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“There is no fundamental difference”

An introduction to the Sri Aurobindo Ashram - Auroville relationship

i o

Clockwise, from top left: Relaxing after the bonfire on August 15th, Sri Aurobindo's birthday; the Samadhi in the Sri Aurobindo Ashram; the Unity Pond with behind it the Banyan tree in

s Mother made clear, the
AAshram and Auroville issued
5 from the same high source of
inspiration. However, she was often
asked to clarify the relationship
between the two. As early as her first
detailed conversation about
Auroville, in June 1965. she stated
that neither she nor the Ashram
would actually move to Auroville
(although she might visit). Auroville,
she explained, is “the contact with the
outside world”. A few months after
the inauguration of Auroville she fur-
ther clarified, “The Ashram will keep
its true role of pioneer, inspirer and
guide. Auroville is the attempt
towards collective realization.” Thus
Mother stressed from the very begin-
ning two of the characteristics which
distinguish  Auroville from the
Ashram - the fact that it is more ‘out-
ward’, more involved with the texture
and challenges of the ‘real’ world,
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Auroville; the covered staircase to The Mother's room on her birthday February 21st, a darshan day.

and the emphasis upon collective
action as opposed to the more indi-
vidualistic yoga of the Ashram.

The first settlers in Auroville
were predominantly Western, and
many were strongly influenced by the
anti-authoritarian attitudes of the
1960s. In appearance, attitude and
behaviour they represented a totally
different world from that of the high-
ly-regulated, overwhelmingly Indian-
populated Ashram in Pondicherry.
Some Ashramites must have won-
dered who these strange people were,
and why Mother was welcoming
them without imposing on them the
same admission conditions and disci-
pline as prevailed in the Ashram. Was
there, perhaps, a fundamental differ-
ence between the ideal of the Ashram
and Auroville? Mother replied,
“There is no fundamental difference
in the attitude towards the future and
towards the service of the Divine. But

the people of the Ashram are consid-
ered to have consecrated their lives to
yoga (except, of course, the stu-
dents...). Whereas in Auroville, the
simple goodwill to make a collective
experiment for the progress of
humanity is sufficient to gain admit-
tarice.”

In 1969, she wrote her fullest
explication of the Ashram-Auroville
relationship for a UNESCO commit-
tee.

“The task of giving a concrete
form to Sri Aurobindo’s vision was
entrusted to The Mother. The creation
of a new world, a new humanity, a
new society expressing and embody-
ing the new consciousness is the work
she has undertaken. By the very
nature of things, it is a collective
ideal that calls for a collective effort
so that it may be realized in terms of
an integral human perfection.

The Ashram founded and built by

The Mother was the first step towards
the accomplishment of this goal. The
project of Auroville is the next step,
more exterior, which seeks to widen
the base of this attempt to establish
harmony between soul and body,
spirit and nature, heaven and earth,
in the collective life ¢f mankind.”

And the next year she added,
“The Ashram is the central con-
sciousness, Auroville is one of the
outward expressions. In both places
equally the work is done for the
Divine.”

The latter sentence seemed partic-
ularly aimed at those who felt that the
early Aurovilians were not at all the
right material for hastening the
advent of a new world. And this was
not just the perception of certain
Indian Ashramites. In a famous con-
versation of 10th January, 1970,
Satprem reports an Italian disciple
suggesting that the Ashramites should
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join Aurovilians in building the
Matrimandir, “because without the
inner force of the people of the
Ashram  mingling  with  the
Aurovilians, the people from
Auroville will remain what they are.”
The Aurovilians, he explained, are
not “receptive enough to do the
work”, they are “full of arrogance, of
incomprehension, they only see the
outside of things”. He concluded that
the “breach” between Auroville and
the Ashram could only be healed if
the Ashramites and Aurovilians
worked together. However, to
Satprem’s obvious astonishment,
Mother replies, “As for myself, I
don’t find it (the breach) wide
enough..It isn’t at all the same
plane.” And she goes on to explain
that she didn’t want Ashramites to be
infected by the bad habits of some
Aurovilians.

(continued on page 2)
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THE ASHRAM-AUROVILLE RELATIONSHIP

Perspectives on unity

Aster Patel was one of the first students of the Ashram school. She grew up at
the feet of The Mother, with Sri Aurobindo’s presence in his rooms. She moved
into the Auroville experience in its early days and is now one of the members

of the Governing Board of the Auroville Foundation.

he work of Sri Aurobindo and The
I Mother started almost a hundred years
back. The Ashram was the centre of the
action of the Force They brought down, of the
experiment they were making, of their work for
a new step in evolution. The Ashram, in their
words, was a laboratory of people gathered
around them. I was amongst the first group of
very young ones who joined the Centre of
Education started by The Mother. With Her, we
children had a personal contact several times a
day. I had the immense grace to have Sri
Aurobindo’s darshan for several years.

As I grew up in the Ashram, I saw how
Mother created each department and activity,
how She was physically present in each place,
and how meticulously She ensured the running
of each department, getting daily reports. These
departments were imbued with Her Presence
and sense of perfection. Their outer activities
developed slowly and gradually and as the inner
fullness of experience of the people progressed,
the outer activities did so as well. :

The descent of the Supermind in 1956 was a
very great turning point in our young lives. Not
long afterwards, we saw tremendous changes in
the world. The big upheaval of values, ideas and
perspectives of Europe exploded in May 1968,
when a whole world of young people looked for
something new. A few months earlier Mother
had founded Auroville, a spiritual environment,
another quality of ‘space’, where the young
could come and work and experiment with new
structures of life. It was, perhaps, a pre-vision,

an earlier action and it was amazing that the two

*
dates are so close.

Auroville was very fragile in those early
days. Mother wanted it to find its own moorings.
There were lots of problems — but they helped
Auroville to find its own base. But how many
times was Auroville nearly wiped out! And why,
I wondered, did Mother create Auroville so
close to the Ashram?

My answer to these questions is that the
deep concentration of Force and spiritual energy
that are present in the Ashram has sustained
Auroville and helped it to grow. If the ‘well” of
Consciousness there was not so deep, Auroville
could not have flourished. Auroville is an out-
flowing of what is held there in the Ashram.
Without that source, Auroville could never have
got started; and without that inner connection,
Auroville could never have been sustained.

When I look at the world now, I see a
tremendous change taking place due to the pres-
ence and the dynamism of a Supreme Action.
People all over the world are looking for new
ways to live, new ways to be, very much what
we are trying to do in Auroville. For those who
have read about Sri Aurobindo’s work, the
changes are obviously the result of the
Supramental Action spreading over the world,
due to the work of Sri Aurcbindo and The
Mother. ‘Evolution of consciousness’ are no
longer foreign words, they are being used every-
where now!

In Auroville, I witness an increasing stabili-
ty since some time. I have a sense of fullness
about the experiment. If we are facing a lot of
problems on the surface, it is perhaps because

they were hidden and are
now thrown up into the
limelight because the time
has come for things to
change. Naturally one
thinks about the need to
become that ‘willing servi-
tor of the Divine
Consciousness’ mentioned
in Auroville’s Charter. It
means that Aurovilians have
to actively pursue ‘freedom’
in the spiritual sense: free-
dom from the ego, from
desire, from one’s own nat-
ural propensities, from
one’s mental preferences,
and to intensify their under-
standing of why they are.

here. For Auroville to grow, it needs to turn its

attention to the deeper consciousness within at
the same time as it sends out widening ripples
around the world. Only so can it effectively
change its structures of life and move closer to
the ideals expressed by The Mother.

The Ashram and Auroville are creations of
Sri Aurobindo and The Mother — founded by
them — to take evolution further. The Ashram
has a solidity of inner consciousness and a deep
reservoir of spiritual energy, so deep that it can-
not be sounded. My experience of meditating
near the Samadhi is of reaching out to that
essence, which touches the psychic in you
directly. The mighty Presence of Sri Aurobindo
and The Mother seeps into one’s being — as con-

“There is no fundamental difference”

(contined frompage 1) ]

As if to reinforce this concern, her next message
regarding the Ashram-Auroville relationship
was precipitated by an Aurovilian misbehaving
in the Ashram playground, resulting in a call to
ban entry to all Aurovilians.

“Being an Aurovilian is not at all the same
thing as being a member of the Ashram and liv-
ing the Ashram life,” she wrote, and wenf on to
say that only those Aurovilians who had been in
the Ashram before the birth of Auroville had the
right to attend playground activities.

There followed what seemed to be a blizzard
of messages from Mother to the Aurovilians on
topics like the need to tell the truth, to avoid vio-
lence and to go beyond egotistical limitations.
When, in March 1972, a fire completely
destroyed the Toujours Mieux workshop in
Aspirations, Satprem asked her if this was due to
“a wrong attitude over there?” “Yes. Oh, they’re

- all quarrelling among themselves! And some
even disobey deliberately, they refuse to recog-
nize any authority.”

Interestingly, however, Mother stated that “I
do not want to make rules for Auroville as I did

for the Ashram.” And even if she was forced to
make one exception (regarding drugs), she con-
tinued to be, from the point of view of some
Ashramites, extremely lenient in her attitude to
some Aurovilians, allowing some of them
chance after chance to reform their behaviour.
She wanted, it seems, the Aurovilians to
progress not through obedience to imposed
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Aurovilians too await their turns for visiting Sri Aurobindo’s and The
Mother's rooms on darshans

rules, as in the Ashram, but through the practical

discovery that the old habits, “like smoking,

drinking and, of course, drugs...all that, it is as if
you were cutting pieces off your being.” In any
case, she said, there would be a natural weeding-
out. “The power of the realization — of the sin-
cerity of the realization — is such that it’s
unbearable to those who are insincere.”

In spite of Mother’s strictures and the
increasing scepticism of a few Ashramites con-
cerning the viability of the Auroville experi-
ment, throughout these years many Ashramites
and students from the Ashram School continued
to come to Auroville. Some worked on the
Matrimandir, others taught in Aspiration School
or helped with physical education. After
Mother’s passing, however, there was a progres-
sive worsening of the relationship with the main
office-holders of the Sri Aurobindo Society
(SAS) whom, it was felt, wanted to run
Auroville as their personal project. The situation
deteriorated to such an extent that, in 1980, the
Government of India passed the Auroville
(Emergency Provisions) Act, temporarily taking
the management of the project out of the hands
of the SAS.

The conflict was clearly with the SAS rather
than with the Ashram, and throughout this diffi-
cult period many Aurovilians and Ashramites
continued to visit each other just as before and
maintained deep friendships. However, there
were incidents which, for some individuals,
weakened their links with the other community.
For example, the
Ashram teachers
working at
Aspiration School
were very dis-
tressed when, in
the mid 1970s,
they were put
before an ultima-
tum which
required them to
either join
Auroville or stop
teaching  there.
Even though the
reason had more
to do with radical
educational theo-
ries than opposi-
tion to
Ashramites, the
decision «of the

Aster Patel (right) presenting Mira Nakashima with a copy of

The Mother’s self-portrait

cretely as can be.

In Auroville, Mother has created a world
setting, a total setting of life in all its aspects,
with an incredible diversity of people.
Meditating in the Chamber has given me a dif-
ferent experience than at the Samadhi — there is
a transparency of consciousness in which a cer-
tain action takes place.

The Ashram and Auroville complete one
another at the level of consciousness, experience
and action. The Ashram takes one to the depths,
Auroville to the wideness. There is a ‘sense of
matter’ in the air of Auroville, which is original.
If totality is what one seeks, the path is incredi-
bly rich — and one is deeply grateful.

Aster

Members of the Sri Aurobindo Ashram on their Sunday shift at the Matrimandir
granite workshop

Ashram teachers to stop coming reflected their
feeling that they were no longer welcome. On
the other hand, when the Ashram trustees
refused to support the Aurovilians, choosing to
remain aloof from the conflict, some Aurovilians
felt betrayed. Similarly, those Aurovilians close
to Satprem were dismayed by the way they
believed the Ashram authorities had mistreated
him in pursuit of the Agenda tapes. The publica-
tion of Mother’s Agenda, which contained
strong comments on certain Ashramites and cer-
tain aspects of the Ashram, coupled with
Satprem’s pronouncement that the Ashram was
dead, further reinforced a feeling in some
Aurovilians that Auroville need have nothing to
do with that institution.

In recent years, however, there has been

much more interchange between the two com-
munities. This is due to a number of factors. The
passing of the Auroville Foundation Act in 1988,
which finally took away the right of the SAS to
manage Auroville and gave Auroville its own
legal status, gave Aurovilians a renewed confi-
dence in their independence and allowed many
of the psychological battlements to be disman-
tled. Then the opening of the Chamber in
August, 1991, resulted in a significant increase
in the number of Ashramites visiting
Matrimandir. A few years later, another bridge
was put in place when Savitri Bhavan began

inviting Ashramites to give talks to Aurovilians
on different aspects of the yoga: these have
proved very popular. Alongside this there has
been an increasing cultural interchange, of
which the recent joint art exhibition is only the
latest manifestation. And, of course, new people
have joined Auroville who have little knowledge
of or interest in the old stories, while former
antagonists have gained greater understanding of
each other’s perspectives over the years.
Obviously, Mother created a very different
ethos, or ‘work environment’, for the Ashram
and Auroville, and sometimes the differences
have been misunderstood or over-amplified.
Ashramites, for example, have been stereotyped
as over-devotional, hidebound by tradition and
unwilling to experiment, while Aurovilians have
been seen as ‘vital’, undisciplined and more
interested in outer manifestation than inner
development. Partly, this reflects different cul-
tural centres of gravity in the two communities,
as well as the failure to offload ‘baggage’ some
of us have been carrying for many years, if not
many lives. It’s worth remembering, however,
that when Mother talked of the need to be recep-
tive to the new consciousness and to prepare
the world for a new creation, she made
absolutely no distinction between Auroville
and the Ashram. For her, they are clearly one.
' Alan
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THE ASHRAM-AUROVILLE RELATIONSHIP

“We are members of the same larger family”

Kittu Reddy speaks about the increasing awareness of Sri Aurobindo’s work in India and the respective roles the Sri
Aurobindo Ashram, the Sri Aurobindo Society and Auroville, have to play.

¢ 6 he purpose of the recent exhi-
I bition, for me, was to bring
Auroville and the Ashram
devotees together in their artistic expres-
sions on the theme of The Mother,” says
Kittu Reddy, who is in charge of the Art
Gallery of the Sri Aurobindo Ashram.
“When Kirti came up with the idea of the
joint exhibition, I readily agreed to host
i

‘Mother had entrusted Kittu with the
responsibility for the Art Gallery in 1972.
“At the time, I had asked Her if I could
open it to art works from Aurovilians. She
replied ‘certainly’ and added that it could
also be used to exhibit works of those who
are well-disposed towards Sri Aurobindo
and The Mother. Her only condition was
that the hall should not be used for com-
mercial activities, or for propaganda, and
that taking photos of the exhibitions need-
ed prior permission from Pranab, who
heads the department of physical educa-
tion of the Ashram school. Accordingly,
the Art Gallery has housed many
Auroville exhibitions, and I was glad to
open it this time for ‘MAA’.”

“The fact that Aurovilians and
Ashramites exhibited together drew only a
few muted negative comments,” says
Kittu. “On the whole, the Ashramites were
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hol are forbidden in the Ashram while that
is not so in Auroville. Then there is the
fear that people in Auroville are taking
drugs and Ashram students should not be
exposed to that.” But he admits that the
Ashram too has its share of problems.
“The Ashram faces similar challenges.
There has been a decline in the standards
since Mother left her body. It was
inevitable, perhaps, but that is what hap-
pened.”

Kittu came to the Sri Aurobindo
Ashram at the age of five, in 1941. “At the
time the Ashram was very strict,” he
recalls. “It had a one-pointed aim, the ful-
filment of the entire goal of the yoga.
When children came in the early 1940s, a
school was started and the focus widened
to include them. After Sri Aurobindo left
his body, SAICE was created, allowing
people to come in who were not aiming at
yoga. Step by step Mother expanded her
work. After SAICE, the Sri Aurobindo
Society was created, with the task of
spreading Sri Aurobindo’s message all
over India and abroad. The Society also
became instrumental in starting Auroville,
manifesting a Dream of The Mother
which was already present so many years
carlier. And today we see that Sri
Aurobindo’s vision is increasingly accept-

happy.” Asked if he was satisfied with the
quality of the exhibits, he smiles, “I have
no right and authority to judge the quality of the
paintings and sculptures. I can’t pretend I

. enjoyed all of them — I liked some and I was not

touched by others, but that is a personal judge-
ment. What maSttered for me was to see the
large diversity in those expressions on the con-
cept of Mother and the opportunity to release
the creative urges of so many artists. That was
quite-satisfactory.”

Kittu Reddy is relaxed in his armchair. He is
just back from Leh in Ladakh, on the Indo-
Chinese border, where “it was freezing cold —
minus 7 degrees!” He had been invited by the
commander of the Indian army stationed there
to give lectures on spirituality to the officers,
particularly on Sri Aurobindo’s and The
Mother's work and vision. “I spent ten absolute-
ly exhilarating days,” he says. “Many people in
the Indian army are opening up to Sri
Aurobindo and The Mother.” !

Kittu Reddy’s vocation, teaching Sri
Aurobindo and the Mother, came to him at a
rather young age, when he had finished his stud-
ies at the Sri Aurobindo International Centre of
Education (SAICE) in the Ashram. “Once I had

Kittu Reddy

asked The Mother whether I should help others
by teaching,” he said. “Her answer was quite
interesting: “Whether it will help others I do not
know, but it will help you enormously.’” He
joined SAICE, teaching History and Social
Sciences, and in recent years started giving lec-
tures — on a slightly more intellectual level, he
says — to Aurovilians at Savitri Bhavan. “I want-
ed to serve Sri Aurobindo by being a bridge
between the Ashram and Auroville. Quite a few
Ashramites have . reservations regarding
Auroville, but I have always felt that we are
members of the same larger family. Perhaps
they did not like my decision - if so, they have
not cared to express it, and I probably wouldn’t
have cared either. But I thoroughly enjoy pre-
senting Sri Aurobindo’s The Human Cycle and
The Ideal of Human Unity in Auroville.”

Kittu believes that the resistance in certain
Ashram quarters to having closer contacts with
Auroville is based on the fear that it might dam-
age some of the principles of the Ashram. “Our
rules are very different from yours,” he says.
“Sex is forbidden here; in Auroville you are
allowed to have your family. Smoking and alco-

ed and known in India and abroad.”

Kittu proves his point by talking about
the Indian army. “Many years ago, and purely
by chance, I was introduced to the then Chief of
Staff of the Indian Army, General B.C. Joshi.
He was interested in bringing spirituality to the
armed forces, and asked me to give lectures to
his officer corps which I have been doing ever
since. They know, of course, about my back-
ground, but I am careful to present knowledge

and only inform them about Sri Aurobindo’s
views and vision and not to present a devotional

picture. Army people are essentially result-ori-
ented; they want knowledge and the information
how to use it in their daily lives. So for a long
time I never even mentioned the name of Sri
Aurobindo. But recently we in the Ashram have
given workshops for members of the armed
forces staff who came and stayed here for a
week. Many of them tell me that it is changing
their lives. Sri Aurobindo is now much more
known and accepted than say 20 years ago.”
Kittu Reddy has also written two books.
“Mother once observed, when I met Her togeth-
er with Kireet Joshi and Tanmaya, that we need
our own history textbooks which are written in
the light of Sri Aurobindo vision. She looked

directly at me when She said this, and it was
clear what She expected. | struggled with it for a
few years, and finally managed to finish it.” The
book, History of India, A New Approach, gives
a very Aurobindonian angle to history. Instead
of being a narration and interpretation of exter-
nal historic events, it looks at the psychological
and inner dimension, in an attempt to place in
proper perspective the deeper psychological and
spiritual elements in the outer life of the Indian
nation.

The second, more recent book, entitled A
Vision of United India: Problems and Solutions,
deals with the partition of British India into
Pakistan and India, and Sri Aurobindo’s vision
of a reunited India. Says Kittu, “Unification is
my passion. In 1971 I wrote a letter to The
Mother about it and She replied that the union
of Pakistan and India is inevitable. Later She
said that it will take the form of a confederation.
Interestingly, the army has taken to the book
and ordered a large number of copies. I believe
that unification is necessary for world unity. I
am totally convinced that until India and
Pakistan are united, world unity will not take
place.”

“This,” he continues, “is also what I am
looking for in Auroville. Auroville is very
important, because if you can show that people
from all these nations can live together, in a
higher consciousness, you release a tremendous
occult force. Every time you in Auroville create
a deeper understanding at a deeper level, a
vibration is released without you being con-
sciously aware of it. If you study the importance
Mother gave to Auroville on the occult level,
you will understand. Aurovilians need to
address all the ideals Mother has set before
them - like the no-exchange of money and the
others — because even those attempts at realisa-
tion have their consequences. Aurovilians have
to realise the tremendous task they have been

“given and have to raise their level of conscious-

ness. We Ashramites have to help with all our
goodwill for, after all, Auroville is Mother’s
Dream. The oppositions and challenges are part
of the process. One has to be patient: ultimately
we are changing human nature. The atmosphere
between the three organisations, the Ashram,
the Sri Aurobindo Society and Auroville is
already more relaxed today. Definitely a lot of
goodwill is prevalent, and I am sure that ulti-
mately the three organisations will work harmo-
niously together and jointly contribute to “The
Aurobindonian Movement’, as Dr. Karan Singh
likes to call it.”

Carel

“"We should respect each other’s point of view"

Hufreesh was a student in the Ashram School between 1982-9. Subsequently she considered joining the Ashram and
worked there for two years. When she decided it was not for her, she stayed for a short time in Aspiration to see if she

would like it. She joined Auroville in 1996.

Auroville Today: Did the Ashram
teachers talk about Auroville to the
students?

_ Not at all. Most students knew
very little about this place. As a stu-
dent, I visited Aurobrindavan on
weekends because I had a German
friend whose mother lived there,
but most students didn’t visit or
show any interest. This was partly
because we had no time, our school
schedule was so tight, but Auroville
also had this image — there were the
rumours about drugs, sex etc.

So there is something of a negative
image?

It really depends on whom you
talk to, what their personal experi-
ence is and how they interpret that
experience — there’s no one
‘Ashram view’ of Auroville. Many
people in the Ashram are not at all
exposed to Auroville, or if they
come they come only to meditate at
the Matrimandir, and that’s all they
know about.

Did anybody try to stop you going
to Auroville?

No. When I was a student visit-
ing Aurobrindavan nobody tried to
discourage me. Then, when I decid-
ed to try out Auroville, I spoke to
Harikant, one of the former
trustees, and he supported me. After
I decided to join, I went to tell
Pranab. I expected him to try to dis-
suade me, but he simply told me to
try it.

What was your experience of living
in Auroville?

My first month in Aspiration
was wonderful. Later, when I
joined Auroville and moved to
Certitude, initially everybody was
much colder and I missed the lov-
ing warmth of the Ashram family.
But I never felt Auroville was in
any way less ‘spiritual’ than the
Ashram.

controlled.
small

when

join?

Why do you think so few Ashram
students join Auroville?

Hufreesh in front of her painting ‘Star Child’, at
the MAA exhibition

bridges

When you’re in
the Ashram school
everything is very
It's a
world and
you’re like the frog
in the pond. So
they
many of the stu-
dents want to get
out and experience

efforts should be

Auroville? Should
we make it easier,
for example, for
Ashram students to

between

" Auroville and the Ashram. The
main thing is that each respects the
other’s point of view and direction.
I don’t think it’s a big thing that
Ashram students are not joining
Auroville, and I certainly don’t
agree that ex-Ashram school stu-
dents should be given any special
help to join. We need people who
believe in the ideals of Auroville,
whether they be Ashram students or

leave

the big wide world. people from any other part of the
world. My personal experience is
Do you think that if you are meant to come to

Auroville, things will work out: it

made to improve doesn’t depend on people or cir-
the connection  cumstances. Because something
between the else is working here, and if you
Ashram and believe in the dream called

Auroville, you will overcome the
obstacles and develop.

What about making more informa-
tion about Auroville available in
the Ashram?

I don’t see any
need to make a big
effort to

Yes, one could try!
build
Alan
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THE ASHRAM—AUROVILLE RELATIONSHIP

“1 will always have goodwill for Auroville”

Shyam Sundar played a central role in the unfolding of Auroville in the early vears as Mother entrusted him with the

responsibility for the project.

How did you come to take up that
responsibility?

At the beginning of February, 1971,
Poorna came and said that Mother wanted
to tell me something very important.
When I went to Her She immediately
asked me, ‘Are you ready to do what I
say?” ‘Yes, Mother.” Then She said that
Auroville is not in good shape, there are
difficulties there, and She wanted me to
take up that very difficult work, although
my health was not good. ‘You will have
lots of difficulties, but I will be with you,’
She said. And then She added one sen-
tence. She said She would hold me moral-
ly responsible from now on for what hap-
pened in Auroville.

I've never been able to fully under-
stand what She meant by this, although I
began to get an idea when She gave me a
very good scolding some time later for
something which had happened there but
which was beyond my control. I began to

“understand that I had to be 2 medium for
Her. She would see me daily with my
report and problems and She would help.

Practically, what did the work involve?

Everything! Everything came to me. I
was sanctioning funds, channelling gifts and
donations, in charge of transport, doing land
purchase, office management and, of course, all
the internal problems of the Aurovilians were
being brought to me. They came with all sorts
of ideas about freedom and anarchy which,
while they had a basic truth, because of the
Aurovilians’ youth and inexperience were cre-
ating problems both for them and for Auroville.
In my dealings with them I always tried to take
a commonsense view.

There was also a necessity to bring some
order into admissions to Auroville. At that
time, anybody coming from abroad would get
admission. So a proper entry procedure was
instituted. Application forms were drawn up, a
group was formed - comprising Andre
(Mother’s son), Roger, Navajata and myself —
which met applicants, and then I would take the
application sheet with our comments and a pho-
tograph of the applicant to Mother for Her deci-
sion.

Although She authorised you to do so, did you
ever make a decision about admitting some-
body or sending somebody away without refer-
ence to Mother?

No. My feeling was that it was a too com-
plicated thing for me, or for any human being.

. Mother could see what I couldn’t. We had met
the actual man or woman but Mother, when She
saw the photograph, looked at the soul of that
person. She saw things as a whole, from so
many points of view: the role of the individual,

“1 don't know m

uch

Shyam Sundar

his soul position, the current situation of
Auroville, how, if he’s a so-called ‘bad force’,
it could be useful to Auroville, how, if he is a
so-called ‘good force’, Auroville may have to
pay a price...

How good was the relationship between the
Ashram and Auroville in the early years?

At the beginning it was first-class. All of us

were interested in Auroville, and many of us

went to the inauguration. And Ashramites were
going there not only for functions but also to
work for 3-4 hours on projects like
Matrimandir. At the same time, if anybody
from Auroville came with any request to an
Ashram department, it was very cooperatively
attended to.

In the early 1970s, however, Aurovilians were
banned from entering the Ashram play-
ground.

This is because the playground has been
under the direction of Pranabda who is a strict
disciplinarian and couldn’t stand the bad
behaviour of some Aurovilians. There was also
a space problem. But it wasn’t a blanket ban. If
I and Madhav Pandit signed for them, then cer-
tain Aurovilians could still go in.

The real problems between Auroville, the
Sri Aurobindo Society and the Ashram arose in
1975-6. Many things happened — it was all
political — but the net effect was that
Ashramites were completely stopped from

Ashram students speak about Auroville

$¢ uroville? I don’t know much about
-z s Auroville, you better ask ex-stu-
dents.” That is the general reply
Ashram students give when asked about
Auroville. And aside, “Even if’l did, I would not
speak about it.” Why, one wonders? The two
organisations have so much in common, yet there
is virtually no contact between their youths.
Youth, the brush that will paint the Future. If the
students are not allowed to interact how are even
‘ex-students to know what Auroville is like?
Upon completion of your studies in the
Ashram, would you like to join Auroville?
“Maybe. But I doubt it is possible to sustain
yourself without personal funds.” The Ashram
students love the nature and the peace that is
sheltered in Auroville; but the people...
“Auroville has been founded on certain ideals™
they say, and ask, “Where are those ideals now?”
Naturally the question arises: if you know so lit-
tle how did you come to that conclusion? To this,
most will agree that much of what they know is
from hear-say; and from all the hyped-up stories
that are circulated.
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about Auroville”

What they like about Auroville is the “pro-
gressiveness”. That is clear even without them
coming into much contact with Auroville. From
the standard of Auroville’s cultural programmes,
it is quite obvious. In the Ashram the pro-
grammes are burdened by the devotional
approach. The Ashram, they say, unlike
Auroville is much more concerned with trying to
preserve the “Good Old Days” and in that effort
eliminates much of an individual’s freedom. In
Auroville, however, the limitless freedom is, now
and then, misplaced and mishandled. In its
approach, Auroville mentalises while the Ashram
devotionalises.

There are unwritten rules forbidding Ashram
students to visit Auroville. Does that mean they
have never visited the Matrimandir? “Perhaps a
couple of times.” For them, The Matrimandir has
an intensity, as if a whole new globe is emerging
from the earth. It, however, does not compare to
the overwhelming sweetness that they experience
in the Ashram. “There a pence fills you ngh{ to
the depths of your being.”

Indrani .

working in Auroville.

Was the general feeling in the Ashram at
that time that Auroville had somehow lost
its way?

Yes. And I was blamed by everybody
for everything. All emotions, all actions
emanating from by the Ashram, the
Society or Auroville were all attributed to
me. And I was only there because of that
sentence of Hers, that She held me morally
responsible, that She had given me the
responsibility for Auroville, and that I
should never give up that responsibility on
the grounds of incapability. At that period,
I was completely isolated, Mother was my
only support.

Of course we all commit mistakes, I

- committed mistakes too, and I sometimes
wonder that if I had acted differently could
I have averted what happened? But then I
see that even then we might have commit-
ted the same mistakes. The main thing is
the spirit in which we act. We all have to
try our best.

How would you describe the relationship
between Auroville and the Ashram today?

That time in the late 1970s was the
lowest point in our relationship. Now there is a
definite change both in the Ashram and in
Auroville. People are more positive, perhaps
because a younger generation has come up
which is more open. Personally, however, I feel
we lost a golden chance at that time. There was
a new current in Auroville in the early 1970s,
and I always had an expectation that if the
youth trained in the Ashram went to live in
Auroville then Auroville would succeed.

Today students from the Ashram school are
still not allowed to come fo Auroville.

So far as I know this is the view of the
Physical Education department. I have heard
Pranabda explain the reasons and I understand
them. However, the problem is not insoluble.

How can it be solved?

There needs to be more discipline in
Auroville while, from the Ashram side, there
should be a readiness to forget what happened
yesterday. There is a further difficulty, howev-
er; the Ashram is not the same since Mother left
Her body. This casts more responsibility on
Auroville.

In what sense?

Mother said, as far as I can recollect, that
the Ashram is the pioneer, the central con-
sciousness, while Auroville is a more outward
expression. However, in the ‘divine drama’

which is going on, we don’t know which body
will play which role at which point of time.

How necessary is it that the relationship
between Auroville and the Ashram should be
good?

It is necessary because we can learn from
each other. We can also wrestle among our-
selves sometimes! However, to achieve greater
unity we must first unite in our hearts. Of
course, fresh problems will arise, fresh causes
of disunity, but we have to deal with them. That
is why we are here.

A good relationship is also necessary
because both the Ashram and Auroville are
Mother’s creations. Mother appeared quite dis-
appointed with Auroville in Her last years
(whether She was any happier with the Ashram
we can’t say!). She was sending strong mes-
sages to Auroville about the need to always tell
the truth etc. and once I asked Her if these mes-
sages also applied to Ashramites. ‘Yes,” She
said. In her consciousness there was no differ-
ence between the Ashram and Auroville. She
always saw them as one.

And personally? What are your feelings about
Auroville today?

I will always have goodwill for Auroville,
for Mother’s project. I always pray for
Auroville and if there is anything I can do to
help, in whatever way, I am willing. But,
frankly speaking, I am not very happy with the
present Auroville. Even if the Matrimandir is
completed — and this is something I have
looked forward to for many years — I wonder
what it will mean if there is not also some inner
development (points to his heart).

You feel that in Auroville today there is more
outer manifestation than inner development?

Yes.

And what about your relationship with those
Aurovilians with whom you were in conflict in
the past? I hear that Frederick is again speak-
ing with you...

A happy softening and understanding has
been coming in several of us at Auroville. In
Frederick too... (Laughs) It is Renu, his daugh-
ter, who pushed him. Actually, at one time
Frederick and I had a very close relationship.
That all changed, but now we are together
again.

Do you ever talk about that difficult period
together to understand what happened?

No. The less we speak about it the better,
otherwise the story-telling will start again. Let
us rise above it.

From an interview by Alan and Ancolie

exchange. *“ Ange

these.” Srimoyi

education.” Samrat

Looking at each other

A few Aurovilians who studied in the Ashram give their
views on the two communities

“The Ashram is basically an Indian culture, whereas Auroville is a con-
glomerate of many different, primarily western, cultures. The Ashram is
more a kind of monastery, where Mother created detailed structures. In the
Ashram most Ashramites surrender their material possessions and live only
to serve the Divine. In Auroville, the structures have to be built by the
Aurovilians themselves and many have little awareness of what it means to
serve the Divine. Ashramites and Aurovilians should not influence each
other. But on the cultural and the sports level, there could be more

“The Ashram and Auroville have a lot of prejudices and misconceptions
about each other. Only a free intermingling between them can remove

“The Ashram offers a great protection to its students and a very concentrat-
ed environment. But it has the danger that they will start living in a crystal
bowl with its limitations. It would be good if there would be exchanges in






















