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An extraordinarily complex individual

An important new biography, The Lives of Sri Aurobindo, has just been published in the U.S. Written by Peter Heehs of the Ashram Archives, it is the
product of many years of painstaking research. Auroville Today spoke to him about the challenges involved in writing about Sri Aurobindo.

Auroville Today: Why do we need yet another biography
of Sri Aurobindo?

Peter Heehs: What justifies a new biography is new
material or a new interpretation. Most biographies of Sri
Aurobindo published before 1989 were based on his rem-
iniscences, supplemented by an assortment of secondary
sources. The idea that a historical work must be based on
archival sources had apparently not occurred to the writ-
ers. It might not have occurred to me either if my first boss
at the Ashram Archives, Jayantilal Parekh, had not sug-
gested that I make a chronology of Aurobindo’s life, bas-
ing it on “authentic documents”, With his encouragement,
I spent a few years working on and off in archives in
Delhi, Calcutta and Baroda, and later in London and Paris.
It wasn’t always easy — the records of Baroda College
were stored in gunny sacks covered with bat droppings.
heaped up in an unused attic — but all this research provid-
ed me with a lot of new material.

When you do biographical research, you find out
things about your subject by going to primary sources that
state that such and such happened. But that’s not the end
of it. You have to compare various sources for each event
because no single source gives the whole story.
Sometimes there are contradictory accounts, and you have
to figure out who you want to trust in any particular case.
It’s a very complex process of gradually getting to know
the “whole’ of things.

The problems are aggravated when limits are set as to
what can be said or thought about a subject. The person
who advised me to search for “authentic documents™ felt
squeamish about using certain documentary accounts. One
of the most detailed accounts of Aurobindo’s life in school
was written by a classmate who sent a report to the

____Government of India after Sri Aurobindo’s arrest in the
Alipore Bomb Case. It was clear from his language that he
did not like Sri Aurobindo. My advisor thought that the
document should not be published or even referred to. This
obviously is not the right way for a historian to proceed.

When you finally sit down to write, you do it against
the background of a general understanding, a convention-
al account of the subject. In effect what you’re doing is
correcting what’s generally known about the subject. The
result is a new interpretation that modifies or replaces the
conventional account.

So what does your new biography contain? New facts or
a new interpretation?

It would have been easy for me to fill a biography
with hundreds of new facts, many of them relatively
insignificant, but new all the same. But if I had shovelled every new
bit of information I had ever found into the book, it would have
become almost unreadable.

I believe what is significant about the new book is not the pres-
ence or absence of new facts — though there are plenty of them there
— but rather the overall picture that emerges. I believe that the Sri
Aurobindo that emerges from the new biography is much more life-
like, more unpredictable, more complex, than the Sri Aurobindo of
earlier biographical writing, including my own.

And when I say “emerges”, | mean emerges in the mind of the
reader, for [ tried hard not to impose any specific point of view, but
rather allowed the reader to use the material to construct his or her
own Sri Aurobindo.

One of the problems you have with a figure like Sri Aurobindo is,
as he put it, his life “has not been on the surface for men to see”.
How does a historian deal with his inner life?

We're fortunate in having quite a lot of documentary material
about his inner life, mostly, of course, written by him. We have both
contemporary accounts (in the Record of Yoga) and retrospective
accounts (his letters etc.). Then there are accounts by others of simi-
lar experiences. If spiritual experience is something which is not
merely subjective but represents a human capacity, one would
expect to find such accounts. I made a study of comparative mysti-
cism, and this informed what I wrote in the biography to some
extent; but I did not go too far with this, because it wasn’t the point
of the book.

But, with the exception of the Mother, no one else seemns to have
experienced and worked with supermind. How does a historian
deal with a ‘singularity’ for which no other accounts exist?

Sri Aurobindo, circa 1915.

At a certain point you have to say something like, “by his own
account, this is what he was doing”, and leave it at that. Because
there’s nothing more you can say.

Such an approach may be fine for devotees. But won’t this lose you a
wider readership?

When [ began writing this book, I had to decide who I was address-
ing. Among people interested in Sri Aurobindo there are, first, the devo-
tees. But there are also many people in the academic world who are
interested in Sri Aurobindo not as a spiritual figure or object of devotion
but because of his writings or because he was a revolutionary.

Both readerships have legitimate needs that have to be taken into
consideration by a biographer. But both have limitations: there are top-
ics they consider inappropriate, materials they don’t want to hear about,
preconceptions that they consider unquestionable verities.

For various reasons, I gave a certain priority to the academic
approach. As a contributor to historical journals, I have developed an
admiration for the scrupulousness and rigour of academic discourse. I
feel comfortable with this approach, and feel uncomfortable with the
loose, ‘devotionalistic’ or “New Age’ sort of expression that is popular
among many people who write about spiritual figures.

On the other hand, I knew I had to write about Sri Aurobindo’s
spiritual life in a non-reductionist way. I didn’t want to treat Sri
Aurobindo’s spiritual experiences as so much data for social scientif-
ic analysis, as many academics might have felt compelled to do. [ am,
after all, a practitioner of Sri Aurobindo’s yoga, and I take what he has
written about his own practice of yoga, and the yogic discipline he
recommends to others, quite seriously.

My ideal reader is therefore a sort of composite of the devotee and
the academic: a devotee willing to look at things in a new way, an acad-
emic open to the possibility of spiritual experience and transformation. I

don’t expect any reader to agree with everything I say.
What I am hoping is that each reader will use the book to
enhance his or her understanding and appreciation of Sri
Aurobindo in all his complexity.

But haven’t you, at times, reduced that complexity by
excluding certain information? For example, you treat
Sri Aurobindo breaking his leg and, later, his death as
simple physical facts. You exclude any occult explana-
fion, even though the Mother referred to both happen-
ings in these terms.

You correctly put your finger on a special difficulty of
dealing with a life like Sri Aurobindo’s. When, as histori-
ans, we speak of physical events, there’s an established
way of dealing with them, using documents to corroborate
what we say. When we talk about a person’s spiritual
experiences, we have that person’s own account of what
took place. But when we talk about occult workings and
effects, we are talking about spiritual things having an
impact on physical events. But the influence of the inner
world on the outer is not verifiable in ordinary terms. I
could have used the Mother’s accounts of his death etc. as
she is certainly an authority in these matters; but the kind
of the biography I wanted to write had to be based upon
verifiable facts.

When [ think about things like Sri Aurobindo’s
death, I certainly take what the Mother said about
them into consideration. But I didn’t put everything I
think into this book.
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Apart from basing yourself upon facts, you have also
been willing, at times, to adopt a critical stance
regarding your subject, for example when writing
about his poetry.

It has to be acknowledged that many people have
difficulty with Sri Aurobindo’s poetry because it is
written in a certain mode. Much of his poetry is quite
remarkable, but people who think that everything Sri
Aurobindo wrote from Songs to Myrtilla onwards was
mantric and, therefore, beyond criticism, are doing no
favours to his poetic reputation.

You also wonder if Sri Aurobindo and his colleagues,
when they were trying to throw off British rule, could not
have done more to include the Muslims.

Certain historians and political journalists insist that
the rhetoric of Sri Aurobindo and his colleagues during
the Swadeshi period was responsible for bringing about
communal violence between Muslims and Hindus. I went
back to his actual statements and read them as they would
have been read at the time, and concluded that such charges are unsus-
tainable. At the same time, it is true that Sri Aurobindo didn’t think that
‘social problems’, such as Hindu-Muslim tensions, needed to be dealt
with then because India was engaged in a struggle with the colonial
power and that had to take precedence. In retrospect, had more attempts
been made at the time to create a united front, to engage in give-and-
take with Muslim organizations, things might have worked out better.

All in all, Sri Aurobindo stands up very well to the critical
approach. Devotees think they have to be protective of him, that any
criticism will destroy him and all his work. This is ridiculous. His
accomplishments in various fields are so strong and lasting that he
emerges firmer and stronger from a critical treatment that deals square-
ly with difficult questions.

Writing a scholarly biography and practising sadhana are not gener-
ally seen as complementary. In your case, did the one assist the other?
I wouldn’t recommend writing a biography as a means of sadhana.
It may be that a simple devotional approach is best. But I don’t think,
given my personal temperament, that I could have gone very far with
that. And, as it happened, this biographical work just fell into my lap.

My appreciation of Sri Aurobindo has definitely been enhanced by
my study of his life. First, because I now know a lot more about him
and, secondly, because as a biographer I had to critique my material,
and Sri Aurobindo passed all the tests.

Sri Aurobindo was an extraordinarily complex individual. And
over the years I’ve developed a complex attitude towards him: that of a
person who follows his path but has moved beyond an unthinking
appreciation to one informed by the results of scholarly research, which
perhaps can better understand his complexity.
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AUROVILLE FOUNDATION

“Things are beginning to happen here”
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Members of the Governing Board and International Advisory Council held meetings in Auroville at the end of July. These were their last meetings as their term of office is about to expire.
From left to right: Mr. Ramaswamy, Secretary Auroville Foundation, Dr. Marc Luykcx Ghisi, Ms. Ameeta Mehra, Sir Mark Tully, Dr. Karan Singh, Mrs. Aster Patel, Ms. Mallika Sarabhai,
Dr. Doudou Diéne, Dr. Vishakha Desai, Mr. Ajoy Bagchi

uroville Today asked Dr. Karan

Singh, Chairman of the Auroville

Foundation, for his thoughts on

the present situation and on the

nature of his relationship with the
community.

Auroviile Today: The last time you visited you
talked about a new phase in Auroville’s devel-
opment.

Dr. Karan Singh: I had a very strong feel-
ing that the completion of the Matrimandir and
the erection of the Sri Aurobindo statue in
Savitri Bhavan marked the end of one phase of
Auroville and the beginning of another. This
morning particularly I felt a demonstrable
change of atmosphere and attitude in Auroville.
Instead of the usual litany of woes and griev-
ances, each working group that I met had some-
thing new that they wanted to do. The whole
emphasis seems to have shifted to the next stage
of Auroville’s development, which is the build-
ing of the city. The sctting up of L’Avenir
d’Auroville, the town planning group, is a sym-
bol of this shift. It represents a convergence of
energy whereas before there were opposing
camps.

Dr. Karan Singh answering Alan

You have been criticized for making many
important working groups sub-committees of
the Governing Board rather than of the
Residents Assembly.

I think the Governing Board had to set up
these committees, otherwise they would not
have happened. As far as I'm aware, in the last
forty years the Residents Assembly has never
had a quorum — I consider 10% of the adult resi-
dents the absolute minimum. How can you leave
decisions about setting up an important commit-

tee to an Assembly that sometimes numbers no -
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more than forty people and where twenty-five
people can constitute a majority?

When a previous Secretary to the Governing
Board took his leave, he said that he hoped
Auroville  would  become  increasingly
autonomous and independent. He stressed that
the Aurovilians should fulfil their rightful role
and not see themselves as part of the
Government of India.

I don’t think the Aurovilians have ever been
part of the Government of India. The Auroville
Foundation has been set up by an Act of
Parliament. To that extent you can say, in the
broadest sense, it is part of the Indian structure.
But there is no question of Auroville being part
of the Government of India.

Regarding the issue of land consolidation, in a
meeting today you made strong statements
about the primacy of the inner city circle and
the need for people who live outside that circle
to be prepared to move there.

I never suggested that all those Aurovilians
who live outside the city area should now consid-
er moving inside; there’s no question of herding
everybody there. But what we have
been told is that people who own
land in the Auroville city area are
no longer prepared to sell it; they
want land exchange instead.
Therefore, it follows that if we
have 1,000 acres of land outside
the inner circle and we need 150
acres inside the inner circle, we
will have to start doing some kind
of a land swap.

Broadly, the policy is that
wherever possible we should try
and disturb the least number of
people and yet acquire the maxi-
mum amount of land. Now it’s for
the Land Consolidation Committee
to sit down and prioritise which
areas you can exchange with the
least amount of disruption. But
there may have to be sacrifices
made by some people in order to
consolidate Auroville: in any great
endeavour there has to be some
sacrifices from time to time.

However, we should provide facilities so
that the transition is as painless as possible. I'm
suggesting that a large donation from the Suzlon
company, which was made specifically to pur-
chase land, should be used instead to create
housing for those who are relocating. We still
have to put this to Suzlon, it is their decision, but
I don’t want to be in a position where if we can’t
buy any land — which is the case at present — we
can’t use the money.

Regarding what you term the ‘Sri Aurobindo
movement’, a few years ago you mentioned

you saw it growing worldwide. Have your
recent international travels and contacts con-
Sfirmed this?

There have been many negative develop-
ments around the world in the last three to four
years. In my view, the most negative develop-
ment was the invasion of Iraq which was quite
unjustified and which has cost the lives of one
million Iragis. This has thrown the whole
world community out of gear.

However, along with this, I find there is a
great craving everywhere for the inner life.
This is not just connected to Sri Aurobindo —
there’s a lot of interest in yoga, in Zen
Buddhism, in the teaching of Sri Sri Ravi
Shankar etc. The Sri Aurobindo movement is
not a mass movement, it is much more subtle,
more personalised. To expect it to become a
mass movement is wrong.

At the same time, I share the view
expressed by several members of the
International Advisory Council that Auroville
has to get more involved in the world beyond
its borders. I was very happy to hear that sev-
eral projects involve Aurovilians doing work
elsewhere in Tamil Nadu. But you have to go
further, into India and beyond. Auroville is a
laboratory where people are being trained in
the art of holistic thinking and integral living
and this message needs to be taken abroad
because the world is going through a very
deep crisis.

On a more personal note, some years ago you
wrote a novel, ‘The Mountain of Shiva’, in
which the protagonist gives up everything to
pursue his inner development. How far does
this reflect your own deepest wish?

True, Ashok. the protagonist of that novel, is
my alter ego. He is more or less what [ would have
been if I had not been born into public life. But I
had no choice in the matter.

Has that very public life been a hindrance or
assistance in relationship to your personal sad-
hana?

Public life has been a great assistance to my
inner development. It has given me an unprece-
dented experience of interaction with all sorts of
people. At the same time, [ have tried to shed outer
responsibilities. The strange thing is, whenever I
try to give something up....Take, for example, the
question of whether I should continue to be the
Chairman of the Auroville Foundation. I feel I've
done it for ten years, that perhaps someone else
should take it up now. But the moment I say that,
everybody (including the people who may not
have been so keen on me) says, “No, no, please
stay.” So how does one get out of these things?!

But you do have a deep connection with
Auroville,

The whole Auroville experience has been a
great learning experience for me. I remain indebt-
ed to Auroville because it has strengthened and
deepened my psychic relationship with Sri
Aurobindo and The Mother.

Quite frankly, the inner purpose of my visit
this time was to assess whether I should continue
as Chairman or not. And I must say that after this
morning’s meetings I’'m going back with a more
positive frame of mind. I really did feel for the first
time that things are beginning to happen here.

Interview by Alan and Carel

Dr. Karan Singh taking a ride in an electric goifcart along a section of the planned Crown road
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“The process of transformation is profound”

On the day after their final meeting, three members of this International Advisory Council (IAC) - Sir Mark Tully, Doudou Diéne and Mark Luyckx Ghisi
- who have served the full four years met Auroville Today. They looked back on their experience and identified some of the challenges and satisfac-

tions of having been so deeply involved with Auroville's process.

Auroville Today: According to the wording of the Foundation
Act, your mandate does not seem to be particularly strong. Yet
many people feel that this has been the most committed and influ-
ential International Advisory Council Auroville has ever had.
How have you carved out such a role?

Mark Tully: We have been influential because we have been
privileged to have a Governing Board that listened to us and a com-
munity that asked for our advice and saw us as having value. We
couldn't have done anything without such support.

Doudou Diéne: Actually our mandate is very broad — to advise
the community and the Governing Board and to defend the autono-
my and independence of Auroville. This puts us at the heart of the
functioning of Auroville.

1 think we earned our credibility, firstly, by showing how deter-
mined we were to understand Auroville by listening to people.
Beyond our formal meetings, we made a big effort to visit as many
people and places as possible. Secondly, our recommendations
have been substantive, balanced. We have been willing at times to
take bold positions which may not have fully pleased either the
Governing Board or the Aurovilians. .

Mark Luyckx Ghisi: Every
administration in the world has a ten-
dency to want to ‘digest’, to control.
The framers of the Foundation Act
knew this, so they put in a group to pro-
tect the experiment from being ‘gob-
bled up’. That’s our role. That’s why
we kept stressing the need for devolu-
tion of power because this Act can be
interpreted in a very administrative,
top-down way. Without devolution,
this experiment is finished.

Have you felt pulled between the dif-
ferent demands and expectations of
the Governing Board and the
Residents Assembly?

Mark T: Yes. It was difficult at

times because some residents felt we
ir i anted

us to wholly support their position
when I felt we couldn’t do this.
i

Doudou: We knew we would be
under pressure but this was a very
interesting stimulus for us. Our chal-
lenge was not to say ‘no’ to anybody who wanted to meet us — from
either the side of the Governing Board or the residents — and yet, at
the same time, to keep a critical distance.

What do you see as your main achievements over the last four
years?

Mark L: I do not have impression that we have ‘done’ anything.
‘We were more like a catalyst for a process which is continuing.

Doudou: I think in some areas we made a major contribu-
tion. Whenever there was a problem between the residents and
the Foundation authorities, we called upon everybody con-
cerned to keep in mind two essential realities. Firstly, the sup-
port of the government which makes Auroville possible and,
secondly, the deep desire of Aurovilians to be independent,
autonomous. In this way we’ve tried to consolidate the balance
between the two bodies. But we’ve also gone further and pro-
posed concrete solutions to everything which was brought to us.

We also kept reminding people about two major challenges
Auroville is facing. One is the risk of a class divide that may
destroy the values which are the basis of this experiment. We
went so far as to elaborate criteria for housing, for example, to
minimise this risk. Secondly, on the very sensitive issue of rela-
tions between locals and non-locals we stressed that a condition
for the success of Auroville is that it must be both diverse and
universal.

Mark T: To me a real achievement is that after four years .

we have apparently retained the trust and affection of both the
Governing Board and the Aurovilians.

Doudou: Many Aurovilians attended the open meetings
with us. While sitting there I felt it physically, this special kind
of energy, because the Aurovilians were watching us, concen-
trating upon us, and in this concentration you felt some very
profound hope that we could help them. It was very moving.

Have you any regrets, any important areas you didn’t touch
upon or issues you couldn’t resolve?

Mark L: Yes. Auroville is a very difficult place to know.
We’ve never had a door closed in our faces, we’ve been wel-
comed by everyone, on every visit we discovered new things,
but there’s still so much I don’t know. We just didn’t have
enough time.

Should IAC members be invited to spend longer in Auroville? For
example, each visit could be for 4-7 days.

Doudou: Yes, IAC members should be invited to stay longer.

Mark T: One of my regrets is that we got immersed in pressing
issues, yet how many times have we been exposed to the thinking of
Sri Aurobindo? I would like to have had many more conversations
about what Sri Aurobindo means to Aurovilians, and what kind of
spiritual development is taking place here.

Doudou: I regret that the young generation did not come and
present their views. I also regret that nothing was organized so that
the local villagers could come and talk to us about anything they felt
important.

Do you feel that Auroville has ‘blind spots’, areas it has to work
on more?

Mark L.: Yes. Doudou mentioned some of them. Another

blind spot involves the management of Auroville. Your managers
are people of my age, people with grey hair. And most of them are

o

The breakfast interview. From left to right Gillian Wright (partner of Sir Mark Tully) Alan, Sir Mark Tully,

Hemant, Carel, Marc Luyckx Ghisi, Doudou Diéne

men, in spite of the fact that one woman told me it would be easier
to find a group of six wise women in Auroville than finding a group
of six wise men. The world is entering a post-patriarchal era so
many more women in Auroville should be taking up responsible
positions.

Do you have a deeper sense now of what is really going on in
Auroville?

Mark T: T would say more than when I first came, but still
inadequate.

Doudou: It’s easy to assess the material construction of the
city: it’s much harder to assess the spiritual transformation which is
a huge part of what is going on here. At this deeper level, I strongly
feel that something is happening. I think the reason why the
Aurovilians have stayed here for many years in a place which, after
all, is not a paradise, and why after every huge crisis they manage to
move ahead, is that inside, in their inner beings, something has been
developing; a kind of spiritual energy. It’s like when you throw a

stone into water. At first there are big ripples, but deep down it gets
worked out and soon the water becomes calm again. The process of
transformation is going on very profoundly here and spiritual ener-
gy is being accumulated day after day.

Mark L: As a group we have been confronted with the most
difficult part, which is the political and economic transformation of
Auroville. Here we were lost. Yet, the more I reflect upon it, the
more [ am sure the supramental is coming. In the coming years I see
a huge transformation worldwide, and those structures that are not
transforming themselves will disappear.

At a deeper level, Dr. Karan Singh touched upon the most diffi-
cult question facing Auroville. Mentioning that the brightest light
casts the darkest shadow, he said the most difficult thing in life is to
confront your shadow. Auroville, both individually and collective-
ly, has to confront its shadow. There’s no easy way to do that, but
this confrontation of the shadow is exactly the transformation the
world is needing. And here you can do it because the level of energy
is very high. It’s Chartres plus seven!

Doudou: I feel what makes Auroville so different from
other religious and spiritual places I’ve visited is that not only

are you involved in a very new expe-
rience which has no precedent, but
| o you are also engaged in a yoga of
3 action. You are trying to build a city
S and you are not doing it theoretically
@ by sitting down and meditating or
E watching clouds. You are acting
| @ daily, and [ think that concentrated
| 2 action based upon certain values is
| 3 the strongest spiritual force you
© have. Every step you take, each new
realization, makes that action more
spiritually meaningful.

I have no doubt that the comple-
tion of the Matrimandir is an indication
of something that, as a community,
you have achieved, integrated, within
yourselves: it shows you are moving
ahead. But the danger is to view it in
isolation, to elevate it above the rest.
For, at an intangible level, the latest
experiment in the kindergarten is as
important as this huge monument.

Many Aurovilians would like all of
you to stay on as members of the next
TAC if the Government offers this as
an option. What are your plans?

Mark L: If I receive a letter from the Government and if
the group they propose seems acceptable, I’m ready to serve
another term. :

Mark T: Before I came this time I decided I would not stand
again. I have committed myself to writing another book and I find
that having too many fixed points in my diary when I need to be
flexible is problematic. But I do feel sad at the end of it alli so now I
am a little less certain.

Doudou: I have not taken a decision yet. I will take things as
they come and take my decision at that moment based upon differ-
ent factors, but always trying to know if I can be of service. That,
above all, will determine my decision.

But I will return, in whatever capacity, because I love this place.

Mark T: Take us as friends, as Aurovilians in heart. Whatever
happens, we will never forget you.
Interview by Alan and Carel

Closing remarks from the minutes of the IAC

We realize that this may be the last time we will come
together as members of the International Advisory
Committee. We would like to share a few observations
that may be useful to the future members of IAC and
indeed to the future growth of Auroville.

1. Auroville is a unique experiment that strives to bring
together the spiritual dimensions of individual lives and
the sustainable development of a communal spirit. In
order for Auroville to reach its fullest potential, in spirit as
well as in temporal space, all the participants in this path-
breaking venture need to create a productive balance
between individual aspirations and collective needs.

2. To this end, much greater emphasis should be placed
on strengthening the community spirit internally and to
project the collective vision of Auroville externally.

3. A number of initiatives can be undertaken relatively
quickly to strengthen the collective spirit. A few examples
follow :

(a) Develop an organized structure to facilitate greater
exchange of information, and collaboration and sharing
of resources among different Auroville projects to
promote innovative practices for the good of Auroville as
well as for India and the world. The Indian Government,

through the Secretary and the Governing Board should
play a major role in utilizing, supporting and maximizing
the innovative practices of Auroville.

(b) Use the Visitors Centre to promote some of the
unique project of Auroville in diverse fields, such as envi-
ronment, social innovations, education and the arts.
These could be done in the form of brochures with con-
sistent style to create a cohesive group. Such efforts could
be undertaken by the outreach committee, strengthening
its role.

(c) Use select projects as model case studies to project
their relevance to India and the rest of the world.

It has been a privilege to serve as members of IAC. All of

us remain committed to helping Auroville realize its mis-

sion. We thank you for your encouragement, your sup-
port, and your friendship.

Mark TULLY,

Vishakha N. DESAI,

Doudou DIENE,

Marc LUYCKX GHISI

Auroville July 27, 2008.
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THE OLDER GENERATION

Focus on Ageing

The average age of Aurovilians is increasing. There are
now about 70 Aurovilians over 65 years. The average age of
Newcomers is also increasing. How is Auroville coping with
an ageing population?

Unlike in the West, where old age is signalled by com-
pulsory retirement and the issue of free bus passes etc., age
does not seem to be a factor in Auroville. Older Aurovilians
do not think of themselves as being any different from the
rest (neither do they receive free bus passes!). This is partly
because many of them have an active inner life which tran-
scends, or renders less unimportant, concerns about chrono-
logical age. It may also be that most older people in
Auroville are vigorous and continue to work for as long as
they are able to, influenced, no doubt, by the example of The
Mother who founded the City of the Dawn when she was
already eighty eight.

It was Mother, in fact, who noted that ageing has nothing
to do with how long you have lived. 4s soon as you stop
advancing, as soon as you stop progressing, as soon as you
cease to better yourself, cease to gain and grow, cease to
transform yourself, you truly become old, that is to say, you
go downhill towards disintegration. There are young people
who are old and old people who are young.

Having said this, it is true that, as one grows older, it is
likely that one will be less physically active and will need more
external support. How far does the present Auroville provide
for this and, indeed, for anybody with physical disabilities?
Not very well, it seems. Are we, in fact, still psychologically a
young pioneering community and so unable or unwilling to
look at such issues, even though the number of Aurovilians
over seventy is increasing every year? Does Mother’s descrip-
tion of Auroville as the “cradle of the superman’ make it harder
for Aurovilians to face up to mundane realities, like the ageing
of the bedy and mind?

These are some of the uncomfortable questions Auroville
is increasingly being confronted with.

Ageing gracefully

An Ashramite speaks about ageing in the Sri Aurobindo Ashram

ri Aurobindo spoke of the
Ashram as a laboratory. One
could extend the image and say
that Auroville is the field exper-
iment where the first results of
the laboratory are being tested in the outer
reality of the world. The experiment is
being conducted upon many levels and in
many fields of human experience. One
such issue is the phenomenon of ageing.

The very first results that strike even a
casual onlooker is the fact that ageing
seems to slow down here in the Ashram.
Initially, I felt prompted to believe that it
was probably due to the rather stress-free
and simple lifestyle and the emphasis given
to physical education and, of course, the
healthy and hygienic food given as prasad
at the dining room. But a closer look
revealed that while these may be contribu-
tory factors, the real cause is something
deeper and subtle.

One obvious factor is that the concept
of age somehow does not seem to exist
here. Normally in life outside, the idea of
age 1s constantly reinforced upon you from
several quarters such as the various mile-
stones of marriage, children and, most of
all, retirement. None of these exist in the
Ashram, at least for the majority.

Besides, life is not burdened with care,
which happens when you have to earn a
livelihood, please your boss, look after a
family, plan for later years etc. These fac-
tors surely must be contributing in some

way to a delaying of the ageing process.
Added to this is the fact that the Ashram
has no age-specific norms, such as dress,
custom or life-style, denoting an age group.
The youngest can address the eldest simply
by name or as a brother. These things may
appear insignificant but often small things
add up in our subconscious parts where the
suggestions of old age accumulate.

One recalls how when a group of peo-
ple wanted to celebrate Nolini-da’s 80th
birthday, the Mother forbade it, saying that
it would spoil all Her work of trying to
make Nolini forget his age. So much for the
current obsession of celebrating one's 75th
year, 90th year etc.

But there is a deepest factor as well.
Many persons here, however they may
appear in their outer nature, carry in their
consciousness a childlike quality that
comes from the inmost psychic and its way
of relating to the Divine as a child would to
its mother.

This single factor is enough to undo
many suggestions of old age for it instantly
connects us to that which is ageless and
deathless within us. Also, there is nothing
like an end-point here at which people can
rest and say with vain satisfaction, — “Ah
we have arrived and achieved!” There is
always something more to do and strive
for, inwardly if not outwardly. It is this
sense of the Illimitable and the ever
expanding frontiers of the Infinite that
makes old age not only uninteresting but

The material problems of ageing

uroville is well ahead

of most communities

in its wide range of

activities,  spiritual,

mental and physical
which encourage well-being and
personal growth.

But what happens when one can
no longer ride a bike or drive a moped
or scooter?

“I don’t drive any more,” says
Kamala Tewari, who at 81 still
works three mornings each week as
a homeopathic doctor. “The
seniors’ bus takes me to work in the
mornings and then brings me back
home afterwards. I order food from
Pour Tous and thrice a week they
deliver a basket. We take a taxi if
we want to go out at night, or to
Pondy.” Her husband, General
Krishna Tewari, “85 years young”,
works five mornings a week in the

~Auroville Archives and also uses
the seniors’ bus service to get there
and back.

However, social isolation can be
a problem. Erica lived here for many
years but in her eighties began to
feel increasingly isolated and lonely
as she found it difficult to move
around and was becoming dependant
on visitors. After a couple of
exploratory visits to Germany, she
decided to move back to her roots
and live near her son. “Auroville is
not a particularly friendly place.
Most people do not speak your
native language or can share your
history. Many are new here and
involved in establishing themselves.
There is little social life or visiting,
or just dropping in for a cup of tea. It
often lacks heart,” she says.

This issue seems to be more
starkly evident when people have dif-
ficulty leaving their homes without
assistance. There is a growing need in
Auroville for more community-run
transport, small vans or buses, not just
to take seniors to work but also for
social outings, shopping trips, med-
ical visits, attending classes and
courses and for getting around
Auroville generally. Taxis are out of
the price-range of many, although a
flexible shared-taxi system could
work at a lesser cost to users.

Continued participation in com-
munity life also requires that all those
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with decreased mobility can still
access important buildings.

But Auroville’s most significant
building and its soul, the Matrimandir,
is virtually inaccessible to those who
cannot climb its steep ramps.
Concentration in the inner chamber is

Two views of Arka:
Main building (top) and the wheel-
chair accessible courtyard (right)

closed to those less mobile or with heart
conditions. Only the petal chambers
remain available to them. For many,
this is a sore loss.

Enabling older people to remain
in their homes until they choose to
leave them is another key element in
their remaining independent.
Providing help with chores that
become too heavy, or helping with
other activities of daily living such as
shopping, cooking, showering and
dressing may be all that is required.
Many already pay ammas for these
services. Others rely on family,
friends and fellow Aurovilians. Some
home care services have started and
more are being planned.

For those who need more than
this, be it physical or mental, the out-
look is less promising. Medical ser-
vices remain an area of some confu-
sion. The Aspiration Health Centre
offers access to doctors, but in-patient
facilities which used to be provided

have diminished, primarily because of
funding problems and later due to lack
of space. There is now only one room
available for recovery or for use as a
hospice, with 24-hour nursing and a
doctor on call during consulting
mornings and

hours, afternoons.

Charges are modest: currently Rs 750
a day. Although there are kitchen
facilities, there is no cook and patients
need to have special food provided
from outside.

However, a new Health Service in
Kailash has recently been set-up and
promises a service dedicated to
Aurovilians. [see article page 7, eds.]

If medical facilities for physical
health are scarce, those for mental

health are virtually non-existent. An
ageing population tends to have a spe-
cific range of mental health issues.
How Auroville will provide services
to patients, and backup and support,
has not yet been addressed. So far,
there has been limited success in cop-
ing with mental health
problems, and sufferers
have had to rely on the
efforts of individuals.
Full-time care for the
aged in a dedicated home
is not yet available in
Auroville. 92-year old
Luisa  who  recently
moved to Auroville and
settled in the Vérité com-
munity says, “For the first
time in my life, I am
forced to learn to be more
humble; and that’s good
for me. Moving about is
the curse of the old, now
that my legs have turned
to rubber. I need a wheel-
chair and personal atten-
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tion, without which I cannot move
about anymore. I have a ground level
house behind Vérité community, and
have a wonderful live-in helper called
Christiane. She has cared for elderly
people before, and knows how to
indulge and challenge me in just the
right proportion. I also have a very
affectionate relationship with Aurelio
whom I met in Japan in 1998 and who
lives in Vérité too. He says 1 inspire

almost vanish before this urge to progress
that keeps us always full of hope and faith.

I am told that when someone asked the
Mother what work a sadhak should do
when he is no longer able to work and
serve well with his body. The Mother said
that if one is no longer able to work with
the body then one should invoke the Grace.
[ have seen quite a few devotees who, dur-
ing their last few months of life, lived in a
state of constant Grace and even made
unprecedented inner leaps. They got rid of
long-standing habits of the outer nature,
difficult attachments, through finding that
part in us which is free.

Let me close with two brief anecdotes
witnessed by me with regard to the
youngest of the old, Amal-da. One was
when a group of young Buddhist monks
visited him and asked for a message. A
brief pause and then came the reply: “Look
forward, always look forward, never stop,
keep moving forward.” What an inspiring
message from a man aged 102 plus to
young men who were already looking at
this world as illusion and hurrying to step
out of the game as if wearied of the play!
Another was on his birthday two years
back when someone asked him the secret
of his long, healthy and happy life. Amal
immediately replied, “Love for the
Mother.” If only we could cultivate this
flaming love and live always looking for-
ward, ever forward.

Dr Alok Pandey

him as I am always talking about the
future. He puts me on the back of his
motorbike and whizzes me off to the
Om choir on Tuesdays. Christiane
rings for a taxi for me if I want to go
to Pondicherry, though the bumpy
roads play havoc with my bones.”

Home care does not have to
‘ghetto-ise” the old, a fear for many.
Arka community, for example,
focusses on the needs of the commu-
nity’s older members, while also
offering services to younger people.
Arka, meaning ‘ray of sunlight’ in
Sanskrit, was the name given by The
Mother to Umberto Costanzia who
opened the first Sri Aurobindo Centre
in Milan in Italy. When he passed
away, he left a bequest to meet a need
not then addressed in Auroville, a ser-
vice for the elderly. Arka was con-
ceived in response to that need.

Today it consists of an as yet
uncompleted main building and resi-
dential facilities that include five
units which are designed for elderly
or convalescents. Of these, one unit is
designed specifically for a wheel-
chair-bound individual. When not
being used, these rooms are let as
guest accommodation. Four new units
are scheduled for completion by the
end of this summer. These are slated
to meet Auroville’s general housing
needs for the next five years, after
which they will be turned over to the
Arka project. The Arka team also has
plans to start hiring small buses to
bring seniors to Arka for the day and
for excursions, and to employ trained
care-givers to assist those who need
help in their own homes.

Finance is another crucial issue.
The average age of both Newcomers
and Aurovilians is increasing, imply-
ing increased pressures in the future
on age-related resources. There is as
yet insufficient recognition of the
indirect costs that an ageing popula-
tion brings, especially one that
demands western-style services with
high levels of skill and comfort.

While the challenges thrown up
by Auroville’s ageing population are
real, they are not insurmountable. The
cohort moving into older age is large;
it has been through many testing
times and it knows how to wrest suc-
cess from difficult conditions.

Elle Rasink




The real ‘I' is not this ageing body!

Mahalingam, who is 88, speaks about ageing

Auroville Today: Has your spiritual aspira-
tion intensified as you got older?

In the beginning, when I came into yoga, |
gave myself 5 years to realize the Brahman,
and threw myself intensely towards this goal! [
was about 22 years young then — and I had no
idea what spiritual life meant. Slowly I began
to understand this is going to be a lifelong
work, and it is not something so easily
achieved.

Recently, I find that my aspiration has
once again intensified, as it was in those
early years. Perhaps it is from all the years
of studying and a little more understanding?

The energy inside is like what it was
when [ was 30-40 years old. I don’t feel tired
at the end of the day. It is like my Ashram
days, when after all the work was over and
dinner completed, I would go to the
Samadhi and spend a little time before
returning to my room. For me, that felt like
the best time of the day...

As I read more and more, I get the feel-
ing that something is working inside; that
Mother is doing something. Even though I
don’t fully understand or have any experi-
ences to speak of, there is something hap-
pening.

I am very grateful for this aspiration, and
that Mother has kept me free of outer desires
or wants.

Is it because you have less external work
that there is more time to dedicate to yoga?
Have your interests changed with age?

My outer work has always been transla-
tion and that has not stopped.

For me, meditating for hours has never
been possible. I have tried hard, but I cannot
sit and meditate even for half an hour, let
alone one or two hours as some are able to do.

My sadhana has been to do my work with a
dedicated feeling. To date, I may have translat-
ed some 12,000 pages [Mahalingam has com-

I pleted the tranglation of 15 wvolumes of

Mother’s Collected Works into Tamil, eds. ]

To what extent do places such as Savitri
Bhavan and the Matrimandir help in your
spiritual quest?

I think they are very helpful. When I go to
the Sayitri Bhavan, the atmosphere there is
conducive to receiving spiritual thoughts. I
don’t go there particularly to read or to listen

to talks. I go there for the atmosphere. Even
the people who come to Savitri Bhavan come
with a spiritual aspiration.

This is the same in Matrimandir. And as
Mother says, the land of Auroville itself is
aspiring.

Do you go to these places regularly?
I go to Savitri Bhavan once a week on

Thursday to listen to the talks. They have arranged
transport and that makes it very convenient.

Sometimes when visitors come from the
various Sri Aurobindo Centres, I accompany
them to the Matrimandir. They pick me up in
their vehicle and drop me off.

Do you feel the community that you live in is
conducive to spiritual growth?

No, not really. Here where I live, in
Fraternity, it has, one could say, the village
atmosphere. So it is not ideal.

Of course it would be nice to move to the

Mahalingam in Transition School, working on a translation

Matrimandir, however, is a little far away
so even if I want to go more regularly, I have
not been able to do so. Some Wednesdays,
when the school bus goes to Pondy, I come in
the early morning trip, and get dropped by the
Matrimandir at 8.30 a.m. Then I have half an
hour until 9 a.m. when the bus leaves for
town. During this time I sit quietly under the
banyan tree. But I have not seen the inside of
the Matrimandir since it has been completed.
There is no time for me to go up to the room.

Twice a week | take the bus to Pondy to
visit the Ashram and the Samadhi. Not for
shopping. Sometimes I also go to SABDA to
follow-up on some translation work.

centre of the town, but I have developed a
close relationship to a family who lives two
houses away, here in Fraternity. So we have
decided that we will move only when we can
all move together. -

Right now I am able to take care of myself
physically, not depending on others for person-
al care. But for many other things, I need assis-
tance. My neighbours help me in small ways
like shopping or other things, and we feel like
we are part of a family. Everyday | spend
about half an hour with them, and they are also
attached to me.

Also hasn’t the Mother said somewhere to
those who wanted to shift from one place to
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another in the Ashram, that one should learn to
overcome one’s difficulties rather than escap-
ing from them? So I leave it to Her!

Would you prefer another type of environ-
ment?

It would be nice, but I believe that if it is
necessary, it will be arranged. Even this house
where I live in came by itself.

Outer circumstances can of course help in
the inner work — but it is the inner attitude that

is most important.

Yesterday | was reading ‘The Supreme’
and there were these lines by The Mother that
I prefer: “Mother knows everything, I should
not worry about anything. She will arrange
everything. Remain like this, without think-
ing of anything. Wait patiently and you will
see that everything will be arranged as it
should be without your mental or physical
intervention.”

Practically, what does ageing mean to you?

I would in general say that there is no
big change. I may not be able to carry the
kind of weights which I used to and I notice
that ‘balance’ has become an issue now. But
I am able to walk as always. I walk about 8
to 9 kilometres every day. It is part of my
routine.

These days, after my evening walk, [
come home at 6.00 or 6.30, take a shower
and then sit in front of the photos of The
Mother and Sri Aurobindo. That’s the time [
feel most youthful, as if [ am thirty again.

In these moments, sometimes [ get the
strong indication that I am not my body but
something else.

That’s when you begin to understand
and get a glimpse of who the real “I” is. Not

this ageing body! — the one who is inside is so
youthful!!

Do you have any thoughts or fear about death
and dying... -

No, there is no fear of dying, only a slight
sadness. I wonder about the people I am
attached to, friends I have come to know and
love, will I find them when I return? If I knew
this is guaranteed, I would not worry — [ would
be happy to get a new body and come back!
But I am not afraid of death.

Priya Sundaravalli

Auroville should not become a retirement resort!

- Shyam Sunder played a central role in the unfolding of Auroville in the early years when The Mother made him Her official liaison or contact person
for the residents. Now, aged 82, he resides in Pondicherry.

is body has weakened due to prolonged illness. “The

result of chikungunya,” he says wryly. He caught the

illness almost two years ago but has not been able to

throw off the effects as yet. A result of old age? “I am

now 82,” he says, “and the body certainly finds it
more difficult to cope. But mentally I am fine.”

Shyam Sunder Jhunjhunwala is the author of the books En
Route, which contains his correspondence with The Mother, and
Down Memory Lane in which he reminisces about his life in the Sri
Aurobindo Ashram. It also contains notes about the guidance Mother
gave him on Auroville. “Mother used to hold my hands tightly, and
often I had a feeling that she was pumping her spiritual force into my
body.”

En Route contains descriptions of Shyam Sunder’s spiritual aspi-
ration and experiences. Have these increased as he grew older?
*Yes,” he replies matter-of-factly, but declines to go into details.
Instead he talks about his present work. “Due to my illness I have not
been able to dedicate as much time as before to my work as editor of
the monthly Sri Aurobindo’s Action. My last article was about access
to the Matrimandir.”

He explains that he is very concerned that the Matrimandir
should not become a tourist attraction. “Hundreds of visitors come
daily, but not everybody has the required level of consciousness to
receive what is present in the Matrimandir. Only those people should
be allowed who have a spiritual call, and the reception team should
be able to distinguish these people from those who do not have that
inner calling.” This, he adds, makes the work of the Matrimandir
reception team a heavy one. “Not everybody has the level of con-
sciousness required,” he says. And he points out what happened to
The Mother. “When Mother was still in her body, many people used
to visit her, often through the mediation of friends in the Ashram. But
she would sometimes cry out in anguish about the falsechood that
some of these people brought with them and threw on her body.
Similarly, the reception team must take care not to allow the vibra-
tion of the Matrimandir to be spoiled.”

Shyam Sunder Jhunjhunwala

Another project close to his heart is the improvement of the
Pondicherry canal that divides the ‘white’ from the “black’ town. His
age notwithstanding, environmental issues are as dear to his heart as
to any Aurovilian. “Together with others I have developed a project

to turn the canal into a beautiful asset of Pondicherry. Our idea is to
fill the canal with seawater, and create gardens and walkways along
its banks. Public buildings such as libraries and musea would come
up next to it. The Rs 30 crore project is slowly progressing through
the corridors of the Pondicherry Government. The people in the
Government are fascinated by the idea,” he says and expresses the
hope that the project will manifest in a not too distant future. “It
almost passed, but then again there were some obstructions.”

His illness made Shyam Sunder move from Auroville to
Pondicherry. “The attention 1 need could not be given in
Auroville,” he says. Does he believe that Auroville should have
old-age homes? “It is a good idea. All sorts of people will come to
live in Auroville, and quite a few will be happy to get proper care
when they require it.” In this respect he observes that people in the
West seem to be more prone to typical old-age diseases such as
Alzheimer than people in India. “I have been thinking about this.
Might it be due to the fact that in the West there is the policy of
official retirement — making people feel redundant as they have
nothing else to do — which does not exist in India? Statistically,
Westerners live longer than Indians, but it does not necessarily
imply that they live a healthier life. Here in India, elders continue
to play a useful role, both within their family as well as in society.”

But, he warns, “The basic requirement for joining Auroville
is a spiritual aspiration. Without this, people have no place in
Auroville. Particularly the elderly who have a decent pension
may be tempted to come and join because of the beautiful envi-
ronment. But this should not happen. Auroville should not
become an old-age resort. The spiritual aspiration should be the
primary motivation.”

The Mother expressed in her many conversations on
Auroville the high expectations She had. Does he feel that they
may not materialize? Shyam Sunder replies, “No. Mother had
great hopes from Auroville and She was sure that one day it will
be fulfilled. I pray for that.”

In conversation with Carel
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