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The AV News editors speak out

“The love of money,” it is said, “is
the root of all evil.” Why? What is
the true nature of money and how
should we relate to it? In this is-
sue we examine what Sri Aurobi-
ndo and the Mother wrote about
money, we look at how Auroville
is experimenting with it at present,
and we identify some of the chal-
lenges we face in moving towards
the ideal of a transformed money
power.

UNDERSTANDING THE ROLE OF MONEY

In the vast writings of Sri Aurobindo and The
Mother, the issue of the role and use of money
occupies only a small space. Sri Aurobindo wrote
a chapter about it in his book The Mother, (ex-
cerpted elsewhere in this issue) and in his Letters
on Yoga one finds a few answers on the topic. But
what he wrote, in essence, says it all.

Money is a Force.

The Mother, in dealing with the practical life of the Sri
Aurobindo Ashram, spoke and wrote more about money and
its true role. Answering to questions from Ashram children
in 1951, She commented on this chapter. “Money in itself,”
She says, “is an impersonal force, and the way in which you
acquire money concerns you alone personally. It may do
you great harm, it may harm others also, but it does not in
any way change the nature of the money which is an alto-
gether impersonal force: money has no colour, no taste, no
psychological consciousness. .. money as a terrestrial force
is not affected by the way in which it is obtained.” In other
statements Mother stressed the role of this force: “Money is a
force intended for the work on earth, the work required to pre-
pare the earth to receive and manifest the divine forces...”®

These are the
burning questions

-Recently, a proposal from Chandresh Patel, who lives in
the USA, was published in the AV News.® Briefly, Chandresh
proposed to set up a large and ever growing endowment
fund “with the purpose of understanding, harnessing and

re-channeling” this terrestrial force, in order to win it back
for the Divine. Stressing Mother’s statement that “The power
of money is at present under the influence or in the hands of
the forces and beings of the vital world” and “it is because
of this influence that you never see money going in any con-
siderable amount to the cause of Truth,” Chandresh intro-
duced this proposal as a “battle plan for future action”, “What
does it mean to win the money power from the asuric®®
forces? What can we, the (hopefully) humble practitioners
of the Integral Yoga of The Mother and Sri Aurobindo, do
to win back the money power from the giant players in the
financial markets? These are the burning questions which
got us started on the project and we have put a kind of battle
plan for our collective action.” writes Chandresh.

Burning questions they certainly are. The topic raised
so much discussion and argument on the e-mail forum of
Auroville International that two separate e-mail fora were
started to deal with it in depth.*” The discussions deal with
many aspects of the money force, not in the least the aspect
of the very creation of the foundation proposed by Chan-
dresh. Some participants pointed out that money is a force,
and that it should flow. Does it serve a purpose to create yet
another foundation which would collect money but dam the
flow and spend only the trickle of interest on projects which
can be said to serve the Divine? And would the people who
would manage this money have the required level of con-
sciousness?

The question of interest. the result of ‘money making
money’, was addressed in various ways by the forum par-
ticipants. Unintentionally, Aurowille’s position was expressed
by the Economy Group® in the same AV News and again in
the issue two weeks later.”® “We are very much aware that
Mother spoke about ‘money not being meant to earn

money’,” wrote the Economy Group in an almost apolo-
getic tone, “but the Financial Service!” has become one of
the ‘productive units’ of Auroville.” What has happened?
In 1996, the Economy Group appealed to all individual
Aurovilians and units to deposit their funds, which were kept
in current accounts with various Indian banks, in their ac-
counts with the Financial Service. “As current accounts do
not yield any interest of importance, we propose that all of
you deposit your money in your accounts with the Financial
Service. That also will not give you any interest. But we
intend to put what is not necessary for daily or short term
use in interest bearing deposits, and the interest we get on
the totality of all that money will be used to augment the
income of the Central Fund®, which will benefit us all.”

In Mother's hands
money would flow

And benefit it most certainly did. In 1998 the monthly
income from interest was Rs 220,000, an eleven fold in-
crease as compared to 1996. “There could be other, and
better ways to handle our financial resources,” stated the
Economy group “and hopefully, over time, we will be able
to develop these other ways. In the meantime, we can con-
tinue putting our resources together as much as possible,
while building trust and confidence.”

Why was Mother against interest? If one studies her writ-
ings, it becomes evident that She objected to blocking the
flow of capital. “During her lifetime, interest was never
made,” says Jayantilal, head of the Sri Aurobindo Ashram
Archives. “Mother dealt with money with the greatest care
and economy and would always spend what came in for the
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many needs of the Ashram without concern
for the future. If any money was kept, it was
kept in a current account, for spending in
the short term. In Mother's hands money
would flow.” “Nowadays things have
changed,” continues Jayantilal. “The Ash-
ram has become a public charitable trust and
we keep excess income in term deposits.”
And he explains, “Nowadays it is just ‘nor-
mal’ people doing the work.”

Abolish
inheritance

Mother’s objection to “money making
money”’ is a constant one. Take for example
the following statement pertaining to
Auroville, which She made in a conversa-
tion with Satprem: “Here is the basis on
which Auroville is established: Money is not
meant (o make money. Money is meant to
prepare the earth for the new creation.” And
She added to Satprem: “I wrote this in Eng-
lish very long ago, and sent it to America: it
caused a revolution! Most people were in-
dignant that one might think such a thing!™®

Other publications too bear witness to
Mother’s objection to interest. Ravindra, a
disciple who joined the Ashram in 1938, pro-
posed to her in September 1969 to deposit
some money he had received as donation on
a fixed account and with the interest send
free copies of a magazine to schools and li-
braries. Mother’s reply was clear: “I am not
for getting interest on money.” But She
added the next day: “WhatI sce is the world
of tomorrow, but the world of yesterday is
still alive and will still live for some time.
Let old arrangements go on so long as they
are alive. Upon earth, the changes are slow
to come.”('®

That money as a force should flow and
not be hoarded, can also be inferred from
Mother’s views on borrowing and on inher-
itance. “Mother only borrowed when abso-
lutely necessary, and then only from devo-
teés” recounts Jayantilal, “and She would
never pay interest.” “I am quite against bor-
rowing,” She wrote to a disciple, explaining
once again that ‘money is not meant to make
money’"” and Gerard who manages Auro-
orchard, one of Auroville’s farms, remem-
bers: “When the farm became independent
I proposed to Her that I would borrow some
money. She looked intently at me and asked
me if I would like to have her advice, and
then She told me: It is better never to bor-
row.” On inheritance there is an undated
statement from 1958 published in Mother’s
Agenda: “Money is a force and should not
be an individual possession, no more than
air, water or fire. To begin with, the aboli-
tion of inheritance.“'?” And it is not difficult
to imagine the tremendous amounts of
money that would be freed if this would ever
become law in any country. :

Finally, listen to what Mother told Sat-
prem: “Money belongs to the one who
spends it; that is an absolute law. You may
pile up money, but it doesn’t belong to you
until you spend it. Then you have the merit,
the glory, the joy, the pleasure of spending
1t

Money is meant
to circulate

Money is meant to circulate. What
should remain constant is the progressive
movement of an increase in the earth’s pro-
duction - an ever-expanding progressive
movement to increase the earth’s production
and improve existence on earth. It is the

material improvement of terrestrial life and
the growth of the earth’s production that must
go on expanding, enlarging, and not this silly
paper or this inert metal that is amassed and
lifeless. Money is not meant to generate
money; money should generate an increase
in production, an improvement in the con-
ditions of life and a progress in human con-
sciousness. This is its true use.”

And shortly afterwards She added:

“We want to be an example of true liv-
ing in the world. It is a challenge I am plac-
ing before the whole financial world: T am
telling them that they are in the process of
withering and ruining the earth with their
idiotic system; and with even less that they
are now spending for useless things —merely
for inflating something that has no inherent
life, that should be only an instrument at the
service of life that has no reality in itself,
that is only a means and not an end (they
make an end of something that is only a
means) — well then, instead of making of it
an end, they should make it the means. With
what they have at their disposal they could...
oh, transform the earth so quickly! Trans-
form it, put it into contact, truly into con-
tact, with the supramental forces that would
make life bountiful and, indeed, constantly
renewed — instead of becoming withered,
stagnant, shriveled up. A future moon. A
dead moon...The movement should be the
opposite: the earth should become more and
more a resplendent sun, but a sun of life.
Nota sun that burns, but a sun that illumines
—aradiant glory.”®

The experiment of Auroville’s Financial

be given immediately, and there would be
no need for investment. But other partici-
pants pointed out that this system, effective
though it may be to help realise certain pro-
jects, still has a major flaw for those who
wish to dedicate their lives to the Divine in
accordance with Sri Aurobindo’s and The
Mother’s views. “Keeping separate accounts
for Mother’s work and for ourselves,” wrote
one of the participants while sharing a per-
sonal experience, “continued the process of
thinking in terms of ‘Mother’s money” and
‘our money’. It did boost our ego and made
us feel good about it.” But when scrutinized
more carefully, it appeared that the step was
not sufficient. For if all belongs to the Di-
vine, there is no place for ‘giving’ something
which already belongs to the Divine. One
can only be a trustee of what is in one’s pos-
session. Then the question of ‘what is a good
trustee?’ has to be answered. Some partici-
pants suggested interesting ways to learn
how to be a good trustee and how to deal
with those “little portions of the divine en-
ergy” that pass daily through our hands.
The system of pooling donations for
specified projects would also dispel another
fear of forum participants: that those who
manage the fund are not up to the job. “A
little money corrupts a little, a lot corrupts a
lot” said one of the participants, and others
pointed to the potential abuse of power when
unspecified or undedicated money is con-
centrated in the hands of a few people. Con-
centrations of “discretionary money” be-
come spheres of influence attracting others
to compete or beg for available funds. This
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Service is a pooling of money where indi-
viduals still remain owner of the money in
their accounts, but donate their right to (a
minimal) interest to Auroville. This system
is obviously a small step in the right direc-
tion. Some forum participants proposed an-
other alternative: to donate money to a pool
created to realise a certain purpose. The
purpose could be fixed in advance (which
was done, for example, when collecting
money for the crystal globe for Matri-
mandir), or could be decided upon at regu-
lar time intervals. In this way money could

last observation also holds good for
Auroville, where rich individuals, or com-
mercial unit executives after having dis-
charged their agreed contributions to
Auroville in general, have great liberty to
use excess funds at their disposal to stimu-
late projects of their choice or to invest them
for gaining interest.

This bring up the question of what quali-
ties an individual should have to manage
money. In the same conversation of 1951
Mother mentions that power, money and sex
are interdependent, and that all three have

to be conquered to be sure of conquering
one, as cach of these things leans for its re-
alisation on the other two. “I have related to
you that vision, that big black serpent which
kept watch over the riches of the world, ter-
restrial wealth — he demanded the mastery
of the sex-impulse. Because, according to
certain theories, the very need of power has
its end in this satisfaction, and if one mas-
tered that, if one abolished that from human
consciousness, much of the need for power
and desire for money would disappear auto-
matically. Evidently, these are the three great
obstacles in the terrestrial human life and,
unless they are conquered, there is scarcely
a chance for humanity to change.” When
asked if a personal transformation would
suffice without there being at least a corre-
spondence in the collectivity, She replied that
She did not believe it was possible. In 1958,
again in conversation with Satprem, She
mentioned that the condition of terrestrial
mastery over the sex-impulse had not been
fulfilled, and that Sri Aurobindo had come
to the conclusion “that only the supramental
power will be able to rule over every-
thing. (19

No place in the
world is safe

Mother stated repeatedly that the supra-
mental force is working in the world. And it
is perhaps because of the working of this
force that discussions such as initiated by
Chandresh on the true use of money take off
with such liveliness. All over the world at-
tempts have started to deal differently with
money. Writes Devan Nair, former President
of Singapore and one of the forum partici-
pants: “You may not have sufficiently ap-
preciated that you have advanced the money
power project in the grim context of a glo-
bal economic meltdown which has already
passed its early stages. It is a gigantic ex-
plosion which we even now witness in slow
motion on the screen of unfolding reality.
Investors in all continents, not excluding the
Americas, are running scared and busy look-
ing for safer places to secure their largely
ill-gotten gains. They will eventually real-
ise that no place in the world is safe; in fact
that nobody is safe unless all are safe. This
is the major reason why so many prominent
economists world-wide have begun a seri-
ous questioning of the fundamentals of the
dominant free market philosophy of our
times. They have begun to suspect that these
so-called ‘fundamentals’ probably constitute
the most stupendous hoax perpetrated on
mankind by Asuric forces.”

And he continues: “What is of the utmost
significance is that a large number of highly
respected economists world-wide are al-
ready publicly questioning the moral and
practical relevance of economic growth
based on free market principles. Institutions
like the International Monetary Fund have
come under microscopic examinations that
reveal that billions of dollars used to help
out countries in deficit are in reality prima-
rily used to bail out billionaires and high-
end currency speculators, while calling on
the mass of underprivileged people to tighten
their belts and eat less.” In the words of Sri
Aurobindo: “The industrial, the commercial,
the economic age — another kind of barba-
rism — is progressing towards its culmina-
tion and its close.” And He explains: “This
economic barbarism is essentially that of the
vital man who mistakes the vital being for
the self and accepts its satisfaction as the
first aim of life. The vitalistic or economic
barbarian makes the satisfaction of wants and




desires and the accumulation of possession
his standard and aim...To arrive, to succeed,
to produce, to accumulate, to possess is his
existence. The accumulation of wealth and
more wealth, the adding of possessions to
possessions, opulence, show, pleasure, a
cumbrous inartistic luxury, a plethora of con-
veniences, life devoid of beauty and nobil-
ity, religion vulgarised or coldly formalised,
politics and government turned into a trade
and profession, enjoyment itself made a busi-
ness, this 1s commercialism...His idea of
civilisation is comfort, his idea of morals
social respectability, his idea of politics the
encouragement of industry, the opening of
markets, exploitation and trade following the
flag=lions

Dual citizenship -
an ideal solution?

“As we approach the Gnostic scheme of
things, we are bound, indeed will be com-
pelled to find means to alter the present glo-
bal financial schemata in radical ways”
writes Devan. “But we can’t reach there in
one bound! Auroville hasn’t, after
so many years of existence, because
they too have had to survive right in
the midst of contending barbarisms.”
Devan touches on a true point. For
many Aurovilians still don’t feel se-
cure on many levels. Says Mukul,
an Indian Newcomer to Auroville
who lived abroad for a long time:
“You cannot expect Aurovilians of
foreign origin to bring all their re-
serves to Auroville if there is no
guarantee that they can stay in In-
dia. But the Indian Government is
studying the possibilities of allow-
ing dual citizenship to non-resident
Indians, and this might be an ideal
solution for Auroville as well.” But
internally too, Auroville needs to
develop a publicly accessible, very
clearly articulated statement of its re-
lationship with money, including
among other things, how the com-
munity will provide for the well-be-
ing of its citizens, and what the re-
sponsibilities of its citizens are.

Carel

(1) The Mother, Questions and Answers 1950-
1951, CWTM vol 4, pp. 375-383

(2) Auroville News, September 26th, 1998

(3) Asura: hostile force of the mental plane

(4) m-pp@coliaboration.org

and money @collaboration.org

(5) Economy group: Auroville working group that
monitors Auroville's internal economy, in particu-
lar the Central Fund.

(6) Auroville News, October 10th, 1998

(7) Financial Service: Auroville’s internal financial
system, which primarily deals with maintenances
of individual Aurovilians.

(8) Central Fund: Fund maintained by the Eco-
nomy group. Its income from various sources such
as contributions from commercial units, individu-
als, guests, projects and others, is used to cover
approximately 40 community budgets. Monthly
accounts are published in the Auroville News.
(9) Mother’s Agenda volume 10, 27 August 19689,
p 311
(10) More Answers from The Mother, CWTM Vol.
17 pp. 325-326
(11) More Answers from The Mother, CWTM Vol
17 pp. 396
(12) Mother's Agenda, October 4th, 1958, Vol. |,
p. 206 !
(13) Mother’s Agenda, October 4th, 1958, Vol. I
p 204-205
(14) Mother's Agenda, July 6th 1958, Vol. I. p.
177-178
(15) Sri Aurobindo, The Human Cycle p. 72-73.

THE AUROVILLE
MAINTENANCE SYSTEM

Trying to keep pace with a changing mentality

ike everybody else in the world, every
I Aurovilian needs food, shelter and
basic amenities in order to live. But
contrary to many other parts of the world, the
ideal in Auroville is not just to work for a liv-
ing. For in Auroville, “work would not be a
way to earn one’s living but a way to express
oneself and to develop one's capacities and
possibilities while being of service to the com-
munity as a whole, which, for its own part,
would provide for each individuals subsistence
and sphere of action.” ™"

As of today, the community of Auroville
provides for the basic subsistence of about 270
Aurovilians and their families through its
Auroville Maintenance Fund. The needs of the
other Aurovilians are covered either by them-
selves, or by the commercial units for whom
they work.

The Auroville Maintenance Fund is man-

The traditional nexus: money and power...

aged by the Economy Group. The maintenance
allocation is done by a sub-group, the Auro-
ville Maintenance Group. This group has, for
the last four months, also been working on
evaluating the maintenance system and study-
ing how maintenances can be increased, as the
outcome of a recent questionnaire showed that
about 85% of those who depend on the Main-
tenance Fund - most of whom work in the
Auroville service units - consider that they can-
not make ends meet. Does this mean that the
system needs to change? Or does this dissatis-
faction point to other imbalances within the
community?

F I Yhe Auroville Maintenance Group,
struggling as it does with an unpopu-
lar job, defines maintenance however

as being much more than the allotment in cash.

There are numerous services that are freely

available to children and adult Aurovilians,

such as education, dance and music classes,
body awareness classes, sports, theatre classes,
semi-subsidised health care and so on.

Aurovilians also avail freely of an infrastruc-

ture that is extraordinary for a village of a mere

1500 inhabitants. There is the big auditorium

at Bharat Nivas, where world class dance,

music and theatre performances are given free
of charge; there are video rooms; there are free
film performances; there is a beautiful heal-
ing centre at Quiet where all types of healing
are given free of charge; there are dance and
hatha yoga rooms at the Pitanga building; there
tis a world class electronic telephone exchange;
there is a Solar Kitchen; and many more serv-

ices are provided freely to all Aurovilians. Last
but not least, there is the magnificent living
environment: for Auroville is partly sur-
rounded by beautiful forests.

There is a tendency to think of maintenance
only in terms of cash allotment and to forget
all that is freely accessible, says the Mainte-
nance Group, and people do not sufficiently
appreciate that Auroville has already gone a
long way towards realising other aspects ex-
pressed in Mother’s Dream: “Beauty in all
its artistic forms, painting, sculpture, music,
literature, would be equally accessible to all;
the ability to share in the joy it brings would
be limited only by the capacities of each one
and not by social and financial positions.

According to the Maintenance Group,
Auroville is covering the basic needs from the
material point of view. Nobody need starve or
want for clothing, shelter or education or op-

8
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portunities to put their energy into Auroville.
And everybody knows that if they have a true
need, they will be listened to. Still, the result
of the questionnaire speaks for itself. Why do
85% of the 270 people who receive on aver-
age Rs 2,500/month feel that it is insufficient?
A simple reason is that the cost of living has
increased due to inflation, and maintenances
have not been adjusted accordingly. But a
deeper reason may be the perception that other
Aurovilians who are not depending on the
community for their living often enjoy far more
comfortable lifestyles. At least part of the
change of mentality can be attributed to this
factor. Five years ago, only those who would
really need support from the community would
ask forit. Nowadays, with the increase in gen-
eral prosperity, people see that there is money
around and wonder why they shouldn’t have
a better share; so everyone seems to be asking

- for maintenance which is looked upon increas-

ingly as a salary. But for the time being, only
the maintenance for those who really need it
can be provided.

nother reason for this change of men-

tality appears to be the fact that many

Aurovilians are now in their mid for-
ties and fifties, and issues of security are com-
ing up. There is a growing tendency to feel
that an Aurovilian should be maintained at a
level considered proper by that individual, in
view of the amount of years that person has
served the community and what he or she has
contributed to the community in terms of en-
ergy and sometimes money. This too is a new

development. But some members of the Main-
tenance Group attribute the change of mental-
ity to a far more fundamental problem: they feel
that many Aurovilians do not have, or do not
have sufficiently, an inner dedication to the aims
of Auroville, and that they turn instead towards
security and the satisfaction of desires.

“People sometimes forget what they are
here for,” is another observation which is fre-
quently heard. One doesn’t come to Auroville
to “make money.”” One cannot compare what
is available in Auroville in terms of cash al-
lowance to what one could earn outside. This
question particularly comes up when address-
ing the needs of the Auroville youth. The
Maintenance Group observes that Auroville
has, generally speaking, failed to motivate the
youth, who often feel that the cash allowance
is insufficient to cover their needs, to give their
energy to Auroville. The Maintenance Group
considers that those youth who feel unsatis-
fied in Auroville should be helped to go out
and experience the larger world.

The lack of “sufficient” maintenance is
sometimes a reason for people working in
services to shift to commercial units. Is it also -
areason why people do not contribute in work
to the community? The Auroville Mainte-
nance Group replies to this question with a
categoric no! They point out that there are very
few people in the Maintenance Fund whose
contribution to the community can be ques-
tioned, and that this observation is often mis-
used to justify not contributing to the needs
of the Maintenance Fund. It follows then, that
those who do not contribute to the commu-
nity in work are to be found amongst those
who have an income of their own.

s the money available to cover the neces-
sary increases? And how are those in-

reases 1o be made? The questionnaire
showed that a large majority is in favour of
more payments “in kind.” This implies that
instead of a full cash allowance, an allowance
of cash and basic goods - such as, for example,
meals at Solar Kitchen and clothing at Nandini
- would be made available to an individual. The
Maintenance Group is at present studying how
to effectuate such a change, but points out that
at a first glance the money needed to cover the
increases in cash and kind isn’t there. ® Though
it has become easier to meet basic needs as there
has been an increase of income over the last five
years, the proportion of what is needed and what
is available has remained the same. But if the
increase is beyond what is available at present,
does this imply it cannot be made available by
individual Aurovilians and other Auroville ac-
tivities, projects and units? A note from the
Economy Group in the Auroville news of Sep-
tember 26th gives an insight: “For rather a long
period during Auroville’s economic history,
Aurovilians with personal financial resources
were expected to (and did in fact) contribute at
least 10% of their income to Auroville as ‘un-
specified.” Recently, this form of contribution
has almost disappeared, even though it seems
that the proportion of Aurovilians with personal
resources has increased rather than decreased...”
The maintenance mentality that has been

in practice for many years is gradually chang-
ing. It secemes that a community-wide discus-
sion would be useful to see if there is any con-
sensus upon what the maintenance system
should be maintaining. Carel

(Based on information provided by some in-
dividual members of the Maintenance Group.)
(1) The Mother: A Dream (August 1954)

(2) Starting November the economy group has
increased the maintenances and appealed to
Aurovilians to help financially.




Perspectives on Village Action

Introducing Village Action

Unlike most cities, which draw into themselves all the raw materials and crea-
tive people from the rural area, Auroville wants to grow by nurturing the human
and material resources of the surrounding area. AVAG, which recently completed
15 years, is one of the groups which helps to make this happen.

Here we highlight some of the activities of AVAG, and publish excerpits from a

gers of change. Women’s groups have been
set up by AVAG in 29 villages. These groups
meet regularly, initiate and implement com-
munity projects, operate savings clubs, and
support each other in crisis. In the savings
clubs organized by women’s groups, each
member agrees to put in Rs.25/- each month.
AVAG gives a matching grant to the club when

other Auroville organization, AVAG is not per-
fect. And sadly enough, like most other
Auroville groups working in the bioregion,
AVAG functions more as a satellite than as an
integral unit of Auroville. And yet one hopes
that this situation will change and the realisa-
tion of an actual human unity in the Auroville
region become less of a dream and more of a

personal report by Rannveig Rajendran, a young Sri Lankan-Norwegian woman,
who spent 9 months in 1995 as a voluntary worker at AVAG.

Auroville Village Action Group (AVAG) was
formally founded in 1983. During the last five
years, due to assured funding, AVAG extended
its operations to 35 villages benefitting 2,000
people directly and 30,000 people indirectly.
The main purpose of AVAG is to create
awarness among the local people regarding
their social, cultural and environmental con-
ditions. It does this primarily by promoting the
material development of the villages, wom-
en's empowerment, and education of children
and the youth.

AVAG differs from most NGOs in that its
team of twenty or so development workers all
hail from the local villages. Equal numbers of

local young men and women are carefully se-
lected and trained for two years before they
Join the AVAG team as development workers.
This is in keeping with AVAG’s policy that
any change is lasting only if it is done with
people’s participation. AVAG takes up a par-
ticular activity in the village only if the villag-
ers themselves come forward to enlist AVAG's
help.

key feature of AVAG is its emphasis
on women empowerment. This is
partly because women have been tra-

ditionally oppressed and also because women,
as the mainstay of the family, are the harbin-

the amount reaches Rs. 3, 000 (US $70). From

these savings, loans can be
provided to the members. The
group decides for itself who
will be the beneficiary of the
loan. This project is aimed at
liberating the women from
usurious moneylenders and is
a precursor (o a women’s
bank..

uroville Village Ac-
tion Group also runs
two créches and 23

night schools, and supple-
ments the primary education
offered in the villages by its
PEP programme. Like any

Working with Village Action:

reality. Bindu

A Village Action meeting

a personal impression from a voluntary worker by Rannveig Rajendran

quipped with several litres of drinking water, I ar-
E rived at the Auroville Village Action Group office in

Isaiambalam on a (for me) extremely hot September
day. Idon’t know what I had expected, but I was surprised to
find an office building with electricity and even computers. I
was also surprised to find that Bhavana, with whom I had
been corresponding previous to my arrival, was an energetic
and smiling American woman on a bicycle, and not the north-
Indian middle-class woman that I had imagined. She made
me feel thata newly graduated sociologist from Norway could
actually contribute to the organisation. I was eager to be told
what to do and where to start.

That was the first day. The following days were quite
different. I soon realised that if I had come to Auroville with
expectations about being given a clearly defined role and spe-
cific work to take up, I would be disappointed. And in a way
I was. Auroville is very much a “do-as-you-do-it-truthfully-
place.” That was also the attitude of Auroville Village Ac-
tion Group. I was told to look around, get to know the place
and people and then decide where I'd like to put my energy.
What?? Had I really worked and saved money for months,
left my friends and family and travelled half the world around
to find that no-one had thought about where I could be needed?

A few frustrating days went by. I tried to get a picture of
what Auroville Village Action Group was, what kind of
projects it was involved in, and to learn about the area. So I
looked through all Auroville Village Action Group archives
(from which I didn’t learn much), talked to people at the
office (who were all very sweet but too busy to chat) and I
visited the Auroville Library (which had rows of books on
Sri Aurobindo and the Mother’s teachings, but hardly any-
thing on the historical and socio-cultural traits of Auroville’s
surrounding area). I started to secretly regret having turned
down a tempting job offer from University for this chaotic
scene, where no one seemed to be able to tell me what was
going on.

met the coordinators, Anbu and Moris, and the De-
velopment Workers. They were all seated on the floor
in a circle, and in the beginning I couldn’t make out who
were the teachers and who were the students: Pandyan facili-
tated the meeting with efficiency and creativity, and the other
students participated with an openness and eagerness I had
never experienced among Norwegian University students.
From that day on I followed Anbu and Moris around wher-
ever they went. Very soon I realised that it would take weeks
or even months before I could make myself useful. There
was too much I didn’t know about village life in Tamil Nadu
and my Tamil wasn’t as good as I had hoped.

B ut then everything changed. Because that’s when I

A few days later Anbu told me it was time to work, and
would I please take up English classes for the Development
Workers? I didn’t dare saying anything but yes! So I went to
the library and prepared classes—twice a week for the fe-
male workers and once a week for the guys.

After a while I took up classes in socio-economical sur-
veying. The Development Workers had already carried out
an extensive survey on their own and one neighbouring vil-
lage, and my classes were dedicated to analysing and dis-
cussing the results. Through these classes I discovered a kind
of thirst for training in analytical thinking among the Devel-
opment Workers. They told me quite frankly that they needed
to improve their ability to see things from more than one
side—both in their work and on a more personal level. One
of them put it like this: “I'm so used to being told what is
right and what is wrong. In the village it’s always the ones
with power who decide what everyone else should think. After
I met “Akka” and “Sir” (Anbu and Moris) I have learnt that
I have the right to disagree, and that I can try to convince
others too. But it’s not easy...

Sometimes when I facilitate meetings in the villages I
know for sure that what some people say is wrong, but I
don’t know how to express myself. And then I start to be-
lieve that maybe he is right after all. But I always regret it
afterwards—that I didn’t think fast enough.”

s an answer to this need, I started experimenting with
Aorganised discussions on various topics, often with

an element of a role-play. All the topics were pre-
sented in a form where there wasn’t necessarily one right
and one wrong answer, but where the complexity of the sub-
Ject could come up. Let me give just one example of how
those classes proceeded: I gave an introduction about child-
labour, presenting facts and figures on the situation interna-
tionally, and in India and Tamil Nadu, and also covered in-
ternational legislation and policies. Then I presented a im-
aginary but, sadly enough, realistic “plot”.

There is a factory in a very poor part of Tamil Nadu that
employs young children, because they are “cheaper” than
adults. Many households in the area depend on the salary
that their children bring home from the factory, and no one
dares to challenge the owners of the factory, by, let’s say,
demanding that he hires adults instead. The work is hard,
the pay is bad, the child-workers don't have proper clothes,
and the lunch they are served (as a part of the salary) is both
insufficient and unhealthy. In short: The children suffer tre-
mendously.

A Norwegian humanitarian organisation hears about the
tragic situation and offers to fund a project to help the chil-
dren to a better life. The proposal involves plans to put up

camps where the children will get beds, clothes and proper
Jfood. A night school is also planned. In the beginning every-
one thinks this is a great idea, but after a while voices are
raised against the whole project.

The discussion went on for hours, and didn’t end after
the class. Whenever I met the Development workers later
on, they would have thought up some new argument—both
in favour and against the project.

and gave spoken-English classes for the créche-staff

in the two AVAG-financed créches in Bommayar-
palayam and Kuilapalayam. In this way I could take off some
of Anbu’s work-burden, and also get a direct experience with
village work. I don’t know how much English they learnt
from me, but I learnt a lot of Tamil! And I learnt much about
village life. About children, about working mothers, and about
those wonderful women who have taken up teaching in far
from perfect surroundings, and for a salary most of us could
never manage on.

Showing interest and asking questions is often enough. I
was, for example, extremely disappointed to find that hardly
anyone from Auroville Village Action Group showed up to
celebrate the créche anniversary. The symbolic effect of
spending an hour watching the children perform in their best
clothes should be worthwhile considering, even if everyone
is—I know—extremely busy. I took some Auroville friends
to one of the celebrations, and the children, teachers and par-
ents were talking about it for weeks later.

Ever since the first time I visited Auroville in 1980 I had
an uncomfortable feeling about the way Aurovilians talk about
and deal with what one person characterised as “the Village
Problem”. But realising that this relationship is complex, I
have tried to “stay quiet”, to observe and learn and not to
pass premature judgments. However, having visited Auroville
eight times in fourteen years, I think I can now allow myself
to voice my frustrations. For there have been a sufficient
number of incidents to prove that the relationship between
Auroville and the villagers is far from perfect.

hat is needed is ways of addressing this prob-
chm—or should I say challenge—in a more or-
ganised and systematic way. Everyone is famil-
iar with Mother’s statement, that the villagers are the first

Aurovilians, but the statement needs to be more than an empty
phrase...

Some weeks later I expanded my teaching activities,

Having said this, I do feel there is lot of goodwill. I have
met people both in and outside AVAG who sincerely want to
improve the state of things.




ow many people can Auroville sustainably support?
H’l‘his is a difficult question to answer for at least two

reasons: First, lifestyles and material standards vary
greatly in and around Auroville—some individuals, in effect,
live “larger” than others. So, are we talking about supporting
individuals living in thatched huts and getting around on bicy-
cles or people who own large houses and cars? It makes a dif-
ference. Second, Auroville is not an island unto itself, but rather
depends upon exchanges of goods and resources within both
regional and global economies. Such trade tends to blur physi-
cal boundaries and makes it difficult to determine exactly who
is being supported by Auroville’s activities.

Matters become clearer if we turn this question on its head
and, instead of asking, “How many people can Auroville
sustainably support?“ we pose the question, “Given the vari-
ous lifestyles among Aurovilians, how much land and water
areais being used to sustain this population?* This is the ques-
tion posed by Mathis Wackernagel and William Rees in their
book Our Ecological Footprint and is the subject of a new
research project begun by the Geocommons College Program
(see box on this page).

One way to visualize the “ecological footprint™ of Auroville
* is to imagine a transparent dome a dozen times taller than the
Matrimandir covering all of Auroville and its 1,400 residents,
not unlike the Biosphere II project in Arizona. Imagining this
dome to be elastically expandable, how large would it need to
be in ordér for Auroville to indefinitely sustain itself solely
utilizing the natural ecosystems and energy sources available
within the dome? This dome would then define Auroville’s
ecological footprint upon the Earth. Another way to look at it:

uroville’s
cological
ootprint

A preliminary report
by Daniel Greenberg

if one were to take all of the bits and pieces of land from all
over the planet that are currently being appropriated to pro-
duce the goods and resources used by Auroville and/or assimi-
late its wastes and gather them together in one place, together
they would equal the area under this dome.

Why is this an important issue to consider? Because as a
species we are quickly reaching the limits of our finite bio-
sphere and we need to acknowledge some basic ecological re-
alities. On the Earth today, there are approximately 10.4 bil-
lion hectares of productive land and water available for hu-
man use. If we divide this area equally among the 5.9 billion
humans currently alive on the planet, we end up with almost
1.8 hectares per person. We can call this 1.8 hectares our “fair
Earthshare.”

ow as we all know, the Earth’s productivity is not

Nsharcd equally among all its human inhabitants (not
to mention other species). For example, the

average per capita footprint in India is 0.8 hec-

tares, making it one among an increasingly

small group of nations that are using less

than their fair Earthshare. On the other

end of the scale, the U.S. weighs

in at a whopping 10.3 ha/cap.

Thinking globally, Wacker-

nagel and Rees calculate

the average human’s

footprint at 2.8

hectares which

is over

- T
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Drawing from: "Our ecological footprint: reducing human impact on the earth” by Mathis Wackernagel and Wiliam E. Rees

1.5 people per bicycle

q\lumber of persons per item in Auroville

3 people per motorcycle 14 people per VCR

3 people per refrigerator 15 people per television

4 people per phone 33 people per automobile
Qpeople per moped 47 people per airconditioner

N

7 people per computer

50% larger than our fair Earthshare of 1.8 ha/cap. This is
solid evidence that the human enterprise has exceeded the
natural carrying capacity of the Earth. Our planet is sim-
ply not big enough to sustain our current levels of con-
sumption.

etting back to Auroville, the Geocommons Col-
Glege Program is attempting to track the resources

consumed and wastes produced by Auroville.
This has proven to be an exceedingly complex task and
much work remains to be done. So far, initial question-
naire data have been collected from 36 settlements, 102
individuals, and several organizations. While it is too soon
to estimate the average Aurovilian’s ecological footprint,
it is likely somewhere on the lower end of the scale (but
steadily rising). Over 40% of the 36 settlements conserve
resources through using some form of renewable energy
and about half have a collec-
tive kitchen. Furthermore,
about 50% of the Aurovilians
are vegetarian which makes
less of an impact upon global
resources than a meat-based
diet.

Let’s conservatively esti-
mate the average Aurovilian’s
ecological footprint at 2.5 hec-
tares (around the same level of
material comfort as in Mexico
or Costa Rica). This would
mean that, together, the current
1,400 residents of Auroville
appropriate about 3,500 hec-
tares of productive land and
water area. That’s already
quite a bit more than the 1,300
hectares currently owned by
Auroville or even the approxi-
mately 2,500 hectares that
Auroville could ever plan to
own. A city of 50,000 living
at this level of comfort would
need 1,250 square kilometres
to sustain all of its activities

(that’s almost 70 times the area of

Auroville, including the greenbelt). So
if anyone was ever envisioning Auroville to

be a self-sustaining city, they can forget about it;

Auroville is and will always be intimately linked with
the bioregion and beyond.

here lies hidden here an opportunity for Auroville
that may become increasingly apparent in the years

to come. Our global human enterprise is like the
Titanic; we have hit the iceberg of ecological limits which
is now gouging holes in the ship’s hull. We can’t expect
the iceberg to move out of our way. We have to shift our
rspective from “managing resources” to “‘managing our-
selves.” It’s not a question of how we can increase our fair
Earthshare; if anything, it is going to decrease. The ques-
tion is rather how we can squeeze the highest and most
attractive quality of life out of our 1.8 hectares. If Auroville
can learn to live within its ecological means, it will have
created a sustainable “lifeboat” that would surely become
a model for others around the world. If Auroville can do
this, it will truly become the city the earth needs.

Geocommons College Programw

The Geocommons College Program, in coopera-
tion with the University of New Hampshire, has
been bringing young adults to Auroville for over
seven years to study ecological community design
and sustainable living. Students typically spend nine
weeks living and working at Auroville and also visit
Plum Village, a Buddhist monastery led by Thich
Nhat Hanh in SW France and Mitraniketan, a
Gandhian community in Kerala, India. Future pro-
grams are planned at Green Kibbutzim in Israel
and other ecological communities in North America
and New Zealand. For more information, contact:
Geocommons, Derbyshire Farm, Temple, NH
03084, USA.
email: geo@ic.org; tel: (603) 654-6705; fax: 603-
654-6987
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Two on One Trail to the Himalayas

Journeying across India together, Swar and Jill
had a unique perspective of the country and their
relationship to it. Like many residents of Auroville,
as “Indianised Westerners” they no longer feel
like tourists, but more like natives travelling
through a familiar landscape. However; to most
Indians, they are seen as foreigners, and are ex-
pected to behave like tourists. In these excerpts
from their diary of a month travelling through
Kerala, Rajasthan and Himachal Pradesh, we can
see how curious it is to be in between two worlds.

Letting go...

Letting go of Auroville early, passing through Pondy just
long enough for a coffee, the camera and some good advice
from Auroson. Then bouncing by bus up and down to
Cuddalore, where we try our legs and Jill's neck begins to ache
with the first great weight of the backpack.

The only real restaurant in Cuddalore. Upstairs, there is a
view, a friendly waiter and a decent lunch. Our first rest stop,
first photo. “Where are you from?” for the first time, too.
“Where are you going?” “Why are you going to the Himala-
yas?’ The answer to “where are you from?” presents the first
obstacle. In Cuddalore, it’s not unusual for people to know
about Auroville. Later, as we get further away, our answer to
this question will vary. It depends on who we are talking to. To
some, we simply say our native place—France or America—
and let it go at that. For others, we explain, patiently, that we
are residents of India, living in Auroville for several years.
Then we try to explain what Auroville is. Our questioning friend
tries to understand what we are saying, with eyes widening as
surprise increases.

Waiting at the Cuddalore train station, we read The Snow
Leopard by Peter Mathiessen for its encouragement and in-
sight into the beauty and terror of travelling through unknown
territory. The descriptions of the land and the climb to Dolpo
(in Nepal) are magnificent, and make us forget a little the long
wait for the train. We take turns reading aloud, two voices in a
recitation, like a song of longing, in sympathy and the sounds
fill the time and space. The snow leopard stalks the station
watchfully, and the too sweet coffee is a reminder we’re still in
Tamil Nadu. Where is the train? It comes, an hour late, on the
night edge of time, and half asleep we trudge back and forth
on the platform, finding our sleeping berth and fading away to
the sound of the wheels revolving and the wonder of what’s
ahead.

Kerala Green

The Kerala forest gives new meaning to the word green.
What do we mean by green? Emerald green or mint green or
forest green or dusty green or the soft green of moss, the trans-
lucent green of banana leaves, or the dark, camouflage green
of the high trees that still cover much of the mountaintops?
Grey rain clouds pile up behind us, hanging above the soft
green paddies. Schoolgirls in crimson and white uniforms cut
through a field thick with rice where women are bent low over
their work; the two worlds share the same space but do not
connect. Further on, two women under a rich canopy of palms
talk beneath their black umbrellas. It seems a conversation in
Paradise.

Backwaters of Kerala

The boat from Quilon to Aleppey puffs off on the green
mirror of the canal, bordered on both sides by tall, slender co-
conut trees. Some hawks circle above our heads, ever looking
for fish, as do the Chinese fishing nets standing in rows near
the shore. We slip past a Krishna-blue church; the village chil-
dren wave and shout to us from the shore, then stand silently
watching as we glide by. Who is watching? Who is being
watched? We disturb for a moment, we make a noise, and we
are gone.

When we stop for lunch, a Bombay businessman and his
teenage son engage us in conversation, talking about football—
with children and other relatives in America, the old man speaks
knowledgeably of Rochester, Kansas City and making money.
He is happy and his son is full of enthusiasm and laughs easily.
“Where are you from?” he asks Jill. When she answers “New
York”, he sighs. His son replies, “Yes, Bombay and New York—
once Bombay is in your blood, it is hard to let go.” But it’s
been a long time since Jill was in New York. When we explain
that we live in India now, the father looks at us quizzically.
“What business are you in?” he asks.

Onward to Rajasthan

Finally on the train to Udaipur, Rajasthan. We share a sleeper
section with a family who have brought a Gujarati feast with
them and unpack the food, preparing to settle in and eat a ten
course meal at 11:00 p.m. not heeding our too obvious yawns.
We wait for a while, until we can’t bear it anymore and we de-
cide it is time to say something, or this party will continue for
another hour and we will never be able to sleep. We have, of
course, to put down our beds, and this cuts the festivities short.
A gloomy silence results from the gourmets. Tired and dirty from
travelling by train for two days, we are asleep in seconds. This
experience reminds us that sometimes we still react as Western-
ers, with a different sense of time and propriety.

Jill and Swar in Bombay

In the Thar Desert

Leaving the walled city of Jaisalmer atop our camels, we
are on a two day safari in the desert. The journey is full of
thoughts that respond to the landscape and the adventure. “Fi-
nally,” Jill says, “I wanted to know what it felt like to be in a
desert, where there is nothing but the sand and you.” Unfortu-
nately, this small journey in the Thar does not take us so far
from civilisation, but it does provide us with a little taste and a
beautiful setting.

All day we ride across sand and stone and purple shale,
past scrub bushes, thorn bushes, than an oasis, a small pool of
water from the monscon rains, a miracle after the unrelenting
desert landscape. Sometimes, we are nose to nose with an-
other tour party, two English travellers, a girl and boy, both
blond and getting a good burn under the mid-day sun. The girl,
who calls her camel “Johnny” chats incessantly with her camel
driver, while the boy plays his flute. For once, we leave the
cities and their turmoil, chaos and pollution to experience the
open space, its silence prevailing everywhere, while our cam-
els move slowly, in waves, disregarding any trail. After a few
hours, with his back starting to ache seriously, Swar begins to
remember his dear motorbike with its comfortable seat and
easy swiftness!

The Himalayas: Narkanda, 2.705 m.

Alter having coffee at a stall near the bus stop, we find a
room at the “Snow View”, a hotel up a hill overlooking the
deep valleys below. The clouds open up, giving us the “darshan”
of the snow peaks. At last, we see some snow on the

mountaintops! The room is simple and cold—no heaters here
and hot water is given by the bucket. In the evening, while
taking a stroll through Narkanda, we are stopped by a friendly
fellow from Delhi who invites us to join him for tea in the
house of an acquaintance nearby. The building is an ancient,
roomy, two storey dwelling with a Tibetan inscription of wel-
come above the doorway. Even though it is ramshackle, it has
charm, and the owner turns out to be the descendant of one of
the pioneers of Narkanda.

As we lalk, we learn a little about the history of the place.
There was an American, a Mr. Stokes, who came to India as a
priest, but he married a local woman, became a Hindu, and
with seeds from America, he scattered apple trees everywhere
in Himachal Pradesh. Our hosts tells us he owns 150 acres of
orchards, has too many apples and doesn’t know what to do
with them all. He even suggests sending some south to
Auroville! The visit is wonderful for us, a warm respite from
the official welcomes of hotel managers and merchants. Over
a cup of tea, our host asks us the usual questions, but we can
answer at a deeper level. We are able to explain Auroville, and
we can discuss the Aurobindo Ashram in Delhi with people
who have been there. ;

Coming Home

From the rivers up to the big city, over the desert, through
the mountains, down into the valleys, across the sweltering
plains to the vast, open sea. How do we feel coming back? Not
too excited, still full of fresh Himalayan mountain memories,
clean air and water. A month without e-mail, telephone and
moped, walking in the sunshine, across rain puddled roads and
above incredibly shiny, luminous green rice paddies, past small
Shiva temples, for Shiva’s presence is felt everywhere from
the bus cabin to the mountaintops. We felt the presence of the
mountains as massive, but not indestructible, for we also saw
evidence of landslides and boulders strewn across the road.
From the rivers we learned about sheer energy in movement,
uncontained and uncontrolled—from the desert we experienced
the silence, wideness and rugged beauty of limitless space. From
the Big Cities of Mumbai (Bombay) and Delhi, the end prod-
ucts of civilisation—dirt, noise, pollution.

We were affected by the journey in the sense that, person-
ally, we had come through it together, stronger and with a bet-
ter understanding of our strengths and weaknesses, and with a
more serene outlook upon daily circumstances. Life is a flow
and changes all the time—like the river, like the mountain,
like the shifting desert sands. The paradox of our unique status
as foreign residents in India remains: our trip reminded us we
are still living between two worlds. In some moments of our
journey, we were caught in a confusion of identity created by
the bureaucracy and our own resistance to being labelled
French, American, foreign, resident, Aurovilian—which should
we choose to describe ourselves? And yet, in some wonderful
moments, we could transcend our “official® status and, sim-
ply as seekers, children of the Mother, touch something of the
beauty and truth of India.

Jill and Swar
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Nobel Prize for International
Advisory Councili member

Professor Amartya Sen, Master of Trinity College, Cam-
bridge, and recently appointed to the International Advisory
Council of the Auroville Foundation, has been awarded the
Nobel Prize for Economic Science. Dr. Sen’s work has
focussed upon issues of welfare, inequality and poverty, and
he has shown how government policies can cause starva-
tion even when food is available. In its citation, the Royal
Swedish Academy of Sciences said that he had "restored
an ethical dimension to the discussion of vital economic prob-
lems®.

Helping to save the ozone layer

Two week-long training workshops on the maintenance of
CFC-free and solar refrigerators took place in September
at Auroville's Centre for Scientific Research. They were held
at the request of the World Health Organization (WHO),
South Asia, in collaboration with IT Power, a NGO in
Pondicherry. The participants hailed from India, Bangladesh,
Myanmar, Sri Lanka and Indonesia.

CFC gases, traditionally used as a "coolant® for refrigera-
tion, deplete the ozone layer. In keeping with the Geneva/
Montreal Convention to stop the use of CFC gases by the
year 2000, WHO plans to replace the CFC coolants in all its
refrigerators and cold-storage chambers with CFC-free cool-
ants. And this workshop, inaugurated by the President of
WHO, South Asia, was a first step in this direction. IT Power
and CSR have been chosen by WHO as the key organiza-
tions for providing training in this field in India.

Visiting environmentalists

Joanna Macy, international environmentalist and author of
books like Despair and Personal Power in the Nuclear Age,

gave an inspiring talk and led a participatory discussion on
the state of the global environment at Vérité on 6th of Octo-
ber. Joanna spoke of what she termed "The Great Turning,*
the process by which individuals and groups are consciously
making the effort to change from an "industrial growing so-
ciety” to a "light sustaining society.* An avowed Buddhist
herself, Joanna spoke of the need of a shift in conscious-
ness to effect this change in society.

Alan Watson, member of the Findhorn Foundation in Scot-
land and founder of the Trees for Life organization, also
spent some time in Auroville in October during which he
presented two beautiful slide shows on his work on regen-
erating the Caledonian Forest in Scotland.

India: unity and diversity

An exhibition and seminar was held on this theme over the
weekend of 17th-18th October. The seminar was inaugu-
rated by Professor Dikshit of Annamalai University. It began
with priests from Chidambaram Temple chanting Vedic
verses, and continued with Aurovilians and friends discuss-
ing their relationship to india and how India presents a unique
example of unity within diversity.

AURONET! 2005

Recently, the AuroNET! team, who run the internal intranet
communication system, invited Aurovilians to brainstorm
about how they would like to see it developing in the future.
Ideas included using it for referenda and other ways of poll-
ing the community; electronic work group meetings; Pour
Tous online shopping; electronic commerce for marketing
Auroville products; an intemet-based telephone system; and
linkages to village schools in the area for purposes of edu-
cation and for raising environmental awareness.

Land purchase update

Over the past 18 months, Auroville has
purchased 95 acres of land, of which
27 acres are in the city area and 68
acres in the green belt. This was due
to substantial contributions from
Aurovilians, friends of Auroville and the
Dutch foundation "Stichting de Zaaier".
In cooperation with the Secretary, the
Land Service has also been making
efforts with the Tamil Nadu State Gov-
ernment to hand over or to lease
Peramboke (government) land in the
Auroville area to the Auroville Founda-
tion. In the city area a total of 259 acres
(105 hectares) still needs to be pur-
chased; the figure for the outstanding
green belt land is 2,325 acres (950
hectares). It is estimated that, at cur-
rent land prices, it will cost about Rs. 5
crores (US$ 1.2 million) to acquire the
remaining land for the city area and Rs.
35 crares (US$ 8.35 million) to acquire
the remaining green belt land.

A modest proposal ' sig e body electric.” (Walt Whitman)

Afterattending the AuroNET! visioning meeting (see sepa-
rate report), I happened to read an article in The Guardian
Weekly which made me realise how uninspired our Auronet
brainstorming had been. For this article was about how a pro-
fessor of cybernetics at Reading University had a silicon chip
implanted in his arm as an experiment in ‘smart engineering’.
This means that the chip connects him up to his electronically-
intelligent office which, on recognizing him, opens doors as
he approaches, greets him, turns on his computer, adjusts the
thermostat to his ideal temperature etc. etc.

Imagine this transplanted to Auroville. For a few moments
of mild discomfort as the chip is implanted, so much of the
valuable energy which the new Aurovilian lifestyle requires
could be saved. Our four-wheel drive Sierras would start up as
we approach, automatically selecting our favourite CD, the mi-
crowave would begin to heat up our genetically-modified curry
as we turn in the gate, the Jacuzzi in the basement would al-
ready be running at precisely the correct temperature while we
are still peeling off our Pierre Cardin underwear. Ah, Shangri-
la!

But there are even more interesting possibilities, because
the implanted chip also offers the opportunity for others to
monitor and control the person who is hosting it. Imagine the
scene. A control room manned (or womanned) by a small group
of Aurovilians. On huge monitor screens they are able to ob-
serve not only what each Aurovilian is doing (by that time,
every Aurovilian will be required to host an electronic implant
as a condition for being put on the Mastered List) but also

thinking! Most of this will be extremely boring. But, now and
again, the control team will get to intervene. For example,
Aurovilian A is about to purchase a large tin of olive oil in
Pour Tous which will send his account scampering into minus.
One of the observing control team will immediately adminis-
ter, via his implant, a mild electric shock. If A persists in his
undesirable urge, stronger shocks can be administered until he
walks (or is carried) away. Similarly anti-social intentions, like
planning to jump the queue at the Solar Kitchen or to question
the routing of the Crown Road, can be monitored and cor-
rected before they manifest overtly. Conversely, behaviour
which is deemed by the control group beneficial can be re-
warded by varied doses of electronically-generated bliss.

Of course, there are one or two minor drawbacks to this
idea. It might be a trifle difficult to select the control group
(the only ones without implants), we may all hum electroni-
cally in the rain, and we’ll have to get used to some Aurovilians
being twitchier, or more blissed-out, than usual. (There may
also be problems with airport security, but that’s another story.)
Medically, the implantation of chips in the arm should pose no
great problems, although the implantation of chips in the
brain—which I see as the logical extension of the initial ex-
periment—may require an overnight stay in JIPMER.

So let’s seize the day. Let’s make Auroville the smart com-
munity for smart people. The fast-track, wired-up, cutting-edge
electronic cradle of the superman.

AuroNET! take note. And do the needful.

Alan

In April last year, an Auroville Land Fund information and
fund-raising cenire was set up at CSR office to enhance
communication with donors and to increase the inflow of
donations. If anyone has any ideas for directly or indirectly
raising funds for land purchase, please contact this office
(tel.622168/622277 email:landfund @ aurovilie.org.in) or the
Land Service in Bharat Nivas (tel.622170).

Bass-baritone recital

Sponsored by the Dutch Government, the Dutch bass-bari-
tone Dick Hollander, accompanied by the Indian pianist
Nauzer Daruwalla, gave a recital of baroque and romantic
songs and folk music. Dick's warm and deep voice, and
Nauzer's smooth piano accompaniment enthused the
Auroville public. Before leaving, Dick gave an inspiring mas-
ter-class to the adults choir.

Books

With Medhananda on the

shores of infinity

is a new book published by the Sri Mira Trust, Pondicherry.
Medhananda was born in Germany but left during the rise
of Nazism and went to live on an island near Tahiti. In 1248,
someone gave him Sri Aurobindo’s book ‘The Mother' and
it made a profound impact upon him. In 1952 he joined the
Sri Aurobindo Ashram where he became the librarian of the
Ashram Library. He died in 1994.

This book consists of autobiographical material, drawn
mostly from conversations with Yvonne Artaud. The early
sections refer to his remarkable relationships with animals, -
both real and totemic, and his ability to access what he calls :
"archetypal relationships“—those that link us with our past
lives and which provide guidance in the present. The mid-
dle section deals with his inner experiences on Moorea, the
sister island to Tahiti, and the final section is about the
Ashram and the yoga of Sri Aurobindo and The Mother.
What makes the book so readable, apart from the interest
and depth of his experiences, is that it is shot through with 2
quiet humour. In one snippet, for example, he talks about
leaving—or exteriorising himself from—his body in the
market place of Papeete. When he wanted to return to it, he
couldn’t remember on which earth, solar system or galaxy
he had left it! Finally he remembers it is ‘Sri Aurobindo’s
planet’, and contact was re-established with this poor body
standing in the middle of the marketplace.

With Medhananda on the shores of infinity is available from
SABDA, Pondicherry. Price Rs 125.

Prison buissoniere

Raymond Thépot, author of Héelles utopies and Houle de
Terre, has just published a collection of French poetry which
he wrote in Auroville between 1982-83. The book (81 pages)
is available from Pour Tous and the Boutiques d’Auroville.
Price: Rs.130.

A letter

)

Thanks for sending us “The
Auroville Adventure”, a wonder-
ful compﬂaﬁon of ten years of
Auroville Today. The book is
beautiful both in contents and lay-
out and shows that yl\ur*ovi”e is
very much alive and growing
wonderfu"}_f. JE s good to look
back frdm time to time and real-
ise that indeed we are living in
the Cii‘y of the Future.
With love,
Meenakshi and Toine

B4

The Auroville Adventure is priced at Rs 250 (India) and
US$ 15 (all other countries). The price includes packing
and mailing (by airmail to all foreign countries). Send your
cheque, made payable to Auroville Fund and specified
"Auroville Today" to Auroville Today at CSR Office,
Auroville 605101.

email:avtoday @auroville.org.in

Fax **.91.(0)413 622057
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hen you grow up in Auroville—a

W relative paradise by most accounts

until you hit your teens—how easy

is the experience of integrating into the worka-

day adult Auroville? Is the issue of youth in-

tegration of any concern to an adult commu-

nity preoccupied with a plethora of far more
pressing and important topics?

Ritam and Muni are in their early twen-

ing’. So we don’t publish it and he goes to the
Executive Council to complain.” Muni adds:
“It’s hilarious! People's egos can really get hurt
when you don’t publish their article. Then we
get individuals who start lecturing us on their
point of view. We are going to print it, but no,

they have a complaint they can come to us but
they say ‘no’, they're going to the Working
Committee, and so we just laugh. We’re young,

we laugh a lot.”
A “Auroville is small, you know every
one, and you know who the crackpots

are who you have to deal with at the News.

11 this doesn’t seem to phase Ritam:

:—; -~ ties. They both grew up here, but Ritam—who Do I feel fulfilled in this work? Yes, but if in
= was born here—only recently came back after  six months I feel I'm stagnating, then I'll try
- : % anumber of years away. Both now runthe AV something different, like languages. I was
: g !‘__% News, our weekly bulletin board of opinion  teaching English at New Creation before. I'd
e ea w - and meeting reports, and seem to be enjoying  do something different from a regular job like
._g.. %:; what for many would be a thankless task. They ~ supervising in a unit. There are not many op-

o g were more than willing to talk about their work  tions for people our age. If you are completely

E g _:E_ o ~ as well as their experience of the problem of  business-minded you start a unit. It sounds

iy o youth integration in Auroville. good but not many people our age can do that.

"g" £3 'g ~ According to Ritam: “Someone givesusa  So you drift from here to there. Lots of young

§ g % § ;,‘ long article, far too long for us to publish in  people I know, friends of mine, would work

g one go, so we tell him that we’ll publish itin  but it's not easy to find something. Jobs for

Y two parts. He then says ‘No, it’s all or noth-  young people don’t really exist here. For some

young people it’s really tough They have to
move out of Auroville for financial reasons.
I’m pretty happy I found this.”

*“The thing about units,” Muni adds, “is
that they don’t really want Aurovilians work-
ing there because they don’t want to get has-
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Images of Pondicherry: father and son selling folk art at the Sunday bazaar

Muni (l.) and Ritam at the news desk

they have to come behind the desk and try to
convince us of how their point of view is the
only right one. You can get quite drained after
a couple of hours. Or there are others who stop
you on the road, come to your house, phone
you... There's also the fear—there’s a lot of
fear—that printing certain stuff will harm
Auroville even when it concerns issues that
are being dealt with publicly in Auroville.”

itam continues: “Some people will
R come and check on the computer that

the article they submitted is there, and
if there is a reaction to it they want to read it
so they can answer it. And this is before the
issue has even come out!”

“It’s good for character building,” says
Muni, laughing. “After a while you get im-
mune and look beyond it. At first, I would be
sucked in by everyone’s different point of view
and would just say ‘yes’, no matter what. But
you can’t make everyone happy. Recently we
refused a cartoon for instance—we had pub-
lished the first one this person had submitted—
but we didn’t find the second one funny and
thought it snide. So we asked a few other peo-
ple about it. They felt the same way so we
didn’t publish it.

“You laugh when you see how our minds
are so petty, so given to squabbling, and here
I'm including myself. We tell people that if

sled. It’s easier to hire and fire outsiders. We
have to tap the talent of the youth. We're build-
ing a community here but there’s no real pos-
sibility for people to come together. I cannot
remember this happening except perhaps when
the Dalai Lama came. It’s something we have
to work on in the next few years. I'm actually
pretty hopeful about the Auroville youth. I
don’t say they don’t hang around, but none-
theless, most of my generation are either in
school or working. They make their own way,
manage on their own. I never wanted to go
into business but now I've opened up a unit
called “Weather’. We’re doing graphic design-
ing. And my main reason is that I'd like to
encourage more youth activities. Right now
we’'re making T-shirts and our profits are go-
ing towards Auroville Youth 2000.”

-as Auroville changed much? Not ac-
H cording to Ritam. “Here things

change slowly. It's pretty backward
really. The roads changed, that’s about it. A
few extra people, groups have changed—but
it’s the same old story in different forms. But
I am happy to be back, for me it’s special here.
You guys came here when you were twenty or
twenty-five , but we were born here. And then
people ask us “Why are you here?’ I answer:

‘It’s our home’.
Interview by Roger and Tineke




