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A multi-cultural society

Auroville is sometimes
described as a multicul-
tural society. If ‘multicul-
tural’ refers merely to a
diversity of nationalities
this is true, if not neces-
sarily notable: almost any
inner city school in
London or New York con-
tains more nationalities
than Auroville. But if
‘multicultural’ implies not
simply the coexistence of
different cultures, but a
society which celebrates
and is enriched by the
diversity of its cultures,
we move on to more
problematic terrain.

Because while Auroville
is generally a success
story in terms of the abil-
ity of its various cultures
to live and work togeth-
er, there are times when
national or cultural fault
lines suddenly seem to
open up.

Why is this? The truth
seems to be that many if
not most Aurovilians
continue to be influ-
enced, to some extent at
least, by the attitudes
and perspectives of the
- - :
grew up. This is hard for
us to accept - particular-
ly as many of the people
who are drawn to
Auroville are attempting
to reach beyond the lim-
itations of nationality or
caste - but unless we
acknowledge this and
start working creatively
with it, both personally
and as a community, it is
likely that further diffi-
culties will lie ahead and
we will fail to utilise the
true richness of our cul-
* tural diversity.

In this issue we try to
throw some light on this
sensitive issue. Doudou
Diene speaks about his
experience, as UN
Special Rapporteur, of
racism and discrimina-
tion in different coun-
tries of the world; two
South Africans - one
black, one white - who
recently ran cultural sen-
sitization programmes in
Auroville talk about
how they managed to
transcend profound per-
sonal differences, and
Aurovilians explore dif-
ferent cultural perspec-
tives on issues which are
central to the develop-
ment of Auroville as a
true community.

“We all wear tinted glasses”

Doudou Diéne is UN Special Rapporteur on Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Intolerance. He is also a
member of the International Advisory Council, and it was in that role that he visited Auroville in February. Here is an

Doudou

n my capacity as UN Special

Rapporteur [ visit many coun-

tries. I’d like to share with you

some of the conclusions which I

have shared with various gov-
ernments.

Firstly, the level that xenophobia
and racism has reached worldwide is
very worrying. Violence against for-
eigners or against different ethnic
groups is increasing. What makes this
even more disturbing is that some
political parties, particularly the far
right parties, are using racism to gain
votes. Such parties are now setting the
political agenda in some countries,
using issues like immigration, asylum
seekers and the threat of terrorism to
promote their aims. In the process
even the programmes of mainstream
democratic parties are influenced by
their ideology.

Another disturbing dimension is
the intellectualisation of racism. We
are now witnessing scholars from key
institutions writing books and articles
which openly or subtly legitimise
racism and xenophobia. Recently, for
example, a book was published in the
US by a Harvard professor in which he
argues that the increasing demograph-
ic presence of the Latinos in his coun-
try is a threat to the American identity.

So what should be done to combat
these tendencies? [ worked for
UNESCO for twenty years on inter-
cultural issues and I learned that sim-
ply denouncing racism and discrimi-
nation is not enough. You have to

edited version of a talk he gave at the Town Hall.
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ty of the situation out of which racism
arises. For all manifestations of racism
have a long history and are the result
of social, cultural, political, religious
and philosophical processes. Racism
has very deep roots.

National identity

Not only is it deep, it is also uni-
versal. All communities, nations,
wear cultural glasses; they all look at
other communities through lenses
tinted by prejudice. And if you look at
the worst examples of racism; geno-
cide — in Nazi Germany, Rwanda or
Bosnia — you realize that at the heart
of these extreme manifestations of
hostility is the issue of national identi-
ty. National identities are always arti-
ficially constructed. The dominant
class uses archaeology, culture, phi-
losophy and a much distorted version
of a country’s history — all history
books are filled with prejudice — to
define their national identity. In the
process, national minorities or foreign
cultures are often marginalised or
demonised.

For example, how come in India
the Muslim and Hindu communities
fight each other? How do you explain
the marginalization of the dalits? All
these attitudes are engrained in the
long-term construction of the Indian
national identity. I hope one day there
will be an exhibition in India of how
the Indian psyche and mind has been
constructed, and how Indians’ atti-
tudes to their minorities have been
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There is also the economic
motive. In recent history, discrimina-
tion against black-skinned people can
be traced back to the North Atlantic
slave trade. The Europeans needed a
workforce to exploit the New World
and suddenly realized that Africa
could provide the labour. So the
export of slaves was industrialized and
systematized. But then the European
leaders and thinkers had a crisis of
conscience — how could they, as
Christians, capture and sell other
human beings? It was then that
philosophers like Voltaire came to
their aid by propounding the theory
that the blacks are the natural slaves of
others. And this was further legit-
imised in the so-called ‘Black Codes’
which legally defined slaves as
‘goods’.

You cannot combat racism by
simply saying it is bad, inhuman. You
have to begin by deconstructing it, by
tracing it back to its roots, for all forms
of racism are constructions. This
begins at the personal level. We all
have tinted glasses, but we are
unaware of it. We need to look at how
our national identity has impregnated
the most subtle layers of our sensitivi-
ty, thinking and perception, and how it

— tints even the way Aurovilianslook at

each other in a place like Auroville,
which has the high ideal of human
unity.

Identity tensions

For I have come to see that when-
ever two communities — or even indi-
viduals — meet, by the mere fact of
their differences there is an ‘identity
tension’, and it’s the way that this ten-
sion is handled that determines
whether it translates into hostility and
hatred or into attraction and love. This
tension has to be worked on continual-
ly, and religion, philosophy, the media
etc. play a key role in determining
whether communities are marginalized
or integrated. Unfortunately, the lesson
of history is that, because of power
issues, economic interests or religious
ideology, diversity is generally instru-
mentalized into hostility and hatred
rather than understanding and love.

But we must be clear what we
mean by integration. The form of inte-
gration practised by many countries
today is no more than ‘striptease’ inte-
gration. Immigrants are expected to
‘undress’ at the border, to undress
themselves of any kind of specificity,
whether it be religious, cultural or eth-
nic, and to put on the clothes of their
new country. In other words, integra-
tion is not conceived as an interchange
but as a forced giving-up of one’s pre-
vious identity. Integration, practised in
this way, is just another form of dis-
crimination.

For diversity is a key concept in
genuine integration. However, it’s
always a challenge for a nation to

different communities for it fears for
its unity. In fact, this tension between
unity and diversity has not been solved
by any country in the world.

A permanent fight

The fight against racism and dis-
crimination is a permanent work
because racism is a mutant — it is
always changing its forms — and it’s
like an iceberg in that its visible mani-
festation is only a small part of the
whole. My work as Special
Rapporteur is even more complex
since 9/11, because there has been this
amalgamation of race, culture and reli-
gion as certain communities are now
considered a threat to national identity
and security.

So what should be done? Positive
discrimination, also known as ‘affir-
mative action’, can be a useful tool
when discrimination is profoundly
rooted and institutionalised, and where
the map of socioeconomic and politi-
cal marginalisation coincides with eth-
nic maps. But while political and eco-
nomic empowerment is important, it is
only a first step. The next step is the
complex process of weaving the dif-
ferent threads into one fabric, of pro-
moting multiculturalism. There is an

—African-proverb-that-says; *“In the for=

est, while the branches of the trees are
fighting each other, the roots are kiss-
ing”. The branches are the visible
diversity of religions, ethnicity etc. but
the invisible roots are the universal
values of love and compassion. So the
challenge is not to cut the branches,
because in that way you kill the tree,
but to revitalize the branches, to make
them strong, while linking them ever
more closely to the trunk, to common
core values. Society is like a garden,
and gardens are beautiful only when
each flower glows with its own light.

Be more universal

Auroville has this wonderful
dream of human unity, of unity in
diversity. I admire you tremendously
for the efforts you are making. When
you ask what more you can do to
achieve human unity I say you should
continue. to live the Dream that
brought you here. At the same time,
Auroville needs to be more universal,
to reflect more the diversity of the
world, if it is to realize its basic values.
But working on diversity does not
mean working on the entire cosmos.
The first step is to work on the way
you interact with and empower the
local inhabitants. This is the ‘cleaning
of one’s bowl’, the modest task that
each of you can practise every day. It’s
not easy, but it’s indispensable

As to the larger work, all of us
have inherited things which are nega-
tive and positive. As Jean-Paul Sartre
put it, ‘The important thing is not what
history has made of us, but what we are
making of what history made of us.’
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Providing prosperity

One year ago, the Pour Tous Distribution Centre (PTDC) was set up as a new step towards an Auroville economy where the material needs of all are
provided in line with the ideals expressed by The Mother. The Economy Group, ¢uestioning the PTDC's development, called for a general meeting.

Jocelyn and N

e’re getting there,”
‘ ‘ says Jocelyn happi-
ly. Nicole nods her
agreement. A vast
majority in the

General Meeting on Wednesday March 7th
expressed support for the ongoing Pour Tous
Distribution Centre (PTDC) experiment of
which the two are the enthusiastic executives.

This meeting had been called by the
Economy Group (EG). Responsible for the
allocation of community budgets, the EG had
cast a hard look at the Rs 38,000 a month it
was counting out to PTDC while the experi-
ment benefited ‘only” 350 people. The vast
majority of Aurovilians, argued the Economy
Group, have not joined the scheme. Should
the budget continue to be paid? If so, could
the scheme be made accessible to more peo-
ple?

Taking this position, the Economy Group
was in for some hard talk. Proponents pointed
out that the scheme is a step towards the econ-

Auroville's services: how do

ver the years, a gradual shift is
being made from providing cash
maintenances to providing a com-
bination of cash and goods in
kind. Completely ‘free’ (which
means community-funded) are education, atten-
dance of cultural events and puncture repair.

For food and sundry items, participating
individuals are still required to deposit a certain
amount in the relevant common account,
against which a number of goods are made
available in kind.

Ultimately, it is the intention that Auroville
will provide to each Aurovilian all the needs
required in kind, plus a certain amount in cash.
This step is to be made soon.

The Pour Tous Distribution
Centre scheme

Participants are required to deposit a
monthly sum of Rs 2,100 in a common
account. Food and sundry items are obtained
from the Pour Tous Distribution Centre.
Products available have been selected based on
criteria such as demand, quality, costs and
environmental impact. Special items not in
stock can be ordered. The scheme also includes
bread from the Auroville bakery; milk from
Auroville dairies; gas bottles; and lunches and
dinners from select Auroville kitchens and
restaurants. Participants are not billed, though
individual consumption patterns are tracked.
People are made aware if they regularly ‘over-
consume’ and a common understanding is then
reached on how to solve the problem.

Many participants experience great joy in
sharing and giving. Some make donations of
home-made food or bring excess produce from

2 nuroville Today April 2007

icole at the Pour Tous Distribution Centre

omy Mother wished for Auroville. The ideal
Auroville economic model, they said, is not to
turn Auroville into a market economy and
make a business of everything but one in
which the material needs of all would be pro-
vided for without money circulation. The EG
members, instead of only thinking in terms of
profit and productivity, should re-study
Mother’s words and find ways to implement
Mother’s economy. “Your mandate is to
implement Mother’s Dream. What right do
you have to change Her guidelines?” was one
of the indignant responses to the EG members.

Others pointed out that finally something
is being done that many people feel really
good about. “We feel great joy in this experi-
ment —even though we have only made a little
step. But why do you threaten to kill the
baby?” “This PTDC is a way to get away from
the money. I feel a fire of aspiration burning;
there is hope for Auroville again. The money
system has pulled us far away from where we
are supposed to go.” “It is embarrassing to sit

their gardens. A common experience is that it
no longer matters that there is only a limited
choice of products. Participants often say that it
feels quite liberating that one can obtain what-
ever is needed without having to worry about
paying.

PTDC purchases whatever Auroville’s
farms supply, which includes jams and nut but-
ters and also buys the reasonably priced prod-
ucts from Auroville’s food-processing units.

The income and expenditure of the scheme
is in balance. The community provides a bud-
get of Rs 38,000 a month which covers the
maintenances of four Aurovilians (another 6
Aurovilians are working without taking main-
tenance) and running expenses. Its turnover is
Rs 6,00,000 a month.

PTDC will soon start a food-processing
unit that will process its surplus products.

The Nandini scheme

Nandini (meaning ‘the cow of plenty’ in
Hindu culture) started in 1994 as part of a collec-
tive move towards an economy in kind. It pro-
vides basic clothing and household items to
about 580 participants, half of whom are children
and students. Adult participants donate Rs 300 a
month into the Nandini account; the contribution
for participating children and students is collect-
ed from their Children’s Maintenance the com-
munity provides. Participants are not billed,
though individual accounts are maintained to
guard against excessive consumption. The
scheme’s monthly expense of approximately Rs
1,40,000, which includes the salaries of tailors,
maintenance of Aurovilians, purchase of fabric,
ready-made clothes and household furnishings,
and the rent for the premises. All expenses are

here and argue about a
mere Rs 38,000 while
over 350 people bene-
fit by this experiment.
I invite the EG mem-
bers to join the scheme
and try it out for them-
selves. Perhaps then
they’ll understand.”
The EG members,
far from being sitting
ducks, responded with
equal fervour. “When
this EG came into
existence about two
years ago it was faced
with a large deficit
created by the uncer-
tainty that government
funding would be
forthcoming. Our pri-
orities were to contin-
ue free education and
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improve people’s
maintenance which
had remained

unchanged for many
years. Today, the sin-
gle largest chunk of
our expenditure goes
to education and maintenances have increased
from Rs 3,500 to Rs 5,000 a month. The EG is
responsible for community funds benefiting as
many Aurovilians as possible; that’s why we
ask these questions.”

These arguments did not convince the crit-
ics. They responded that while it was nice that
the maintenances were increased, in fact an
opportunity was lost. “Instead of making a
step towards the ideal economy by providing
more goods and services ‘in kind,” you caved
in to the arguments that Mother’s economic
model cannot be imposed and that people
should have a choice, and you decided to pay
extra cash. And now again you threaten to dis-
rupt a system which is clearly trying to be on
the lines of Mother’s ideals.” Others pointed
out that the EG was inconsistent. If it was so
concerned about promoting equal rights for
everyone, why hadn’t it addressed the inequal-
ity between the commercial and the service
sector? “People working in the commercial
sector can take whatever maintenance they

they work?

fully funded by the participants. There is no com-
munity subsidy.

The energy subsidy scheme

Auroville provides, from community funds,
a basic volume of electricity ‘free of charge’ to
all Aurovilians on the grid. Solar users benefit
from a fund that covers the costs of maintenance
and replacement of their equipment.

The scheme, introduced two years ago, was
recently revised as many Aurovilians use less
energy than had been initially estimated. The
next step to promote a decrease in electricity
consumption will be the upgrading of old water
pumps, which consume large amounts of elec-
tricity, plus a general check-up on leaking
underground pipes. The latter would also sub-
stantially reduce water consumption.

The Free Store

The Free Store is a free exchange centre for
second hand clothing and shoes for Aurovilians
and Newcomers. It receives donations from
Aurovilians and sometimes from Auroville’s
commercial units. It has a tailoring section to
make alterations and repairs. Its monthly bud-
get of Rs 9,000 is paid by the community.

Pour Tous

Pour Tous, Auroville’s purchasing and distribu-
tion service, provides a large variety of food and
sundry items to Aurovilians, newcomers and
guests through its retail outlet near Aspiration
and through its ‘basket service’, a free home
delivery service. It also operates a ‘shopping ser-
vice’: any item available in Puducherry can be
bought and home-delivered for a small sur-

want. Those working in the service sector
have to live on what the community provides.
Why don’t you address this problem in a pub-
lic meeting?”

Not all those in the meeting supported the
PTDC project. Tamil Aurovilians in particular
expressed discontent with the scheme. “Our
food expenses are less than those of Western
Aurovilians. Also, we have special require-
ments that the PTDC doesn’t meet. For that
reason we prefer to have more money in cash,
so that we can do our own shopping and
save.” Some Tamil Aurovilians referred to the
school fees they have to pay because they
have chosen to send their children to schools
outside Auroville as these schools provide
diplomas which Auroville schools do not.
Others point at the substantial expenses they
sometimes incur to meet social obligations.

The PTDC executives acknowledged these
problems, but explained that the experiment
had just started. “It took us almost one year of
study with a dedicated group of Aurovilians
before we dared to make the step and started
the PTDC. At first, only a hundred and sixty
people joined. To our great joy, within the
year the number of participants has more than
doubled. But Auroville is still far from provid-
ing for all the needs of the Aurovilians. To
pay maintenances in cash is not what
Auroville should be doing — Auroville is sup-
posed to provide for the basic needs of its
members without exchange of money. We
have to start somewhere — and that is what the
PTDC has been doing. We feel a sense of
urgency. Stopping this project would be a step
backwards from Auroville’s ideals. If that
happens, we would never be able to set the
clock back.”

The meeting concluded with a firm com-
mitment from the PTDC executives to study
how the scheme could include more people
without compromising the experiment; how a
second PTDC outlet could open in the Pour
Tous store at Aspiration; and how a common
purchasing service could benefit the whole of
Auroville. They also announced that soon the
scheme will be extended to become a
Prosperity Service which would include more
goods and services to be made available in
kind as the next step towards a truer Auroville
economy.

Carel
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Mother’s handwritten note

charge. Pour Tous also operates the gas bottle
service, located in the Service area, where empty
bottles can be exchanged. Pour Tous is self-sup-
porting and does not receive community subsidy.
It employs 40 non-Aurovilians and 8
Aurovilians, and has a turnover of on average Rs
120 lakhs (Rs 1.2 million) a month. Its products
are only sold to account holders; cash transac-
tions are not possible.

The Prosperity Scheme:
the next step

The Prosperity Scheme will combine the
benefits of the PTDC, Nandini and the Energy
scheme. Additionally, the costs of basic mini-
mum phone usage and dental care will be cov-
ered. The scheme will also pay the participant’s
contribution to Auroville’s Health Fund. The
positive monthly balance of the scheme will be
transferred to a ‘Caring Service,” an account
from which one-of-a-kind needs of participants
will be met.

In the Prosperity Scheme, those on communi-
ty maintenance are required to contribute Rs
3,000 per month, others Rs 3,250. The scheme
will start as soon as the Free Store and Nandini
have moved to their new premises next to the
PTDC.
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Mother’s balcony and terrace darshans

This unique form of spiritual concordat between the Mother and her children
began as an accident almost... It was the Mother’s habit soon after her return to

&

b 4 Mother's terrace when She came out for Darshan...The atmosphere in and
5 around the Ashram was always wonderful, full of a beautiful light that

. TS

An exhibition of rare photographs of The Mother giving darshan from the
balcony or terrace outside Her rooms was held at the Savitri Bhavan.
Between 1932 -1962, The Mother would appear every morning on the the
balcony of the first floor of the Meditation House. From 1963 till 1972, She
would only appear on the terrace outside Her rooms on the second floor on
darshan days (five or six times a year) and for special darshans.

active work to come out early in the morning to the north balcony adjoining
Pavitra’s room... In course of time, a few sadhaks started assembling on the
opposite pavement fo have a glimpse of the Mother when she came out on the
balcony. With the passage of a few weeks or months, this became a dawn-time
experience of immeasurable importance equivalent to a sacramental beginning
for the day’s run of activities. Almost the entire Ashram would gather, the
whole street would be packed with the expectant sadhaks, visitors and others,
and the brief minutes of the darshan came to be invested with a daily renewed
power and glory.” “The Mother”, says Sahana Devi, “after concentration for a
few minutes used to sweep her eyes of benevolence over all who had come”. It
was believed by the assembled sadhaks and disciples that the Mother did indi-
vidually see everyone within the range of her vision as her eyes moved in a vast
semi-circle of grace and benediction.

K.R. Srinivasa Iyengar in On The Mother (Vol. 1, pp. 365, 366)

“In April, 1972, hundreds if not thousands of people filled the street under

seemed to fill the days. When Mother came out onto Her terrace, that beauti
ful atmosphere became even more light. As I stood in the deep quiet that
descended when Mother appeared on Her terrace, there was always a moment
when I was sure that She was looking at me. She was up on the second floor,
and [ was so far away that I could not really distinguish Her movements clear-
ly, but I always knew when She was looking at me.”

An Aurovilian remembers
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Water supply: are there solutions?

“A massive artificial recharge is the best solution to counter
the groundwater depletion of the area,” says Jeen Kootstra.

he February 2007 issue of Auroviile

Today carried an article on how to

ensure an improved and continuous

water supply for Auroville and its sur-

rounding villages. A study made by
Dutch specialist Eri Salomé, published in January,
emphasized the need for a regional water manage-
ment authority, responsible for the entire area —
Auroville and the surrounding villages. It would
handle water supply and distribution; prescribe
appropriate solid waste and waste water systems to
prevent ground water pollution; promote rain water
harvesting and water re-use, and help install appro-
priate irrigation techniques to lessen water require-
ments for agriculture.

In February a second report was published, this
time on available water resources. Dutch engineer
Jeen Kootstra detailed a number of possibilities to
secure the water supply for the region.

The groundwater situation: problematic

The groundwater situation in the area is prob-
lematic. As it is the only resource readily available
at low cost, water is over-extracted. The yield from
many wells has dropped considerably over the last
few years. Auroville too suffers from less yield. As
an intermediate solution, Kootstra proposes that
water from the groundwater-rich Auromodéle area

‘near the sea be pumped to Auroville’s city centre.

He warns however, that this source might only be
reliable for a short period, probably no longer than
five to ten years. “The hydrogeological formations
below Auromodele are not yet understood,” he
says. “We do not know why there is no seawater
intrusion in the aquifer and how long the ground-
water resources will last.” The indications are not
positive. Kireet, who has been building dams in the
area to harvest rainwater, reports that the ground-
water level has already decreased by 5 metres in the
past five years due to increased pumping. The
Bommaiyarpalayam panchayat has recently dug
two wells in the same aquifer to provide its coastal
villages with water; the village of Kuilapalayam
relies on the same source, and many private indi-
viduals are also sinking wells. “It may be just a
matter of time before all these wells pump saline
water,” says Kootstra. “But this would be a disas-
ter, as seawater intrusion into the groundwater is an
irreversible process.”

Groundwater recharge

Can anything be done to solve the problem of
excessive groundwater withdrawal in the wider
region? Could the groundwater level be improved
through artificial recharging? Kootstra considers
this the best solution, but warns that “measures need
to be substantive to have any meaningful effect.”
Luckily, a significant source is within reach.
Kootstra proposes to study to what extent surface
water can be drawn from the drainage network feed-
ing Kaluvelly tank north of Auroville and be inject-
ed into the groundwater through recharge wells —
wells that are similar to tube wells and which are
used to “pump in” treated surface water.

“This area is one of the main ‘natural recharge
areas’ of the region. Kaluvelly receives approxi-

mately six times more rainwater than it can
store, and the excess goes to the sea. If part of
this could be purified and infiltrated, it would
be the best long-term solution.” Kootstra esti-
mates that the study into the feasibility of this
option shouldn’t take more than 5-6 months.
“If the study proves that this option is feasi-
ble, the new water organisation should pro-
pose this to the concerned authorities of Tamil
Nadu. It would be the best long-term solution
for the entire region, Auroville included.”

Rainwater harvesting

Apart from artificial recharge, Kootstra
also stresses the need to greatly increase nat-
ural rainwater harvesting to improve the
groundwater level. He proposes that a hydro-
geological model be made to identify suitable
infiltration areas in the region. Further he pro-
poses that, as Auroville should be an example
to the area, all houses in Auroville should
have rainwater harvesting systems.

Waste water

The need for proper waste water manage-
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ment was also re-emphasized. In the actual
and near-future conditions of Auroville, says
Kootstra, decentralised waste water manage-
ment is appropriate. Only at a later stage
could a more centralised solution be imple-
mented for a part of the city area. He recommends
that all Auroville households have facilities for
treating their waste water and re-use the effluent.
Standards for safe effluents have to be set.
Wastewater treatment systems have to be regularly
checked for efficiency and effluent quality. The
effluent needs to be safe for gardening or for
recharge. “Groundwater can no longer be used for
gardening,” says Kootstra. “Instead, treated waste
water and harvested rain water should be used.
Gardens should be laid out in accordance with water
availability and not according to the unsustainable
ideas of Aurovilians.” Kootstra hopes that, “with
Auroville as a showcase, the surrounding villages
will gradually follow suit.”

Puducherry’s waste water

Puducherry’s wastewater reception plant is situ-
ated near the community of Forecomers. Daily,
13,000 million cubic metres of untreated waste
water are released into the ground. “We don’t know
the underground flow pattern of all that water,” says
Kootstra. “Does it flow towards the sea? Which
course does it take? Does it pollute the groundwa-
ter? Or is it possible that the polluted water and the
ground water don’t mix and that the groundwater
flows more or less around that massive bulge of pol-
luted water? A long-term study is required.”

Another question is if Puducherry’s wastewater
could be cleaned and reused for irrigation or safe
groundwater recharge. Auroville’s Centre for
Scientific Research has a long-term project, in coop-
eration with the Centre for Ecological Restoration
of the Smithsonian Institute, to study appropriate
treatment systems for Puducherry’s wastewater.
The ultimate objective would be to use treated water

Map showing the location of Auroville south of the

drainage network feeding Kaluvelly tank.

for aquifer recharge and irrigation purposes, for the
benefit of the whole area. This project, however, is
still nascent. Another project aims to deal with
Puducherry’s solid waste dump next to the sewage
farm. The French organisation ADEME (the French
Agency for Environment and Energy Management)
in collaboration with INTACH (the Indian National
Trust for Art and Cultural Heritage) Puducherry will
start work on that aspect.

Desalinated sea water

Kootstra considers desalination of sea water
only a long-term solution, as at present the costs are
prohibitive. However, a potential location for a sea-
water desalination plant and a corridor for a trans-
port pipeline to Auroville should be identified, for
future eventualities.

Matrimandir gardens and lake

In all likelihood, a sufficient volume of excess
rainwater from the Matrimandir oval — the area situ-
ated inside the Matrimandir Lake comprising the
Matrimandir and its gardens — can be harvested and
used to irrigate the gardens all year around.
Groundwater will probably not be required.

Kootstra doesn’t see a function for the
Matrimandir Lake in the future city’s water supply
system. Instead, he considers that “the lake and its
gardens complete the Matrimandir to form a pearl of
serenity and beauty in the centre of Auroville.” He
proposes that the lake be designed from this per-
spective, be built in sections and that the first filling
be done with rainwater. It’s still unclear where the
water will come from to keep the lake at the
required level to counter the effects of evaporation.

Carel
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| birthday, the
| Electricity Board inaugurated a

In brief

Maintenance of
public buildings

The Secretary of the Auroville
Foundation informs that the
Government of India has granted
Rs. 27 lakhs for the maintenance
of public buildings for the year
2006-07. The money will benefit
the Solar Kitchen, six school
buildings, the Health Centre and
the Dehashakti Sport complex.
This grant will recur yearly.

Checkposts

The Secretary of the Auroville
Foundation in collaboration with
the Working Committee has
erected two guarded checkposts,
one near the Visitors Reception
Centre and another at the junc-
tion near Certitude, to control
four wheeler access.

Bharat Nivas
development
The next phase of the develop-
ment in Bharat Nivas campus,
new pathways and landscaping

* work are in progress. The work

also includes pathway lighting,
total water management, desig-
nated parking areas, and new
sign boards. A major part of the
campus will become parks and
pedestrian areas.

lnsiqht into Tamil

heritage and culture
The Thamarai Learning and
Cultural Centre, located in a tra-
ditional 133-year old restored
Tamil house in Edaiyanchavadi
village and home to many activi-
ties for women, youth and chil-
dren, initiated a one-day experi-
ential programme ‘Insight into
Tamil heritage and culture' to
help Aurovilians understand more

about life in the villages, Tamil

culture and family life. The initia-
tive came from the youth in the
village.

Auroville research
data base

The Centre for
Research in Human Unity
(CIRHU) has called on all
Aurovilians involved in original
work and research which aspires
to a higher level of consciousness
to share data and create a data-
base which documents the work

International

" and research activities. In this

way a record of Auroville's
research can be made available
to Auroville and the world at
large.

The Advent of The
Truth

Inspired to convey what Auroville
is all about, Lata Bhasin and

. Monty Gupta made a 40-minute

documentary on Auroville called
‘The Advent of The Truth'. It was

- shown at Cinema Paradiso.

" New “Auroville

feeder’

On February 28th, Auroville's
Tamil  Nadu
feeder

new electrical power

- named ‘Auroville Feeder' from

the Thiruchitrambalam sub-sta-

. tion. This power feeder will be for
. use by Auroville only, and conse-

quently power interruptions are

. expected to be minimised.

. Correction

. The audio tapes of the workshop
~ 'Awakening Creative Entrepre-
. neurship’ as reported in the
. March issue of Auroville Today
- are not available from Auroville
| Radio.
. Entrepreneurship Laboratory for
- details at elab@auroville.org.in

Please contact the
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A MULTI-CULTURAL SOCIETY,

Equality matters

In January and February, South-Africans Ginn Fourie and Letlapa Mphahlele came
to Auroville. Ginn facilitated two 3-day workshops on the theme ‘Equality matters -
an experiential enquiry into our relation with power, race, culture and identity’.

he workshop was developed more

for racially-divided societies like

South Africa than for an interna-

tional community like Auroville.

However, as the trailer for the
workshops put it, “the assumption we work with
is that we all carry cultural lenses that we have
been conditioned by and which, for the most part,
are invisible or unconscious to us. These lenses
heavily inform our behaviour, and in a multi-cul-
tural environment can result in patterns of behav-
iour which are unwittingly offensive or perceived
as undermining, and this can create the seeds of
conflict and division.”

Given the sensitivity of the issues we would
be dealing with, the first necessity in the work-
shop was to create a space in which the partici-
pants felt safe to express themselves honestly.
We were then invited to share stories about when
we felt we had been the victims of some form of
prejudice or discrimination and when we had
been the perpetrators.

It was clarified that ‘discrimination’ refers to
an act based on prejudice, and specifically to the
systematic oppression of one group or individual
by another based on factors like sex, race or class.
“It begins with an assumption,” explained Ginn,
“which becomes a stereotype, then a prejudice
and finally part of our deepest value system —and
this is the hardest of all to change.”

The victims lose much — services, self-
esteemn, opportunities to better themselves etc. Yet
often, as was the case in South Africa, the victims
are in the majority. So what allows discrimination
to continue so long under these circumstances?
Ginn explained that this is not only due to the
institutionalisation of inequalities, it is also
because the prejudices and values of the dominant
class are internalised by those whom are discrimi-
nated against. In other words, many of the victims
come to accept the dominant class’s view of
themselves and feel shamed, inadequate and
angry. However, the victims of discrimination
also ‘cushion’ themselves against the full force of
these feelings through denial, withdrawal etc.

“This is why,” explained Ginn, “to reach a
deeper unity between different peoples we must
first express our feelings in their rawest form —
to go through the crucible — so that we can meet
each other at our deepest value level
Discrimination is felt in the heart, so for change
to happen the victims must acknowledge their
feelings and the discriminators must experience
what the oppressed feel.”

Some of the personal stories shared on the
first day of the workshop were very moving. A
Tibetan, a Sri Lankan Tamil and an Israeli spoke
of the discrimination they had experienced in their
own country or elsewhere. But some questions
remained. Why, for example, do groups and soci-
eties discriminate against others? Is discrimina-
tion as old as humanity itself? Or does it have to
be inculcated?

In fact, on the second day we began to under-
stand how powerful the early messages we
receive are in making us think and act in the way
we do. The group was divided into Westerners
and non-Westerners. Then each group was asked
to remember ‘first stories’ or cultural stereotypes
they had imbibed as children which moulded their
perception of their own culture. Afterwards they
were asked to remember stories which had shaped
their view of other cultures, either Western,
Indian or indigenous.

The results were illuminating. The
Westerners’ early stories were overwhelmingly
positive about their own culture — which they
had learmned to see as civilized, cultured, the
defender of liberty etc. However, their early sto-
ries about indigenous cultures were largely neg-
ative. In contrast, while the non-Westerners’
early stories about their own culture also tended
to be positive, they also included negative ele-
ments. Interestingly, however, the non-
Westerners early stories about Western cultures
also tended to be positive.

Those who had suffered or observed oppres-
sion were then asked what the victims had learned
from the experience. Tolerance, endurance and
self-reliance were mentioned. And what had the
oppressors lost through being oppressors? Among
the suggestions were openness to other ways of
thinking and feeling, innocence, humility, and a
true understanding of history.

Ginn has no doubt that such early stories pro-
foundly influenced her behaviour for many years.
“I wept all night when I realized my complicity in
apartheid. My unconscious stercotypes about
other races had radiated out into the collective.
Yet it was so comfortable to be privileged that I
had done little about the injustices.”

To underline the malleability of young minds
and hearts, we were shown ‘A Class Divided’, a
documentary about a 2-day experiment in an Ohio
classroom in the early 1960s. To help them expe-
rience the effects of discrimination, the teacher
explained that the young children in her class with
blue eyes were actually much smarter than the

children with brown eyes, and she started giving
the blue-eyed children special treatment, while
discriminating against the brown-eyes. Within a
very short time, the blue-eyed children were sail-
ing through academic tests while the brown-eyed
children were slumped over their desks. The next
morning she reversed the discrimination so that
now the brown-eyed children received all the
attention. This time it was the brown-eyes who
flew through the tests while the blue-eyes strug-

-gled with the tests they had performed with ease

the previous day.

Ginn then introduced an alternative, non-dis-
criminatory model of relating. This is based
upon making ones values and attitudes con-
scious (instead of leaving them at an uncon-
scious, “default’ level) and of ‘negotiating” them
with others.

On the final day we were invited to examine
some of the main issues affecting us in Auroville.
Participants mentioned, among other things, the
role of youth, the pervasive influence of money
and problems associated with ‘tribalism’ and
groupism. We then broke up into groups to work
on these issues, following a specific problem-
solving technique which asked us to begin with
articulating an ideal solution and then to work
backward from there. Some of the ideas thrown
up seemed promising, but we had insufficient
time to report back to the larger group on anything
but our process.

Concluding the workshop, Ginn was upbeat.
“You Aurovilians seem to have so much of what
it might take to achieve human unity in collabora-

Ginn Fourie and Letlapa Mphahlele

tion with the Divine, and already you have
achieved so much. Congratulations!” Her recom-
mendations for future work included learning the
principles of ‘non-violent communication’,
exploring what Aurovilians and villagers experi-
ence as discriminatory practise, and setting up a
grievance procedure for anybody who considers
they are suffering prejudice or discrimination.

What did T learn from the workshop? I
learned quite a lot about the ideology and meth-
ods of discrimination: how far it is powered by
largely unconscious attitudes regarding ‘the
other’, how quickly such an ideology can influ-
ence behaviour, and how difficult it is to change
such beliefs once they become established. I also
realized that while Auroville is not a discriminato-
ry society in the sense that there is institutional-
ized suppression of one group by another on the
grounds of race, sex or class, we do seem to have
a lot of preconceptions or stereotypes about each
other. And some, but by no means all, of these
preconceptions may be influenced by our differ-
ent ‘cultural lenses’ and behaviour. But I also
learned that if we can be absolutely honest with
each other, these simplistic views are often
replaced by a larger understanding.

In fact, one of the hopes expressed at the
beginning of the workshop was that it would “lead
to a new phase of human unity in Auroville”. This
is probably too high-flown, but the fact that forty
Aurovilians tried hard to understand their ‘cultural
lenses’ as a first step towards transcending them is
surely not without significance.

Alan

To forgive is to restore humanity: Ginn and Letlapa

st after midnight of 30th December,

1993, Lyndi Fourie was enjoying a drink

with friends in the Heidelberg Tavern in

Cape Town. She was 23 years old, white,

and was studying for an engineering

degree. Suddenly three black men burst in,

sprayed the room with bullets, and ran out. Lyndi
and three others were killed.

The killers were soon caught. They were put
on trial, found guilty and sentenced to long prison
sentences. The criminal trial was attended by
Ginn Fourie, the mother of Lyndi. After observ-
ing them for some time, she sent a message via
the translator to the three defendants saying she
forgave them if they were or felt guilty. Later she
explained that she had developed empathy for the
three young defendants and “I was comfortable
forgiving them at that point because as a Christian
I had the role model of Christ forgiving his mur-
derers”. But she also acknowledged that she was
depending on the law to avenge her loss.

Three years later, the three men came before
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC).
There was the possibility of an amnesty if they
made a full and frank confession (they had
refused to take the witness stand at the criminal
trial). Ginn attended the hearing and reiterated
that she still forgave them and that she would not
oppose their request for amnesty. At the conclu-
sion of the hearings, the three men asked to speak
to her. They told her they would take her message
of forgiveness, peace and hope to their communi-
ties and to their graves, whether they were grant-
ed amnesty or not. Ginn was touched, and listened
to their stories of the hurt and pain they had suf-
fered under apartheid (two of them had had fami-
ly members killed by white men).
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During the TRC hearings Ginn at last learned
the name of their commander, the man who had
given the order for the Heidelberg Tavern to be
targeted that night. Letlapa Mphahlele had gone
abroad when still young to train as a freedom
fighter in the Azanian Peoples Liberation Army.
Now he refused to request amnesty from the
TRC, arguing that he and his comrades should not
be put in the dock for fighting for justice and free-
dom. The South African courts subsequently
absolved him of any criminal responsibility.

In 2002, Letlapa was launching his autobiog-
raphy at a press conference. Ginn went and
towards the end stood up and identified herself as
the mother of the girl who had died on his orders.
She asked him if he hadn’t trivialized the TRC by
refusing to apply for amnesty. He explained his
position. At the end of the book launch, he came
to her. He told her he wanted to meet with her and
her family and would shift any of his engage-
ments to make that possible.

“She had shown great courage in coming to
the function,” explained Letlapa, “and I felt she
deserved more than the answer I had given her
from the platform. She deserved to know my
heart. I wanted a meeting where we could have a
soul to soul conversation.”

Ginn agreed to the meeting because “I was
impressed by his integrity. It was at that meeting
that I forgave him for what he had done. It was
spontaneous, intuitive, but it also made sense in
terms of what my ancestors had done to the
indigenous Africans and how the current systems
still marginalized them.” She was also experienc-
ing personal guilt. “I was learning to acknowledge
my complicity in the whole oppressive apartheid
system. I realized I had not contested it enough

because it was comfortable to be so privileged.”

How did Letlapa receive that forgiveness?
“When Ginn said she forgave me, which was
something I had not sought, she gave me the
greatest gift one human being can give to another:
she restored my humanity.” Ginn was later to
write that “to forgive is as much about restoring
humanity to oneself as to the other because other-
wise there is this unresolved need for revenge.”

Letlapa invited Ginn to come to his home-
coming ceremony in his village and to give a
speech. After some hesitation she accepted. At the
ceremony she stood up and apologized to
Latlepa’s people for the shame and humiliation
her ancestors had brought on them through slav-
ery, colonialism and apartheid. She concluded,
“We are all children of the soil. We have spilled
each other’s blood, now our sweat and tears will
form the mortar to build a new country.”

“We had never expected,” said Letlapa, “that
she would apologize for the sins of her forefathers.
We had already given her an indigenous name, it
was our way of saying sorry, but when she asked
for forgiveness it came like a bolt of lightning, and
it still reverberates in the hearts and minds of those
who were there.” Letlapa was so moved that he
wrote and later presented to Ginn a beautiful poem
addressed to her daughter (see page 5).

“At the homecoming I guess I’d already pro-
jected that Letlapa and T would work together,”
says Ginn, “although at that moment I had no idea
how it was going to happen.” Subsequently, the
two of them formed a foundation — which Letlapa
insisted should be called after Ginn’s daughter so
that her story should never be forgotten — to bring
healing and conciliation to the former warring
communities in South Africa. One of the ways

they planned to do this was through counselling:
Ginn recalled that the young men who killed her
daughter had told her after the TRC hearing that
they welcomed counselling, particularly with the
relations of their victims, in order for true recon-
ciliation to take place. “Now we wanted the ener-
gy and enthusiasm which we had invested in war
to be directed towards bridge-building,” adds
Letlapa. “If the two of us had seen the light, why
should we leave our communities behind?”

But what about their own families? How sup-
portive, how understanding, have they been?
“Everybody in my family has welcomed our
move towards conciliation,” says Letlapa. “My
mother has even adopted Ginn as a daughter.” In
Ginn’s case it is less clear-cut.

While her eldest brother has been immensely
supportive, her husband didn’t want her to work
with Letlapa — he still thinks Letlapa should be
prosecuted in the courts — and her other brothers
have reservations “because they have little under-
standing of what we are trying to do.”

Nevertheless, on the tenth anniversary of her
daughter’s death Ginn took early retirement from
her university job, “to devote what is left of my
working life to promote in every way possible an
understanding of the ‘other’ in South Africa.” The
‘other’, she explains, also embraces the tragedy of
the Boer War and its aftermath which has contin-
ued to poison relations between the English and
Afrikaaners. “I want to work, in my small way,
for the restoration of justice, peace and concilia-
tion for all the peoples of South Africa.”

How successful has the Lyndi Fourie
Foundation been in furthering that? Ginn admits
that their work so far has only been with the for-
mer freedom fighters — most members of the
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