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Film-makers

Doris and Francis

talk about their film

“The Children of Auroville”
part 1, “Early Education”
and part 2, "Here and Now".
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n the early 2008, Doris and Francis began

collecting footage for a new Auroville video

project called ‘The Children of Auroville’.

Focussing on Aurovilians who had been

born here or had come here as children in the
early days, they conducted 60 interviews. In 2009
the first video in the series, ‘Early Education’, was
released. Recently, the second video, ‘Here and
Now’, was shown to a packed Cinema Paradiso. It
has generated a lot of discussion.

Why did you decide to focus on the children of
Auroville?

Doris: If you look at all the films which
have been made about Auroville, it’s only once
or twice that a younger person is included.
Normally it’s certain Aurovilians who do the
talking. We all know them and they speak well,
but we felt it was time that the younger people
got a chance to express themselves too.

Francis: I had no idea about what they were
thinking or how they perceive things, and I
wanted to find out.

At the beginning of the first video you wonder
aloud if they will be willing to talk to you. How
open were they in sharing their thoughts and per-
ceptions?

Francis: I'm sure they had tried to express
themselves before to the older generation and
got nowhere because most older Aurovilians are
not interested in what young people have to say:
as one of them put it, you’re always looked upon
as a kid if you grew up here. And these guys are
in their 30s now! So I thought we were going to
meet with some resistance. However, I was sur-
prised at how open they were and how well we
were received. But we had to seek them out;
they were not going to come to us.

Doris: They would never have made a film
about themselves but I think they really liked
being given the space to express themselves.

So what was the process of making that first
film?

Doris: Actually, at the beginning we didn’t
have any specific topic. We just started with five
questions including, what do you want to say
about your education in Auroville? and how was
it to grow up here? But when some of them
began talking about the time when education
stopped in Auroville, you could hear their pain. I
knew nothing about this, I wanted to learn more.
But none of the adults who had been here during
that period wanted to talk about it.

Francis: That’s because you don’t want to
remember that we were capable of doing those
things. But when Doris asked me to explain, I
realized it was time to find out more about that
period from the people who were most directly
affected. So the theme of the first film became
the obstacles that these kids had to overcome to
acquire an education.

Doris: Some of them are still so emotional
about that time that they didn’t want to be inter-
viewed. Others couldn’t stop talking when they
saw that somebody was ready to listen to them after
all these years. In the process, they also learned a
lot about each other. At a special pre-screening for
the participants, one of them said to another that he
had never known before how much she had suf-
fered when the school closed down. After watching
the first public screening, another Aurovilian said
he was ashamed that we let it happen.

From left to right top row: Baba, Aurosylle, Balu, Anandamayi. Second row: Chandrah, Coriolan, Samya and Satyen, Kumbha. Third row: ,
Ribhu, Tixon, Akash, L’aura Joy. Bottom row: Shandra, Rishi, Chaitanya, Sukhamuni

How did you choose the topic for the second
video?

Francis: 1 was astonished that Auroville
kids, after leaving Auroville, were getting a full-
fledged education from the best schools and
being offered great jobs, but were deciding to
come back. That got my curiosity going. I want-
ed to know what brought them back.

So what did you learn?

Francis: They’re a different breed! They are
very practical, materialistic, by which I don’t
mean they are not spiritual, but they want their
comforts and a lot of them are willing to work
for it. The thing that I liked the most about all of
them was their lack of aggression: there’s a soft-
ness about them that is beautiful. They’re just
stating how they see things, they’re not pushing
themselves forward even though, regarding the
present organization of Auroville, they all say
they would do things differently. As one of them
put it, we’re not interested in fighting, we’ve got
better things to do.

Then there is a rapport among them, they are
more friendly, trusting and loving with each
other than our generation. They don’t question
each other about petty nonsense. They have this
magical quality that I really liked.

Doris: We filmed some of them on the litter-
free Auroville day. Even though they were the
organizers and they were very busy, they
answered all our questions in a very friendly way.
The situation was very stressful but they stayed
calm. They were working with each other, help-
ing each other. That’s what they have. They are
not mean to each other, they don’t manipulate
behind the scenes. On that day you could see them
in action, it was absolutely beautiful, and I think
this is how they will handle things in the future.
Of course, they will make mistakes but the way

they support each other is different. Another day I
went by and found them sitting, segregating
waste. They all had MBAs or equivalents — this
was one of the highest concentrations of acade-
mics in Auroville! — it was hot, smelly, but
nobody was complaining that it was dirty work or
that it was beneath them. I really admire that.

What also comes across from the video is some-
thing very matter-of-fact about their approach.
There are no big egos on display. They just go
ahead and do what needs to be done.

Doris: Exactly. Another young Aurovilian,
describing how he set up a guest card for the com-
munity, said simply that he and his team thought
that Auroville needed it so they just went ahead, and
the funds came naturally. These kinds of things
touched me so much. At times, I was close to tears,

But weren’t the early pioneers also like that in the
early 1970s?

Francis: We were misfits, dreamers who
were blessed by the Mother and it created such a
euphoric state that we all went out and got happi-
ly sunburned. These guys, on the other hand, are
practical, sensible, non-competitive and they are
just doing their thing quietly in the background
while the older Aurovilians are banging on in
their meetings in the Town Hall, creating all
these sparks and whatnot. T mean, to organize
their litter-free day these young guys needed
hardly any meetings. If our official work groups
had taken up such an endeavour they would have
needed two years just to decide what to do.

One of the most striking moments in the video was
when one of them said that the original pioneers
were naive while they are different because they
don’t necessarily believe so much in a new society
and a new man.

Francis: In the 70s you were dealing with a
group of people who looked upon themselves as
the Mother’s soldiers, divine right was on their
side. But that doesn’t come through with these
guys at all and it’s not a bad thing.

Doris: I think he expressed something about
taking things as they come. It’s a new outlook
which says that if the ideal manifests, fine, but
we will not become desperate if it doesn’t hap-
pen immediately. Some of the older generation,
on the other hand, can’t wait. That’s why they're
so disappointed, so depressed, about the present
state of Auroville.

Both of you, at times, seem to have shared this
feeling. Has the making of this video changed
that?

Francis: While I wouldn’t say I’'m depressed
with the present state of Auroville — disappointed
is more accurate — when I view the institutional-
ization which is taking place and the invasiveness
of the government in our affairs I become con-
cerned. Collectively we are definitely stuck, we
just keep repeating the same old things with the
same old people. But when I talk to this genera-
tion I regain my hope for tomorrow. I feel that it’s
time for the next phase in our collective life to
kick in, even though I don’t foresee how our gen-
eration is going to let go and the next one step in.
Individually, however, 1 have to tell you that I
really am happy that I live here.

Doris: I’'m not from this new breed, I still
tend to get angry about what I see happening
around me. But listening to these young people
I’'m not afraid for Auroville’s future: they give
me a lot of hope that the future will be different.

From an interview by Alan

The film ‘Children of Auroville’ part 2 can be
downloaded from http:/fvimeo.com/27938200
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“Auroville’s system of collective decision-

making is a major achievement.

Auroville's methods of decision-making, which are generally described as cumbersome, may have more
sense to them than is normally assumed. They are the topic of the doctoral dissertation of Stuart Leard.

his work took me seven years,
‘ ‘ nine months and one day,”
recounts Stuart modestly.
“Correction!” interjects

Professor Henk Thomas. “It
actually took him 12 years, nine months and 6
days, counting from the day we first started collect-
ing archival material in Auroville.” He refers to the
year 1998 when Stuart, who at that time was head-
ing Auroville’s Social Research Centre in New
Creation community, became a co-researcher in the
Auroville Economic Research Programme
financed by the Dutch Stichting de Zaaier, headed
by Henk.

Stuart’s research, which started in Auroville,
formed the basis for his later thesis which he
defended on June 6th this year at the University of
Saskatchewan, Canada. “The Examining
Committee judged that Stuart had written an excel-
lent dissertation,” says Henk, who was one of the
seven professors participating in the defence. “The
Examining Committee described the thesis as
‘original in theory, original in methodology, and
original in the empirical testing of a very special
case study.” It unanimously decided to nominate
the dissertation to the College of Graduate Studies
and Research for an annual award for the Social
Sciences, a distinction for an exceptionally good
dissertation.” The degree will be awarded in
October.

So what is the thesis about? Entitled
Negotiating Modernity: Habermas and the
International Township of Auroville, India, it deals
with the way Auroville took collective decisions in
the period 1975-2000. “I worked intermittently in
Auroville from 1981, joined the community in
1988 and made my home there from 1994 to 2003.
I returned to Canada to do my PhD,” says Stuart. “T
was moved by the way Aurovilians made collec-
tive decisions, which involved a high level of devo-
tion to community participation. [ wanted to ana-
lyze this dynamic in global terms with the hope that
such a work would be beneficial to both Auroville
and the field of sociology.”

The first step was to discern what could be
learned from the extensive database developed for
the Auroville Economic Research Programme.
Stuart pored through 25 years of Auroville’s week-
ly internal newsletters — from 1975 to 2000 — and
arrived at seven main themes. “I found that the
effort to reach mutual understanding underlay each
of the themes. This effort corresponds to the socio-
logical term, ‘illocutionary action’. Contrary to the
opinions of many Aurovilians, Auroville’s meth-
ods of collective decision-making are unique and
are, in fact, one of its major achievements.”

~ Stuart found that the seven themes had charac-
teristics in common with the basic premises of the
Theory of Communicative Action and the dis-
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course cthics of German sociologist Jiirgen
Habermas. “Therefore the Auroville database
could be used to examine, adjust and contribute to
Habermas’ theory while the application of the the-
ory allowed Auroville to be seen in the context of
social development in general.” He explains: “The
theory of communicative action is not idealistic. It
identifies the role of communication in the forma-
tion of the self and the character of a society.
Habermas makes a very strong argument that com-
munication is central to human personal and social
development. He demonstrates the importance of
un-coerced communication for personal develop-
ment, and explains the link between such commu-
nication and social organization. He then shows
how modern society deprives the individual of
what he or she needs most.

“Habermas observes that systems emerge and
then threaten decision-making based on the effort
to reach mutual understanding, According to
Habermas, two such systems predominate: politi-
cal systems which are steered by power (hierar-
chy), and economic systems that are steered by
money. The goals of the people concerned can be
more effectively reached by such streamlined orga-
nizations. But ironically, government and economy
become out of reach for members of the public:
reduced participation leads to lack of learning and
personal growth on the part of the public and to an
increasing sense of powerlessness, frustration and
isolation.

“People in modern countries are often frustrat-
ed because their political and economic systems do
not correspond to their own values. Participation in
decision-making with respect to both political and
economic organization is a means for people to
learn and grow. The effort to reach mutual under-
standing, upon which Auroville appears to orga-
nize itself, is the means Habermas recognizes as the
way to respond to the negative consequences of
modern society.”

Yet, in Auroville, too, there were tendencies
which threatened the patterns of reaching mutual
understanding. “The Auroville Foundation repre-
sented the attempt to institute a hierarchical form of
decision-making (a system steered by power). That
is how government works everywhere. My
research showed that Aurovilians activated their
own institutions, not as a counter-power, but as the
means to ensure that the principle of mutual under-
standing continued to play a role in the steering of
its political systems.”

At the level of economy, Auroville tried to
manifest the ideals of Auroville as set-out by The
Mother. “Combined with the practice of collective
decision-making, this had a great effect on decision-
making in the township. Instead of conforming to a
system of private property, which is the cornerstone
of Western economic organization, Aurovilians

claimed economic organization as one dimen-
sion of organization with which to experiment,
that is, to decide together. Communication
instead of the right to private property was
emphasized. This participation in directing the
economy expanded the potential for conflict
and confrontation. People were unafraid to state
their positions clearly and often passionately in
general meetings, in the face of opposition,
identifying the injustice of the status quo.
Aurovilians addressed each other free of any
form of economic or political constraint or
coercion.” In this respect Stuart mentions that
he designed his analysis to capture precisely
those injustices, such as the abuse of power that
might have come with group participation. But
he found, “these categories of action did not
constitute a trend. They were eclipsed by con-
sensus-building.”

It was remarkable, he says, that since the
1970’s, although there have been a number of
visa cancellations and expulsions, Auroville life
did not become characterized by conformity or
constraint. “There was definitely a measure of
courage in choosing to speak one’s mind. Each
participant had the opportunity to bring his or
her concerns to the relevant working group or
to decision-making forums. This was a free par-
ticipation in decision-making. It worked
because Auroville’s institutions in that period
acted on the concerns of the public.”

Stuart elaborates on this as ‘a remarkable
achievement’. “The effort to reach mutual
understanding is time-consuming, frustrating
and it frequently results in slow development.
But it did not prevent development. The data-
base showed that Auroville demonstrated the
ability to use illocutionary action effectively, to
be able to influence the steering of its political
and economic systems. The dissertation exem-
plifies how Aurovilians mobilized their institu-
tions in order to participate in their political and
economic organization along with the newly estab-
lished Foundation.”

He points to yet another aspect. “Auroville
demonstrated a way of acting together which toler-
ates great differences between people. The town-
ship demonstrated that individual autonomy, free-
dom, learning and expression are complementary
to strong identification with and dedication to the
community. In other words, communicative action
and solidarity are complementary.”

Does Auroville’s form of organization have a
future? “Most definitely. The analysis demonstrat-
ed that communicative action is sustainable as an
organizing principle for the residents of Auroville
and that the effort to reach mutual understanding is
a sound basis for social organization. This will also
hold true if Auroville’s population expands.

Stuart Leard

“But bear in mind that the parameters of this
work run from 1975 to the year 2000. The thesis is
an analysis of decision-making in that period. If
today Aurovilians choose differently, then a future
analysis will come out differently. For example, if
since 2000 systems have been put in place over
which Aurovilians feel they have no control, then
Habermas® observations will apply and systems
will operate according to the logic of power and
money. For Auroville, I believe this would be a
potentially dangerous trend. In today’s world, peo-
ple often find themselves subject to the state and
economic systems. Auroville has developed an
opening to a different workable potential.”

In conversation with Carel

Stuart’s thesis will soon be available on line.
He can be contacted at stuart.leard@usask.ca

he first video focusses on

early education in

Auroville. It describes the

establishment of the first

‘proper’ school in
Aspiration in December, 1970 and early
attempts at educating a very diverse
group of children. “School was very
experimental,” remembers  Renu,
“everything was ‘unestablished’.”
“There was lots of pioneering in educa-
tion,” says Grace, “and all kinds of
teaching styles. It was very nurturing but
it always broke down because teachers
would vanish. And then it was always
the children who suffered most.”

One of the early experiments
involved making the whole of Auroville
a learning environment but this soon proved
unworkable and a more structured school pro-
gramme replaced it. That came to an end in
November, 1976, when a school meeting decided
that henceforth only those who lived in Auroville
could teach or attend the school at students (before,
some of the teachers came daily from the Ashram).
“It was suicide, absolute suicide,” says
Shraddhavan, describing how the school was forced
to close because it could not run without finance and
some of its key teachers. It was also a time of
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of Auroville part 1 and 2

Litter free day, 29 January 2010

dogma. “The adults saw no need for the school,”
explains Croquette. “They said the children will
learn by themselves. It was all about freedom, free-
dom, freedom.”

“For us children, it was devastating,” remem-
bers Grace, “It was like darkness came.” “We were
lost,” says Rathinam, “we had no school, no
teachers, and we didn’t know where to go.”

The last part of the video concentrates upon the
students’ efforts to get an education. At first they
tried contacting individual Aurovilians. Later small,

alternative schools, like Johnny's and
Croquette’s, were established to cater to
their needs. Finally, Selvaraj, Jothi and
friends requested that Swagatam School,
which Aspiration community had been
running as a guest house, become a
school once again. They succeeded and
the second phase of formal education in
Auroville began.

The second video begins by asking
those who went out and received an
excellent higher education elsewhere
why they had decided to return to
Auroville. “Auroville has a very differ-
ent vibration,” says Akash. “I like the
open-mindedness of people here,” says
Coriolan, “they’re open to discussing
more than football and beer.” I love
this place,” says Ribhu, simply. “Auroville is a
warm hug.”

They are not blind, however, to what they see as
present shortcomings in the community and the
problems that their generation faces. “It’s very diffi-
cult for us younger adults to bring in different ways
of working,” says Anandamayi, “there’s so much
resistance to the new.” Satyen agrees, “The old gen-
eration doesn’t want to let go.” He is relaxed, how-
ever, pointing out that change will come naturally as
the older generation ages.
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“Our generation is completely different and we
will do things differently,” says Akash. Aurosylle
agrees. “For my generation it won’t happen through
groups and meetings, these things don’t work.”

So what are they doing now? “When I came
back I didn’t want to work for something I didn’t
believe in,” says Ribhu, who today is working in
solid waste management. Tixon is “very happy”
combining running a boarding facility for younger
girls and boys in New Creation with his work in the
Graphics section. Coriolan designed a fibre-optic
network for part of Auroville, while Akash has been
involved in numerous start-ups — including Skynet,
electric vehicle design and production, the
Aurocard and hydroponics. “When I see something
that needs to be done I do it,” he says simply.

And The Dream? “Our generation is less naive
than yours,” concludes Baba, “and maybe we are
not so interested in creating a new society or a new
man.” As he sees it, there are two options. Either Sri
Aurobindo and The Mother were right and the
supramental is at work in the world, or they were
wrong and nature is doing its work by accident.
Either way, there is no need to worry because we
cannot influence these larger events. All we can do,
he believes, is to become good human beings who
do the least harm. “As for Auroville, I think this
place is great the way it is.”

Alan
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Auroville's organization: time for a change?

Auroville's organization is very much in the news again as the community discusses how to select a new Working Committee and Council. Auroville
Today invited a number of Aurovilians who have been in major working groups or who have studied our organization to share their thoughts about it.

Here are some excerpts:

Auroville Today: Is our present organization
effective in dealing with the present realities
and in furthering our ideals?

Joseba: No. I believe that our present sys-
tems and structures are inefficient; they are not
resolving the main problems. We need to start
thinking afresh because nobody is happy with our
organization today.

Angad: Some time ago I became involved in
trying to do something about the pollution from
the burning of the Pondicherry garbage. What I
discovered was quite interesting. A group of peo-
ple spontaneously came together, and started
doing some very practical things. That energy
carried the group along. It was all done in a very
non-hierarchical, ‘no one’s in charge’ kind of
way, and this led to other people coming in and
we actually got some solutions moving. This is
how Auroville works, but it is not reflected in our
‘official” organization, in working groups like the
Working Committee, the Housing Service and
the Town Development Council that function
with fixed mandates. At present you have the real
thing which is going on and the official thing. We
have to find an organization which reflects how
things are actually happening here.

Suhasini: Auroville has an enormous self-
organizing capacity but this doesn’t get reflected
in our larger organization. Besides, if you look at
the Auroville population today, economically we
have 3 main categories; those with independent
means, those with skills, access to capital and /for
a network, and those who have neither and who
are pushed to find ways and means to survive. In
most of our major groups today, people with
independent means predominate while those
without means come together to get representa-
tives on the groups who will lobby for their inter-
ests. This situation does not encourage coura-
geous or innovative governance.

Also, when a group gets formed the commu-
nity’s general mistrust of the group composition
necessitates an oversight sub-group: thus we have
constructed an organization based upon mistrust
rather than it’s opposite. Now add the fact we live
in a small society, how can we be sure that it is not
personal issues which are influencing our moni-
toring bodies” evaluative capacity?

Carel: The worrying aspect for me is that
Auroville does not follow the well-accepted stan-
dard principle of democratic models, the separa-
tion of powers between the executive, legislative
and judiciary.

We have our legislative body in the
Residents’ Assembly (RA), which functions
democratically since the community fixed deci-
sion making guidelines in 2007. But the RA still
has to take up its true role, which is to decide on
policies. There is a tendency of working groups
to try and determine policies by themselves,
bypassing the RA. The RA has to get its own
organisation together.

The executive is our working groups; here
we see a tendency for them to go out on their
own, where the working groups publish very
brief or densely written reports, if any, thus
avoiding accountability. The problem here is that
we do not have a parliament of sorts which can
question a working group: individuals can only
voice their concern or opposition on Auroville’s
internal website.

The independent judiciary is completely
absent. Sometimes executive working groups,
such as the Auroville Council or the Working
Committee or the FAMC, take it upon them-
selves to act as judiciary. But this is an unsatis-
factory arrangement. I have seen examples of
serious wrongdoing by individuals or working
groups which were not addressed, and there was
no possibility to appeal or do anything about it.
That creates mistrust in the efficiency of our
organisation.

formalized, even when the reasons for their cre-
ation cease to exist, and this has lead to a prolifer-
ation of groups which has got embedded into our
organizational structure. If we could identify the
few main areas most people are concerned about
— like membership, the socio-economic issues,
development and the services — and then have
terms of reference with broad guidelines about
what is and what is not permitted in these areas,
we could streamline our governance to be more
effective rather than obstructive.

L
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From left: Carel, Angad, Suhasini, Alain and Joseba

Auroville Today: So how can our organization
be improved?

Joseba: Mother says we should not fix any
model of organisation, that it has to grow organi-
cally, according to the necessities of each area of
work. This should be our guide.

Angad: When Carel refers to the Western
democratic system I concede that the separation
between the executive, legislative, judiciary is
necessary (as well as that between religion and
state) but beyond that I think we have little to
learn from such a system. If our idea is to evolve
as a collective, then the collective has to find the
means to express itself, and the people in posi-
tions of power have to respond.

Suhasini: When you look at the picture
worldwide, you see that very few people want to
be direct participants in the everyday political
process of their society. They look for two
things: firstly, that there are clear rules and reg-
ulations to marginalize deviancy and, secondly,
that there are checks and balances within the
civil society that allow them to intervene if the
system gets repressive or exploitive. Most polit-
ical systems evolve to include these two
requirements.

In Auroville the situation is different. We
have nurtured the idea that everybody has to have
their say and that everybody’s opinion has not
only to be considered but included in the every-
day governance process. Since no opinion can be
rejected, new subgroups are created to study
them. Over time these subgroups became

Alain: Most of our groups have ridiculously
large mandates. I think that instead of mandates,
each group should have a one page mission state-
ment which expresses the spirit of the group.
Then we should trust the groups to do their best.
We need to retain a few things, such as the 2007
guidelines on decision-making because we need
arecognized mode of taking decisions. But other-
wise we could drop many things from our present
organization. The thing is to remain as flexible as
possible.

Joseba: I agree. The number of rules and
guidelines we have is immense: it certainly
doesn’t enhance creativity. But this is not to say
that doing away with them would improve mat-
ters. Our commercial units, for example, are not
hemmed in with mandates and regulations: they
function in a situation where individual initia-
tive can be given full rein. Yet this sector has
shown little dynamism and appears to be one of
the most stagnant in Auroville.

Angad: Two things need to be done for our
organisation to be more efficient. The first is
that working groups need to give concise, regu-
lar reports pertaining to how and why decisions
are being made. If this were done, most of the
problems we see today wouldn’t come up. For
it is a big source of mistrust that no or very lit-
tle information is given to the community
regarding how the major working groups oper-
ate. This implies that the members of these
groups need to develop skills in reporting and
in keeping proper records, something which is
not done at present.

Working groups should also be more profes-
sional in how they respond to community feed-
back. If you give extensive feedback on a new
policy and receive no reply, or afterwards see that
maybe just one of your comments got integrated
into the final document, then you start wondering
why you have done all that work. It’s just like
politics: you go to a public hearing, you say your
piece and then the person in power does exactly
what he or she always wanted to do.

Secondly, we should improve the tools for
community feedback. There are some — Auronet
is potentially a fantastic tool — but other tools like
opinion polls and referenda are not being used
enough, and when they are used they are often
poorly drafted. It takes a particular skill to design
a referendum or opinion poll from which we can
get significant feedback.

Carel: | think we should also acknowledge
that our working groups should have qualified
people as members. There is still a belief in
Auroville that anyone can be a member of any
working group. This is simply not true.

Joseba: The problem of the short term of
office of major work groups is that Auroville
does not profit from the experience that has been
built-up. As soon as the members have learned
the ropes, often by trial and error, they have to
leave. Then new people come in who make simi-
lar mistakes. We should create a group of func-
tionaries, a kind of Auroville Civil Service,
which would serve successive working groups.
In this way there would be continuity and the
work wouldn’t suffer. It would also ensure that
records are properly kept.

Carel: 1 think there should be an Auroville
appeal body consisting of independent members
who are not part of any other group. This appeal
body would deal with appeals of people against
decisions of any working group or unit and it
would be the ultimate authority. We cannot con-
tinue with the situation we have today where
Aurovilians who feel wronged run to the
Governing Board or the Secretary.

Alain: Mother described ‘divine anarchy’ as
the ultimate organization Auroville should have.
We cannot go straight to it now, but we should
keep it in view as it reminds us that our main
problems are always problems of our level of
consciousness. Mother also mentioned the need
for the members of the main organizing group to
have an intuitive consciousness. Of course, any
time you mention the need for seven intuitive
people the immediate reaction is, “We don’t have
them’. I understand. However, my feeling is that
when certain things function relatively well here,
it is because some intuitive quality is at work.

Angad: I think if we really want to change
something in our organization, we need to look at
the process of our own personal sadhana and do
something parallel to that in our external organi-
zation. It’s about looking for the psychic open-
ing. At present, we don’t have any spiritual
process reflected in our collective governance
and I think this is a glaring omission. I don’t
know exactly how we would do it, but I believe
this would be the fastest way to improve our
organization. After all, we’ve tried everything
else and nothing seems to have worked.

Interview by Alan

REFLECTION
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live a double life. When, in the
early morning, I sit on my ter-

A failure of faith?

What to do? I know I won’t change
overnight, perhaps not even over many

race reading Sri Aurobindo or

Mother, I swim in vast seas.

The grand architecture of their
vision and experience fills me with
the absolute certainty that spirit is the
moving force and mind no more than
a receiving-station.

However, when the daily buzzer
sounds and I scramble up to organize
forest work or write an article or plan
a presentation, [ slide seamlessly into
another mode where mind, liberally
mixed with emotions, is king.

Do others live this split exis-
tence? 1 would guess so, because
while most Aurovilians are reticent

about expressing themselves on spir-
itual matters, there is a shared under-
standing that we are here to develop
a consciousness beyond mind. And
yet when you look, say, at the orga-
nizational structure we have evolved,
it is clearly a product of our minds,
not of any spiritual aspiration.
Mother didn’t want this: she
gave clear indications concerning
how we should organize ourselves.
And for her the prime organizing
principle was consciousness: only
those with a higher consciousness —
which, at the minimum, should be
‘intuitive’ — should be the organizers.

We've never adopted this. We've
never encoded this in our mandates
or in the process of decision-making.
And we think we know why.
Because either we don’t believe that
anybody of an ‘intuitive’ conscious-
ness is among us, or we distrust our
ability to recognise them and are ter-
rified of giving power to impostors.
But there may be another reason.
Because when I look at my own tran-
sition from early morning under-
standing to mind-dominated day, I
recognise that it is more than just a
forgetting. At some fundamental
level, I realize that I doubt that spirit

really is the prime mover; that spirit,
as Mother pointed out, can organize
matter far more effectively and com-
prehensively than can mind. At some
level, soaked, as I probably still am,
in the materialistic perspective of my
upbringing, and with no direct (or,
let’s say, conscious) experience of
the power of spirit over matter, I sim-
ply don’t believe.

Is this true of others? I don’t
know. But T suspect this may be
another, unacknowledged, factor in
our failure to incorporate Mother
into the ‘practical’ aspects of our
daily lives.

lifetimes. But I want to try. After all, T
don’t believe it was mind which
brought me here, and Auroville is clear-
Iy not sustained by our collective mind-
force. So why don’t we try that ‘other
way'? Not, perhaps, full-bloodedly at
first: we don’t have to leap to enthrone
the intuitives, assuming that they can be
found. But, at the very least, we could
try making a space, a time, during our
meetings and work group discussions
for something else to come through, a
kind of ‘time-out for the divine” when
we listen and call for something beyond
the tired static of our minds.

Alan

/
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Foobp AND AGRICULTURE

The Five Year Sustainable Agriculture Plan

On August 11, the Auroville Sustainable Agriculture Plan steering group presented the outline of a five year plan. In brief, sustainable organic
agriculture can become a reality in Auroville if we change food habits, invest in existing and new farms and have a wider participation of residents
in the food and agriculture sector of Auroville.

or the Auroville food and
agriculture sector, the time
has come for a big jump.
That, at least, is the opinion
of the Auroville Sustainable
Agriculture Plan (ASAP) steering
group, an ad-hoc 12 member working
group consisting of representatives of
farmers and other community members.
“Since late 2009, the ASAP steering
group has been studying the Auroville
Farms and the Auroville food scenario
to assess weaknesses and potentialities,”
says Jeff, who runs Discipline Farm.
“We’ve come up with a vision state-
ment, a mission statement and a strategy
for the next five years. [see box] In brief,
we want to ensure a more sustainable
and secure food supply for Auroville.”

Farm productivity

“The work,” says Priya Vincent,
another steering group member who
runs Buddha Garden, “involved firstly
making an assessment of the Auroville
farms. About 320 acres, managed by 14
farms were assessed for their existing
and potential productivity. A few new
farms from which data is not yet avail-
able were not included in the survey.”

The ASAP group found that only
49% of the 320 acres were under active
cultivation, while the rest was woodland,
fallow or unused land, or was used for
infrastructure and buildings. “We stud-
ied the scope for bringing more acres
under cultivation as well as the scope for
getting more produce from the same

that is primarily based on the full pro-
duction potential of the existing farms,
after making improvements and taking
new farm land into account. The
demand driven model assumes an aver-
age diet, which is “multiplied” with the
projected population number, resulting
in a crop plan for both the food that can
be grown in Auroville and outside
Auroville. The second model looks
mainly at the potential of the existing
and new Auroville farms and builds the
crop plan bottom-up.

acres. We calculated the need for invest-
ments in equipment and buildings, and
studied the availability of human
resources. Finally we prepared a crop
plan for each farm.” To a question as to
whether any of the existing farms needs
to be closed down as they seem unvi-
able, Jony Jos, another member of the
task force, responded that “no farms
should be closed down. We should put
our energies into improving farms
instead.”

The Aurovilie food demand

The second aspect of the work was
to study the Auroville’s demand for
food. Here the ASAP group ran almost
immediately into problems. “The
demand data were incomplete and there
was a lack of information-sharing,” says
Priya. “But we found that Auroville’s
consumption patterns show that the food
demand of Aurovilians includes a good
amount of food that cannot be grown in
this area. There is an insufficient
demand for Auroville-grown food.”

The comparison of production
capacity and demand was the next step.
Toine, another steering group member,
explains. “We used models in which
crop plans are mainly based on demand,
with two different population growth
scenarios: respectively 2850 people in
2015-16 and 5000 people in 2015-16.
We then used another crop plan model
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Rice fields at Annapurna

“Both models show that all
Auroville produce can be fully con-
sumed in Auroville. But they also show
that Auroville farms will only be able to
meet 15% — 25% of the Auroville
demand; the remaining part of our food
requirement will have to be bought from
outside. To reach the figure of 25%, the
total area under cultivation, at present
160 acres, will have to grow to 400 acres
in2015-2016.”

Large investments are needed

So substantial investments will be
required. “We calculated that to
improve existing agricultural land and
to develop new land (existing
Auroville land and land to be pur-
chased), a yearly capital investment
will be required. These investments
are estimated to amount to Rs. 10
crore in the 5-year plan period, start-
ing with an investment of Rs. 56 lakhs
in2011-12.

“We also propose that a working
capital fund is created. Our farms have
been working all these years without
an official working capital, which
meant that sometimes land would lie
fallow simply because there was no
money to get crop cycles started. We
propose that a revolving working capi-
tal estimated at about 30% of the annu-
al value of Auroville’s farm produce
will be made available to the farms.”

Growing capsicum in Auro-Orchard

FoodLink

But even with these additional
investments, a link remains to be devel-
oped. That is FoodLink, the nexus
between all food that Auroville grows
and buys, and what it distributes and
sells to the outside world. “FoodLink is
the essential element of our five-year
plan,” says Priya. “The existing small
FoodLink will have to grow into a large
organisation that manages the demand-
supply gap. It will help develop food
production plans, taking production
capacity and demand into account; it
will procure from Auroville farmers,
purchase from Auroville’s bioregion-
al partners and from external suppli-
ers; it will store the goods; and it will
distribute and sell the surplus to
Auroville’s  collective  kitchens,
restaurants, food processors and food
distributors such as Auroville’s Pour
Tous outlets; and it may operate sales
outlets in Pondicherry.

“Here too, investments will be
needed,” says Toine. “Initially, we
need to expand the existing set-up
which will cost something in the
order of Rs. 10-14 lakhs. Ultimately,
FoodLink will need an entirely new
facility. The costs of that new facility
are being worked out.” And the run-
ning costs? “The FoodLink team has
estimated their annual operational
costs to be close to 8% of the market
value of food handled in 2011-12,
which is too high. But as volumes
increase and processes improve, that
cost should reduce to 3% or lower,” says
Toine.

Can we change food habits?

But how to increase the Auroville
demand for Auroville-grown food? And
is there a need to do so if FoodLink
could easily sell the surplus that is not
consumed in Auroville through its sales
outlets in nearby Pondicherry?

“It would be a sad story if all the
efforts made into growing organic food
in Auroville would result in that food
being sold in the external markets while
Auroville residents continue to con-
sume mostly non-organic food pur-
chased from the external market,” says
Toine. “We would rather see the
Auroville population change its food
habits and consume what Auroville
grows with only the surplus being sold
externally.”

This brought a lively discussion.
Angelika, who runs the Solar Kitchen,
said that attempts to introduce some
Auroville-grown produce, such as
varagu, had not been a great success.
“The response was conservative.
People favour foods that are basic to a
culture, such as rice for Indians. We
also lack interesting recipes. But with a
modern cookbook, and with a positive
approach from the Aurovilians, we
might be more successful.”
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Auroville-grown food too COSﬂV?

The price of Auroville-grown
organic food is another problem.
While the prices for grains and veg-
etables fluctuate greatly in the open
market, the Auroville farms have
fixed theirs at rates that are on average
10-15% higher than the average mar-
ket rate. This is a serious problem for
many who depend on a community
maintenance. Auroville’s produce, for
them, is simply too expensive.

“We discussed this and agreed that
there is only one way out: to subsidize
the crops so that the price of non-organ-
ic foods from Pondicherry will be the
same as the price for organic produce
from Auroville. That should stimulate
the Auroville demand,” says Priya.

Lucas, another member of the
steering group, points at the farms’
income and expenditure account. “In
the financial year 2010-2011, the agri-
cultural income was Rs.74 lakhs; the
income from other sources was Rs. 31
lakhs while the expenses came to Rs.
142 lakhs. The deficit was almost Rs.
38 lakhs, which was paid for by
Auroville and some donations. This is
not economically sustainable. Yet, as a
percentage of the total Auroville bud-
get, this deficit is about one percent. In

Europe, and in many countries in the
world, farm subsidies take up to 50% of
a country’s budget. Farming and food
are subsidized all over the world.
Nobody in Germany, for example, pays
the true price of farm products. Even in
India much food is, directly or indirect-
ly, subsidized. Auroville has no choice:
it has to subsidize its organic food so
that it becomes available to all
Aurovilians.”

Can Auroville become sustainably
self-supporting?

Many Aurovilians believe it is
essential that Auroville become self-
supporting. Some use the term “self-
sufficient”. Toine explains that there is
a difference between being self-sup-
porting and being self-sufficient. “The
Mother spoke of Auroville as ‘a self-
supporting township’, which is differ-
ent from being self-sufficient. Self-sup-
porting means that Auroville’s econo-
my should support the food require-
ments of its population; self-sufficiency
would mean that you grow everything
on your own land, which is impossible
in the case of Auroville.”

So can we become self-supporting?
“We believe we can,” says Toine. “But
we have to discuss this in a wider con-
text: whether Auroville can be self-sup-
porting in food and agriculture in a sus-
tainable manner.” Asked for a defini-
tion, Priya explained that for the steer-
ing group, the term includes four objec-
tives: conserving an ecological balance
by avoiding depletion of natural
resources; being economically self-sup-
porting; contributing to increased long-
term food security for the community;
and stimulating people to be involved
in agriculture. “We have concluded that
all these objectives are within
Auroville’s reach. But to realise them
needs a committed focus from every-
one in Auroville. It is not just up to the
farmers or to FoodLink. It is the
responsibility of all of us and many
more people have to get involved in
food and agriculture.”

The steering group intends to
increase awareness by organizing
‘Thought for Food” workshops to pro-
vide a platform for all concerned.

Carel

Vision

globally.

Mission

self~supporting township.

practices amongst farmers.

Strategy

procurement.

and agriculture.

initiative [see AVToday 265].
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From the Auroville Sustainable Agriculture Plan

1. Create and maintain a healthy and conscious farming system,
integrated with and providing food for Auroville.

2. Produce food in a way that is sustainable for the earth, for the
community and for the bioregion.

3. Promote and advance sustainable farming practices locally and

1. Provide as much healthy, organic food for Auroville as possible.
By providing one of the basic needs of the community, Auroville’s
agricultural sector will be a major contributor to making Auroville a

2. Establish and maintain a community-embraced network that guides and
supports food production and distribution for Auroville.
Create information systems that enable the farms to estimate demand,
monitor production and set targets for production of selected items.
Setup certification and monitoring systems which will ensure the high
quality of our organic produce, and promote the sharing of best

3. Increase knowledge, awareness and the practice of sustainable organic
farming in Auroville and beyond.
Provide education and experience for individuals, both within and
outside Auroville, who wish to learn about sustainable farming.

1. Increase own production and decrease dependence on external

2. Optimize agricultural assets in a sustainable manner.
3. Use educational tools to evince interest and participation in food

4. Make food and agriculture an attractive and creative sector to work in.
5. Change food habits to a more sustainable diet (more locally-grown,
organic farm produce, e.g. the community-supported agriculture
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