as the destroyer, the beggar, the ascetic,
the teacher, the head of the holy family. Click
on any one of these and you get details about
that particular form with the relevant illustra-
tions. Point to a detail in any of the illustra-

tions, say the fountain of water that pours forth
from the top of Shiva’s head, and click.
and a voice explains that that foun-
tain of water is Ganga, the god-
dess and the holy river, who
was captured in the locks of
Shiva’s hair as she de-
scended from heaven onto
earth. Come back to the
written text and click on
any one of the highlighted
words: let’s say, “Shiva’s
consort” and then, you
leave the world of Shiva
and enter that of his con-
sort, Parvati...

Through certain tools,
provided by the software pack-
age and designated as “jumps”
and “pop-jumps”, the viewer can

browse freely through the text.

Ela, as compiler and editor-in-chief,
wanted the software to provide an overview
of India for tourists and laymen as well as to
fulfil the needs of teachers, students and re-
searchers interested in the finer points of
Hindu mythology and philosophy.
Accordingly, the software also
includes tools, such as in-
dexes, references, and per-
sonalized bookmarks and
notebooks to enable the
viewer to undertake a de-
tailed research. The main
menu, as it now stands in
the prototype, offers the
following six modules:
Basics including intro-
duction, historical devel-
opment, literature, phi-
losophy; The World of
Gods including the Vedic,
Epic and Puranic deities; Spir-
itual teachers and their teachings;
Living Hinduisn which lists among
other things devotional practices and festivals;
The Temple; and The Journey to the Source.
The information contained in the last two
modules allows them to be used as travel
guides. “The beauty of the whole package,”
Ela explains, “is that the body of knowledge
present in the package is not neccesarily re-
stricted to a particular linear structure; this
body of knowledge can be explored by view-
ers in any format that they choose and to any

depth that they choose.”

The technical programmers, Theo, Steve
and Akash point out that unlike most CD-
ROMS, the particluar one they are develop-
ing, allows viewers to choose the structure that
they like—either to be guided through the text,
screen after screen, or to wander randomly
through various screens. “I would like to pro-
gram it such that one can just read the stories
and the legends,” quips 18 year-old Akash,
the youngest member in the team. The team
is now working full steam to have the proto-
type fully ready by the end of January for pres-
entation to distributors in Europe, America,
or Asia. They hope to catch the interest of a
commercial publisher so as to find the fund-
ing for better equipment that will allow them
to improve their software package. At the head
of their list of priorities is a video-capture
board that will enable them to screen moving
images.

‘While this new software is impressive,
equally impressive is the process or the col-
laboration that went into making it. More and
more Aurovilians are coming forward to of-

fer their skills: Regina, a photographer, has
joined the team as Art-Director and
Thomas, a professional broad-
caster has promised to do the
voice recording. “And I could
do with more hands to help
with the research and writ-.
ing,” says Ela.

Penta Services and
Cynergy are also looking
forward to colloborating
in manufacturing and mar-
keting CD-ROM packages

on other topics, such as”
greenwork, ferro-cement,
etc. “We have such a wealth
of knowledge here in Auro-
ville,” says Steve, “and CD-
ROMS are the best means avail-
able today to communicate this
knowledge to others.” Akash has already
started developing a CD-ROM that provides
information on Auroville. “It all started out as
a dream, and for me the beauty of it all, like
much else in Auroville, is watching the dream
manifest itself into reality,” concludes Theo.
Bindu
Hllustrations: computer scanned images
from popular temple posters (originally in
colour) used on the CD-ROM

communities came to New York to receive the
award in person. Auroville was represented
by Meenakshi, a poetess who has spearheaded
numerous and diverse activities in the com-
munity to encourage contact with the Tamil
culture. While a number of communities ex-
pressed their anger and sorrow at the world in
their presentations, Meenakshi opened her talk
simply with the common Indian greeting of
“Namaste” [which in Sanskrit means, “Salu-
tations to the Lord who resides in you™]. And
to Meenakshi’s surprise, the entire audience
of 300 people responded by saying “Namaste”
in return, Documents about Auroville which
were prepared by Meenakshi, Roger Toll and
Julian Lines, and included a copy of the Char-
ter, were distributed to all present. Meenakshi
concluded her talk by saying, I feel a very
special energy in this unique international
gathering that I would like to take back to my
community.” Julian Lines, who attended
Meenakshi’s presentation said, “People were
responsive to Meenakshi and positive about
Auroville.”

‘While there was not much opportunity to
interact on an individual basis with each of
the 45 communities present, the five commu-
nities that jointly held the award under a par-
ticular category, participated in a study con-
ference to learn from one another—to brain-
storm ideas and share solutions to common
problems. Thus Meenakshi, who was attired
in a traditional Indian sari, was in a group with
Scotsmen from Dundee dressed in their na-
tive kilts, Cree Indians from Canada and city
planners from Batikent, Turkey. One surpris-
ing finding of the study conference was that
Auroville enjoyed the support of its national
government; other communities had to fight
the government of their nation in order to es-
tablish their values. The Scots presented each
of the other three communities in their cat-
egory with a small shield from the city of Dun-
dee as a souvenir.

On the last day of the celebrations, there
was an interfaith service at the Cathedral of
St. John the Divine, the largest Gothic cathe-
dral in the world. The Cathedral of St. John

the Divine which received the “We the peo-
ples” award in the category of Cultural De-
velopment, is not an ordinary church. It is an
inclusive social organization that embraces a
wide variety of ethnic, cultural and religious
traditions and provides a forum for the expres-
sion of different cultures and arts. So it was
only fitting that it should host the concluding
ceremony of the 50th UN Celebrations which
included the keynote address by Boutros
Boutros-Ghali, the Secretary-General of the
UN, and talks by Mark Dixon, the great grand-
son of Winston Churchill, and Ela Gandhi,
the granddaughter of Mahatma Gandhi. The
ceremony also included a three-hour pageant

with prayers and songs from representatives .

of many religious faiths. At the centre of the
stage where the ceremony was held, stood the
recently completed second Nakashima Altar
for Peace. Made of black walnut wood, these
altars express the late George Nakashima’s vi-
sion for world peace. The first altar was gifted
to the Cathedral of St. John the Divine and it
was Nakashima's wish to send one Peace Al-

tar to each continent in the world. The second
Altar was orginally meant to be sent to Rus-
sia to commemorate and guide the process of
Perestroika, but now it will be gifted to
Auroville instead. A leaflet describing the
Peace Altars, distributed to the audience, read,
“perhaps it will be find a home in the center
of the “City of Peace” Auroville, India, which
sprang forth from the Sri Aurobindo Ashram
in Pondicherry, the same spiritual source
which brought forth Nakashima himself.” And
as Meenakshi put it, It is truly remarkable
that Auroville should have been the centre of
attention at this monumental gathering of hun-
dreds of people from all over the world.”
But above all, what mattered the most in
these celebrations of the United Nations was
getting acquainted with the work of so many
inspiring people from such different walks of
life. In the words of Julian Lines, “It was that
classic synchronistic feeling of extended fam-
ily—that we are all working together, from
all different levels and perspectives.”
Bindu
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AUROVILLE VOICES

They catapuited me into the Working Committee this month. My name was suggested ina meeting to help

problems of Gilles Pfeiffer and 14 Russian
and Ukrainian Aurovilians. There was no way
to say ‘no’. Consequently, I spent the better
part of this month in discussions with the Sec-
retary, writing letters to the Home Minister and
a variety of other government officials, the
Governing Board and International Advisory
Council members, phoning to the Chairman
of the Governing Board, visiting lawyers,
composing draft affidavits and last but not
least, drafting a proposal to change the entire
visa and residential permit situation for all the
foreign residents of Auroville. It is not my
favourite way to pass the time. None of us, T
must say, is really enjoying this. Least of all
Gilles and Judith who, somewhere in the back
of their minds, doubtless contemplate what
life would be like without Auroville. Tanza-
nia? France? England?

And the Russians and Ukrainians? They
too face that frightening prospect of queuing
up at the entrance to the Indian Embassy in a
sub-zero Moscow or Odessa to obtain, Deo
volente, or rather, Indian Embassy volente, a
different rubber stamp in their passports so
they can come back here. The track record of
those particular Embassies is none too posi-
tive. Anatoli phoned to say that Aurovilians
Galina and Alexei who are at present in Mos-
cow, cannot get an Entry Visa and that the
Embassy wants to grant only Tourist Visas,
which are useless as one cannot get a residen-
tial permit in India on the basis of a Tourist
Visa. What to do? The prospects for these peo-
ple who belong to my brother- and sisterhood
are bleak indeed.

The visa work had to be done in between
the other activities: giving piano classes, the
morning meetings of Auroville Today, the

. regular evening meeting of the Economy
Study Group, an evening class teaching math
and rehearsing Schubert’s song cycle “Die
Winterreise” (The Winter Journey) with Nico
in preparation for a performance mid-Decem-

=

Amazingly, music is ‘in’ these days. It
seems as if a door has suddenly opened, en-
gulfing Auroville with a children’s opera in
July, a donation of 9 pianos, a decision to
build something like a conservatory of music
in the Cultural Zone, and the tripling of the
size of the choir. Transition and Last School
have followed the flow as well. Music is now
afixed part of the school curriculum, and those
who study an instrument get time in their
schedule to do that every day. Af present some
12 children and 5 grown-ups endure my min-
istrations with patience and even goodwill,
though one of them smirked, amidst a lot of
giggling, that ‘you haven’t got a diploma’. “In
the country of the blind, the one-eyed man is

king,” I explained to her after a playful thrash-
ing. Holger, our violinist, later assured me that
there was no problem that could not be solved

with a decent amount of cash and would I like:

to buy his diploma? It was only then that I
understood that we both operate on the same
principle: he advises those who come to him
to study piano, while I advise them to take up
violin or guitar. We talked music on our way
to see Rebello in Madras, the architect who is
working on the details of Roger Anger’s de-
sign for a music conservatory in the Cultural
Zone. This building will be much larger than
the originally planned “Paca project”. It will
consist of a small hall which can seat an au-
dience of about 200 and a number of large
and small rehearsal rooms. “A small hall”, says
Holger “one that radiates warmth and friend-
liness so that the amateurs who perform feel
welcomed and carried.” I cannot but agree.
The voice of Nico thunders in the dance hall
of Pitanga but would be lost in the Sri
Aurobindo Auditorium at Bharat Nivas.

NI/
é

Warm and friendly would also be an apt
description for Auroville Today's editorial
meetings this month, though at times they
were tough. There is a kind of ego-bashing
(mine) going on all the time, in particular when
I see the comments on my well-meant but ill-
fated articles, or read the endless corrections
of the proof-reader. The only thing missing is
a grade at the bottom. Seven years in Auroville
Today, and still I do not know how to write
the Queen’s English! Oh well... As a special
task we study these days to what extent we
should continue in the old groove, or change
the magazine to a different format and a dif-
ferent content. Is there sufficient money to
change? Did any donation come in for our
building? Though work on the building foun-
dation has started, the answers are both in the
negative. But financial constraints do not pre-
vent us from celebrating whenever there is
some reason for it. This month it was Jill's
new flat (which was nothing short of a mate-
rialisation of Divine Grace), Bill’s birthday
and Roger’s return from the North.

Money is also the concern of the weekly
evening study groups dealing with a possible
change in the economy. The question, “How
much does an Aurovilian cost?” has become
standard jargon. To the outsider this might give
the impression that we are planning to sell
Aurovilians in the same way a football club
sells its players. Attractive though this option
15 (oh boy!), this is not what we mean. We try
to understand what the community should pay
if we are to understand Mother’s Dream liter-
ally: “There, work would not be a way to earn

one's living but a way to express oneself and
to develop one’s capacities and possibilities
while being of service for the community as a
whole, which, forits own part, would provide
for each individual’s subsistence and sphere
of action.”

Is it possible to change the present eco-
nomic system into one in which the commu-
nity provides for each individual’s subsist-
ence? What are the costs involved, and how
do we get the money for this? The Auroville
Board of Commerce, the assembly of the
Auroville’s commercial units, has responded
positively to the idea and is ready to fund part
of the extra requirements, subject to the con-
dition that the Aurovilians concerned work
full time for the community. Many of the com-
mercial unit holders feel that too many
Aurovilians take life too easy. ‘“We are not pre-
pared to support those people who profit from
the community and care only for themselves.
We feel that they should contribute in cash as
they do not work for the community,” is their
observation that reverberates like a bell
through all our discussions. A detailed pro-
posal has to be made. Yes, Tknow, it will mean
lots of work in the days to come.

PHl=]

And one evening a week I discuss frac-
tions with my math pupil, who comes from
one of the surrounding villages and is on her
way to becoming an Aurovilian. She never had
the opportunity to go to school as a child and
fractions baffle her. I do not manage to make
her understand, it must be my failing, I real-
ise. But as she is very good in other aspects of
life, in particular dance, and as a knowledge
of fractions is not (yet) a pre-condition for
becoming a true Aurovilian, I have decided
to give up on them, to her—and my own—

obvious relief.

November is a rare month as it has two
Darshan days; the 17th, the day of Mother’s
passing, and the 24th, Sri Aurobindo’s siddhi
day. “You always come out a little different,”
observed my friend Georges once when we
were discussing the usefulness of going to the
Ashram for Darshan. Ever since then I have
experienced the correctness of his observation.
Our early morning tickets provide entry to The
Mother’s room on the 17th, and to Sri
Aurobindo’s on the 24th. Both times all agreed
that “the atmosphere was strong”, which is
probably as close as we can get to expressing
the Inexpressible.

A special treat this month was the arrival
of Mr. Antony, a piano tuner from Bangalore.
Jean-Michel, who had to give up his job at

the struggling caretaker Working Committee to deal with the visa

Transition school in order to work for a year
in Bangalore to earn enough money to pay for
the cost of the overruns on his nearly finished
house in Grace, (shame, Auroville!) tracked
the man down. “He will come with the bus,
you please collect him at the bus-station” was
the simple telephonic message. So there I was,
waiting and waiting, until I discovered that
the bus had already arrived and the passen-
gers had alighted at another bus stand. One of
the main tests for any aspiring yogi is the con-
trol of anger. I failed the test that evening.
Scanning through the hundreds of people at
the bus stand, T also failed to find the man.
My concern will be understood if one realises
that piano tuners are a rare breed in South In-
dia. Their coming is hailed like the arrival of
the monsoon after a drought. The last piano
tuner was seen two years ago, a friend from
Argentina, who ‘did’ Auroville in between the
Sai Baba ashram and some Himalayan expe-
riences,

Mr. Antony finally came two hours later
by autoriksha. He is 71 years old, and tuned
eleven pianos in 4 days, a great achievement
for someone of his age. An amiable person,
he promised to come back in March, once
more enduring the discomfort and the perils
of the 8 hour bus ride. I admired his equanim-
ity and stamina. He made many of us very

happy. @

And in between there was the four-day
Ayurvedic massage course. In an unguarded
moment, I had expressed my interest to Ursula
and was promptly enlisted, The course was
given by Govinda, another 71-year-old, this
one with an astonishing physique, a follower
of Vinoba Bhave. “I massage myself a lot,”
he explained before detailing the various tech-
niques of Ayurvedic massage. We learnt how
to massage the body starting from the feet and
moving upwards, the use of different oils each
of which has its own peculiarity, and the so-
called spiritual energy massage. I enjoyed
every minute of the two days I was able to
follow the course.

o

S0

Outward happenings inevitably evoke the
inner worlds. Or is it the other way round? I
am not so far that I can answer this from my
own experience. When outer events disturb
the mind and upset the emotions, my refuge
is Matrimandir. The ideal time is during the
early evening, when visitors and workers have
left. Sometimes ‘it’ does not work, and I leave
the Chamber as I entered. But there are mo-
ments when the mind falls silent, and grati-
tude takes the place of grumbling. At those
moments, when I leave the building some clar-
ity appears, and the energy comes to face the
new day with joyful expectation.

Carel
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A newcomer’s odyssey

was late in reaching Auroville; more than

half of my life had passed before I finally

arrived. Looking around me at the younger
people here I could be envious of their youth
and all the time ahead they have to develop
and extend themselves in Auroville. ButTam
not, I am just so glad to be included, to have
made it at this time, this very special time when
humanity is experiencing so many rapid
changes. Looking back on my life I see how
rich and kaleidoscopic it has been. I have
played so many of life’s roles in one lifetime,
that I almost have this sense of being speeded
up; and from this I receive a sense of purpose
and that Auroville is my final destination, of
being drawn here by the golden thread of
Artemis.

I think I was aware, even as a child, of
how abundantly blessed I have been by my
childhood. To have been born and to have
spent my early years in such a beautiful part
of the world, this area of northern England
with its unique landscape. It is fell country-
side, composed of rolling hills, stone walls
and villages, isolated farmhouses, sheep and
heather, verdant valleys and very simple but
friendly people. More recently I have spent
time, months at a stretch, trekking in many
different parts of the Himalayas, but I have
had more of a perception of emptiness, a feel-
ing of the eternal in these Yorkshire Dales.
The colouring too, the purples are equal in
magnificence to the ochre shades of the lovely
valleys of Lahaol, Zanskar and Ladakh.

From my parents I received a lot of
warmth and love. They have much dignity and
even now in their eighties have so much love
for one another. The village where we lived is
small and pretty and at that time it was a vil-
lage, a community where everyone knew each
other, and there was more time, constancy and
simplicity. I think we were much more con-
nected then, to each other, to the seasons of

" the natural world, and to our past.

Later, in 1958, our family moved to Sin-
gapore and lived there till 1965, after inde-
pendence, so I had this experience of the Mem-
sahib albeit at the fag-end of the Raj. The age
of colonialism was coming to an end, but
somehow we continued to live our lives una-
ware of the changes taking place in the world
around us. So for this reason I am glad I expe-
rienced this period of history because I got a
feeling of how things really were, and it does
not feel bad to me. It was a romantic period
of history and these sentiments have many
times been echoed back to me by Singa-
poreans and Gurkhas in Darjeeling, contem-
poraries of that time in Singapore. My Chi-
nese amah was a member of our family, more
so than amahs in Auroville are, and she was
my confidante. Penang Island and the hill sta-
tions of Frazers Hill and the Cammeron High-
lands in northern Malaya were our leave cen-
tres and travelling to them by train was a joy-
ous occasion because Malaya, which is how
the Peninsula was then known, was still
densely covered by a thick blanket of rainfor-
est. How can it be that in less than three dec-
ades such a vast area of magnificent, life-giv-

ing ancient forest land and the rich diversity
of an ecosystem that these noble trees sup-
ported could have vanished so irreversibly
from the surface of Malaya and Malaysia as
a whole?

When I got married I was young and very
naive. I think it was a time of less conscious-
ness—the early 60’s—and the Beatles were
not so established yet, at least not in Singa-
pore. The romantic, sentimentalised music of
the 50’s continued to have an influence: Frank
Sinatra, Nat King Cole’s “T’ll be loving you
always” etc. The man I married was in the
Royal Air Force, a military man. He was tall,
dark and handsome, what we called suave, an
officer and a gentleman. I was much more
external then and I fell in love with his good
looks. By the end of the 60’s and the begin-
ning of the 70’s everything was changing. So-
cial taboos were being questioned and it was
the time of the hippies and the Flower Power
people. The music of the Stones, Fleetwood
Mac and Eric Clapton expressed this need for
change. I began to feel more and more con-
strained by the regimentation, the uniformity
and all the petty rules of Forces lifestyle. I
studied Yoga and personal growth, but my
duty was to support my husband and his ca-
reer. In 1973 T went back into education and
qualified as a social worker. I was given a post
working in a large prison for men. This new
involvement took me further away from the
bridge evenings and weekends, or the golf
course—the lifestyle of the Forces. Now I was
moving in the criminal world and meeting the
unfortunate, the unprivileged, the victims of
our society.

After 19 years of disharmony my marriage
finally came to an end; simultaneously our son
was killed in a road accident. The years fol-
lowing were poignantly painful ones, a time
for soul searching. There were many questions
that needed an answer. I experienced more and
more suffering from my work: as my work-
load and responsibilities grew, so did my feel-
ings of disillusionment around what I was do-
ing. By taking on voluntary work as some
compensation, I became overactive and ex-
hausted and eventually experienced a ‘burmn-
out’. It was impossible to continue with my
life as it was, so I gave up my job and sold my
house. I bought tickets for a one-year trip
around the world, to give me some space and
distance and at the beginning of 1987 I left
for the first leg. I flew to India.

Some subconscious inner guidance must
have directed my planning of the journey, or
otherwise how could I have given five months
out of one year to India when I was not ex-
pressing any desire to go there? During those
five months I travelled extensively and loved
the warmth, colour and rhythm of India. When
it was time to move on to Thailand, I did not
want to leave and I resented the tickets bought
in advance that compelled me to go. When I
eventually got to Australia three months be-
hind schedule I got rid of my remaining tick-
ets and following the call of my heart, jour-
neyed back to India.

Over the following years I plunged deeper

and deeper into the soul of India. After more
travelling I found a base in Varanasi near the
University and began to study Indian Classi-
cal Vocals, Dhrupad, involving myself in the
life of the University. After living with for-
eigners in Varanasi for some time, I chose to
live with Indians and be integrated as a fam-
ily member. These were scholarly Indians who
introduced me to other aspects of Indian cul-
ture besides the music: to literature, art and
philosophy.

In October 1992, after 15 months as a
member of the Findhorn community.in Scot-
land, T came back to India. On the surface it
was for my music, but on an inner level it was
to find the other half of my soul, the eastern,
passive half, the inwardness. This time, being
close to Pondicherry, I came for a casual visit
before travelling north, and at the Park Guest-
house had my first contact with Sri
Aurobindo—a short extract from The Hour
of God; these words had a great impact on
me, challenged me deeply. I could not walk

Anne came to live in
Auroville several months
ago and found a place in a
newcomer’s unit in Grace.

away from them as I knew the
truth contained in the message
and knew that it contained the
answers I was seeking. I stayed
for two weeks, to read Sri
Aurobindo and the Mother and
to reflect.

Although I continued to sing
for another 20 months in Varanasi, I was also
reading Sri Aurobindo and the Mother and
feeling another spiral, another of life’s roles
coming to a completion. I did not know the
adventure of consciousness was going to be
in Auroville until this year and there was re-
sistance to it during the four months I spent
in England to get my Entry Visa and see my
family. Saying good-bye to my elderly par-
ents, my daughter, family and friends, and this
landscape which seemed more glorious and
precious, seemed like a valediction and so fi-
nal. Recently, after some time in Auroville, I
began to have this experience of unity, of
wholeness, and I saw that I have not lost any-
thing, that there is no separation. My parents,
family, England, my history, past lives and ex-
periences, Auroville, all, there is no difference;
it’s the same and contained within the whole,
within Her, within the Matrimandir. Life is but
one journey, and that is the journey home to
the Divine.

Anne

Auroville five years from now

Janet dreams

E! dream of how I would like Auroville to
e five years from now, I see a town with
many parks full of trees and birds and wind-
ing paths. But I also see a town where schools
and healing centres and administrative build-
ings are ultra-modern and equipped with the
latest technology. Thirty thousand people from
an ancient and traditional culture mix freely
with a few thousand people from cultures
whose main theme is change and everyone,
even the most experienced and most wise, can
be a student. It is a place which is doing its
best, in constant dialogue with world class
educators, to provide appropriate learning
opportunities for all of its youth, whether they
be the children of the 30,000 who were al-
ways here, or the few thousand who have
come more recently. And people of good will
from anywhere in the world are coming to
learn and facilitate learning. In the Auroville
I dream about there are simple flats available
for rent to anyone involved in this process.
There is little motorized traffic other than the
very efficient public bus service and every-
one rides a bicycle, unless he/she is very young
or very old or sick. Our gardens reflect both a
developed sense of beauty and a high level of
awareness of the need to conserve water. I
imagine gardens like ones I have seen in Ja-
pan, made of sand, pebbles, rocks, cacti and
indigenous plants because precious water is

used for essential agriculture and distributed
so every inhabitant of Auroville, whether he/
she be a so-called villager or a so-called
Aurovilian, can have a daily bath. I imagine
an Auroville where people exchange experi-
ence and ideas about difficulties like housing
and money with other people from around the
world who have struggled with the same prob-
lems, rather than an Auroville where people
keep reinventing the wheel.

I imagine how much fun it would be if
our children and the 5000 Tamil children who
share the land with us were working together
on projects which concern us all. I imagine
courses for adults that could be followed on
many different levels, so that you and I and
people from the village and research students
from abroad could follow the same course and
do common projects. I imagine every Auro-
ville employee getting an hour off work every
day to do sports or dance or follow a course. I
imagine an Auroville where meetings are few
but productive and half the hours that we now
spend in meetings would be spent doing some-
thing physical or practical together. And we
would find ourselves becoming young at heart,
the youth that never ages.

(This article appeared recently
in the AUROVILLE NEWS)
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