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Taking the pulse

Auroville Today has been
relatively successful over
the years in covering the
big issues in the community
as well as many of the most
interesting projects and ini-
tiatives. But what about
the texture of everyday life,
that invisible sea in which
we all swim, woven from
the preoccupations, the
frustrations and joys of
individual Aurovilians?

In this issue we speak to
Aurovilians from very dif-
ferent backgrounds in an
attempt to ‘take the pulse’
of the community today.
We have no illusions that
we will arrive at anything

definitive but certain
themes keep recurring.
These include concerns

about increasing bureaucra-
tization; the struggle to
marry ideals with the
increasing difficulty of sus-
taining oneself in today's
Auroville; the feeling that
the spirit of community is
weakening; and the need
for a more practical, less
conceptual approach to
issues like town-planning
and education. Alongside
this, however, is the sense
that Auroville is still very
much ‘on the way', symbol-
ized for many by the newly-
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wants to deal

with.  Basically,
my work is damage-control. If 1
see something which is dangerous
or stupid or not working, I usually
go and try to make it work. I don’t
like seeing things which don’t
function properly because nobody
bothered to think them through or
tried to make them work.”

It sounds as if she’ll never be
out of a job. “True. Most of my
projects are never-ending. Take
Kuyilapalayam. T started getting
involved in Kuyilapalayam village
in 1992 and have been trying to
clean up the mess there ever since.
When 1 started there, it was a real
village — the village elders came to
lay a foundation stone of any new
construction I was undertaking,
everybody was willing to cooper-
ate — but that era is over. Now,
nobody is in charge and the grow-
ing urban atmosphere has covered
over the sense of community. This
makes my work much harder.

“I worked for many years on
my own, organizing street-clean-
ing, beautification projects, garbage

seem to be attract-
‘ ‘ ed to the things
that nobody else

“colfection, conmmunity toilets etc: At

one time a group formed, the

Auroville”

Aurovilles mnthly news magazine stnce 1988

“Something has to inspire us”

Gillian first visited Auroville in 1974. She came to stay in 1977 and now lives in Aurodam. For many years she has
been the creative force behind Bijou, a bead workshop, but she’s also a kind of trouble-shooter-at-large, picking up
the pieces dropped along the way of our community process.

Gillian (left) and Mala at the Bijou bead workshop.

Kuyilapalayam Development Council,
and a lot of good work was done in
collaboration with the village leaders.

Then something shifted and the
group fell apart. I seem to have stay-
ing power — or maybe I'm just the cat
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that can’t retract its claws — because
I’m still hanging in there. I know if
I stopped garbage collection along
the road in no time it would be like
another tsunami aftermath. I also
keep the public toilets maintained
and functioning.

“The next step which is really
needed is to give every house in the
village a toilet. I have not found the
power to achieve this.”

Gillian mentions that a few
weeks back she woke up early one
morning, crying. “I’d read in the
News and Notes that Auroville had
just got three crore rupees [about $
740,000] for housing and I remem-
bered that almost nobody in the vil-
lages has a toilet. Where are the
three crores for them? Why isn’t
the government doing more for
them concerning basic things like
sanitation and clean water? The
present mess could continue for
another 50 years if something
doesn’t intervene.

“I also feel the time has come
for Auroville to grow up, to take a
leap into a new level of operation.
Auroville is 40 years old now, and
all we’ve got is dust in our eyes. We
need to deal with things when they
arise and to deal with them practi-
caily —I'm a very practical person.

Continued on page 5

"\We can't afford to eat at Auroville restaurants”

Asking three women who have grown up in Auroville to talk about the present day's reality in an hour was unrealistic. Even after two hours there

was still much to tell...
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rants. I can’t afford it!” It's a

shocking statement in today’s

Auroville, and it comes from a
young woman who was born and grew up in
Auroville: Lakshmi, administrator at Nandanam
Kindergarten and a member of the Auroville
Council. “You shouldn’t complain,” interrupts
Pushpa, “not if you are wearing gold jewellery!”
All three laugh out loud.

n all my years in Auroville, [ have
‘ ‘ I never eaten at Auroville restau-

Lakshmi, Amudha, and Pushpa

Lakshmi and Pushpa, who have been teaching
in various Auroville prep school schools for the
past 17 years, are two of the three Tamil Aurovilian
women who talk to me about the changing
Auroville. The third is Amudha, who has been
teaching at the Kindergarten for over 25 years.

All three grew up in Auroville. Amudha is the
oldest, “the big sister of the others,” as she says. She
joined Auroville at 16, leaving home against the
wishes of her family. Pushpa is of bi-cultural her-
itage, with a Tamil mother and an Australian father.
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She grew up in the beach settlement of Sri Ma.
Lakshmi’s parents are Aurovilians; she grew up
in Aspiration community.

So what is this gold jewellery story? Lakshmi
explains. “When Tamil Aurovilian women com-
plain about Auroville products being unafford-
able, many non-Indians take a look at the jew-
ellery we’re wearing and tell us ‘What! But you
are wearing all that gold?” “They don’t under-
stand that the jewellery is our savings,” says
Amudha. “In times of emergency, we sell it to
cover expenses.” “Also people don’t know the
difficulty we go through to save a 100 or 200
rupees every month,” adds Pushpa, who has a few
pretty gold trinkets adorning each ear.
“Foreigners deposit their money in a bank. Tamil
women buy gold,” she sums up matter-of-factly.

Issues of education

Is life tough for the Tamil women of
Auroville? There is a silence before Lakshmi
speaks out. “There are quite a few problems
which are probably unique to us. We do not eat at
Auroville restaurants, and we won’t buy many of
the Auroville-made products because they are too
expensive. We have to be very economical,
because we have to meet expenses which others
don’t.”

A major expense, it appears, is education. This
is a touchy subject. While they all agree that “pri-
mary and middle school education in Auroville is
great,” they are concerned about the education the
Auroville high schools provide. “The focus is on
foreign certificates (British system) which are use-

ful if you want to send your children abroad for
college. But we want our children to study what-
ever they want right here in India. And education
for that type of certificates is not given importance.
We have to send our children outside Auroville.
But though Auroville’s higher education is free
within Auroville, Auroville doesn’t pay for higher
education outside. And that doesn’t sit well,” says
Amudha. All three have their children studying
outside Auroville. “People here don’t understand
that most of us came from families with little or no
education, so this is very important to us. Instead,
those of us who put our kids into outside schools
are accused of betraying the ideals of Auroville,”
adds Pushpa.

“It wasn’t an easy decision,” says Lakshmi. I
wanted my daughter to do all her education in
Auroville. But she decided otherwise and wanted
to study in a regular school in Pondicherry. I was
embarrassed; it felt as if my daughter was turning
her back on Auroville. On top of it, it was a going
to cost a lot of money and demand many sacrifices
from the family. We were not sure how we’d man-
age as both my husband and I are working for
Auroville services and receive only a basic main-
tenance. But my daughter insisted because she
wanted to study at the Kalakshetra dance school to
learn Bharatanatyam.” The family gave in. And as
time went by, Lakshmi viewed the experience
more positively. “It is not as I feared. My daugh-
ter’s connection to Auroville has not disappeared.
On the contrary, she has become more focussed
and disciplined and maintains strong contacts with
her Auroville friends.” Continued on page 6
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Governing Board and Advisory Council meet

The members of the International Advisory Council had their meeting from August 29-31. The Governing Board met on September 15t

his is my 160 visit to
‘ ‘ Auroville and these visits
seem to have one thing in
common, namely that there
is always a Problem with a

capital ‘P’ to be resolved,” said Dr. Karan Singh,
opening the interaction between the Governing
Board (GB) and Auroville Working Groups on
September 15L. The ‘P’ in question was office
order 105, which made co-signing of all cheques
of Auroville’s Unity Fund by the Secretary
mandatory. This order had been fiercely objected
to and, in consequence, the operation of the Unity
Fund, which receives all donations from India and
abroad, had come to a complete halt.

The matter was not only a subject of discus-
sion within the Board. Earlier, two members of the
International Advisory Council (IAC), Mr. Marc
Luyckx Ghisi and Mr. Doudou Diéne, had spent
half a day discussing it with a large group of
Aurovilians. They listened to concerns that
Auroville’s autonomy would be affected by the
order; that the order would reduce Auroville to a
Government Department rather than the
autonomous body the Auroville Foundation is
supposed to be; that only an estimated 5% of
Auroville’s total income comes from government
sources and there seems to be no good reason why
Auroville should not be allowed to manage the
funds collected by the Aurovilians themselves;
and that, if Auroville was seen as a ‘government
project’, people might leave Auroville while oth-
ers would be discouraged from joining. A compar-
ison was made with the well-known Visva-Bharati
University in Shantiniketan in West Bengal, which
could not attain its original objectives as specified
by Rabindranath Tagore due to too much govern-
ment interference.

The IAC, in its minutes published immediate-
ly after its meeting, reflected that though
Aurovilians are the main actors of Auroville’s
development, there has been and continues to be a

0On his recent visit to Auroville, Dr. Karan Singh visited the Matrimandir and spent some
time in the Chamber. Foreground from left to right: Dr. Karan Singh, Pashi Kapoor, Alain
Grandcolas and Roger Anger.

strong commitment of the Indian Government
“without which the realization of Auroville’s
ideals would be impossible. The role of the
Government is to protect and to facilitate
Auroville’s development in all its aspects. As and
when possible, all decisions should and must be
taken by the Aurovilians, in consultation with the
representatives of the Governing Board. The
Auroville Foundation can and should intervene
only if there is incompetence or if the issues
require the participation or involvement of the
Government of India.” Calling for transparency,
empowerment, participation and networking, the

Council proposed that the Secretary, instead of
being co-signatory, should become one of the
executives of the Unity Fund which would thus
make co-signing redundant.

= The Board, too, reflected long on the issue.
While its ex-officio members, representing the
Government of India, stressed the applicability
of well-tested government control systems on
Auroville, others stressed Auroville’s autono-
my. Finally, a solution was worked out for a
trial period of 6 months. The proposal of the IAC
was modified to the extent that the Finance and
Administrative  Officer of the Auroville

Foundation would become one of the executives
of the Unity Fund; and it was agreed that for all
cheques below Rs 500,000 no co-signing would
be required.

The solution was accepted by Auroville and
has meanwhile been implemented. A review after
six months will show if there is any true need for
the co-signing, and if there have been any prob-
lems operating the system. In the meantime, the
applicability of government rules to an
autonomous body like the Auroville Foundation
will be studied further.

Will this issue be the last big ‘P’ for some time
to come? It may be. But most certainly all ‘p’s will
be overshadowed by an event with a capital ‘E’
which was the second main topic on the agenda:
the celebration of Auroville’s 40th birthday. At the
instigation of the IAC, and with the approval of the
Aurovilians present, the GB decided to extend
invitations to the present Director General of
UNESCO, Mr Koishiro Matsuura, former
Secretary General of the UN Mr. Kofi Annan, and
former Secretary Generals of UNESCO Mr.
M’Bow and Mr. Frederico Mayor, to ‘attend the
celebration on February 28th, 2008. The topic
‘Auroville and the Ideal of Human Unity” has been
chosen as the theme of the symposium on that day.
“This event,” said the I[AC, “will further
Auroville’s ideals and development and enhance
its visibility in India and in the world as a model
experiment in the creation of a unitary vision that
takes into account spirituality, cosmopolitanism
and sustainable development.”

Both the IAC and GB members left Auroville
satisfied. Also members of the Working
Committee of Auroville’s Residents’ Assembly
(RA) expressed satisfaction with ‘good meetings’,
which were seen as a further step towards a partic-
ipatory government of Auroville that includes all
three authorities of the Foundation: the GB, the
IAC and the Residents” Assembly.

Carel

. she decided to become a member of Auroville’s

Introducing Vishakha Desai

Ms. Vishakha Desai, President of the Asia Society, New York, visited Auroville for the first time to attend the

meeting of the International Advisory Council.

ishakha Desai was born in
Amedhabad, Gujarat, shortly after
Indian independence. Her parents had
been active in the Indian indepen-
dence movement, and she grew up
with the new ideals of a young nation, based on non-
violence, going beyond creed and caste and with a
new kind of spirituality. “That is where Sri
Aurobindo’s philosophy came in,” she says. “My
mother in particular was touched and she became a
devotee of Sri Aurobindo and The Mother, and so
fed my interest.” Asked if this was the reason why

International Advisory Council, she laughs and says,
“Well, Dr Karan Singh knew about my mother’s
connection to the Sri Aurobindo Ashram, and when
he asked me he did pull my heart strings. Also, he
himself is rather a special human being and, given
his distinction, it is rather difficult to say ‘no’ to him.
So I didn’t really have much choice.”

Vishakha received her B.A. in political science
from Bombay University and an M.A. and Ph.D. in
Asian Art History from the University of Michigan.
“I first went to the USA as a high school student on
a student-exchange scholarship. My parents encour-
aged me to do that, which was quite progressive for
that time. They felt it was necessary that their chil-
dren came to know about the world. They never worried that by
leaving India [ would lose my Indianness.” She later returned to
the USA to do her masters, then got married to American Robert
B. Oxnam, a China scholar, and became an American citizen.

Didn’t that affect her Indianness? “By no means,” she says. “I
always had a position from which I could connect to Asia, for
example as a curator at The Museum of Fine Arts in Boston.

But when I joined the Asia Society in 1990, it was an ideal
position from which I could connect my Indian roots to Asia.”
The Asia Society, founded in 1956 by John D. Rockefeller III,
was initially established to promote greater knowledge of Asia in
the U.S.A. Today the Society is America’s leading institution
dedicated to fostering understanding of Asia and communication
between Americans and the peoples of Asia and the Pacific. “It’s
a non-profit, non-partisan educational institution,” says
Vishakha, “and its focus now is on interconnectedness of cul-
tures, economies, the effects of globalization, and pressing con-
cerns in Asia, including human rights, the status of women, and
environmental and global health issues.”

When asked what it was like to give up one’s nationality to
obtain another, Vishakha explained that it is not ideal. “For me,
one of the reasons to become an American was that I wanted to
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participate in life in America. Another reason was that I travel a
lot and that, contrary to the situation of Indian nationals,
Americans rarely require a visa.” But she is happy that the Indian
government has opened up the possibility of so-called ‘dual citi-
zenship’ for Indians living in the USA. “T’ll definitely go for it,”
she says, and underlines that it is important that India is opening
up. “As India becomes more globalised and is on its way to
become a global leader, it is very important that India changes the
strict rules, not just for persons of Indian origin living abroad, but
also for non-Indians living in India, including Aurovilians of for-
eign origin. For those people India should create a permanent res-
ident status, like the green card status in the USA. This will bene-
fit India as well, as it will get globalised from within. The Indian
government should treat foreigners living in India in the same
way it wants Indians living abroad to be treated.”

Asked about her impressions of Auroville, Vishakha replies
that it is still too early to say anything. “T am particularly interest-
ed in Auroville as an experiment in creating a new kind of com-
munity in the world which has a tremendous potential for other
communities. But for now, ["'m just observing and learning.”

Carel

Why celebrate?

am a bit confused by this stuff flying around
Auroville about whether or not we have anything to
celebrate on Auroville’s 40th birthday. No one can
stop a celebration, and it is true that we don’t make
celebration a part of our community life; all the more
regrettable, as truly there is much to celebrate here.

So here are a few things right “off the top of my heart,” that
1 believe are worth celebrating.

First, in the words of a friend: “We can celebrate the spirit
of innovation and personal iitiative that has endured and blos-
somed in Auroville.”

Then I would add my own reasons why we should cele-
brate: that so many of us who have grown up here, return to join
out of our own free will. Not because we don’t do well outside,
but because this Dream and whatever bits of it exist in this envi-
ronment makes more sense to us than all the success other soci-
eties can offer vs... Or that we are recognised as one of the
largest successful reforestation projects the world has seen.

On a quieter level we can celebrate the fact that people
from all over the world meet, work, dance, sing and learn
together everyday. We have our conflicts, but we also have the
less broadcast moments of the heart.

I want to celebrate the very large family that I have the
privilege of living amongst, greeting, and networking with in
goodwill. And even if I may find some of my relations difficult,
I will be there for them in a time of need...

When I see our children, and our youth, then I really want
to celebrate. Where else in the world do different age groups
not disown each other? The caring that goes on between the old
and the young; the feeling I get when our teenagers greet me; or
the knowledge that all of us — babies to elders — can still meet at
a concert — party and dance together.

Let’s celebrate that Auroville isn’t a community of ‘saints’
dressed in white, in denial of their humanity and replace it with
the light of consciousness.

I believe we owe it to Her to celebrate the basic sincerity in
our blundering efforts to keep Her Dream from getting lost in a
tightening web of bureaucracy. And to celebrate the freedom
we have to exercise and question our administrative body and
remould it to our best capacity, albeit clumsily in the absence of
examples. It could all have turned so bad, if it wasn’t for the
Grace that steps in, into each of our lives, the moment we can
say: ‘Mother, now I surrender.”’

Finally let us celebrate that we are here together, finding our
way on the path that is also the goal. The path towards Human
Unity, and the integrated becoming conscious of the individual. In
human history this is barren and unchartered territory.

So go for it!
Celebrate without shame!

Ange
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““] felt like an Aurovilian on the Board”

Recently a new member joined the Governing Board of the Auroville Foundation: Ms. Ameeta Mehra.

Mother ever since I

was in college,” says
Ameeta Mehra. “Something within
me turned towards them and in an
aspiration for knowledge to under-
stand life I started reading their
works. I worked for four years at
Mirambika, the free progress school
in the Sri Aurobindo Ashram, Delhi
branch, and started to regularly visit
the Ashram in  Pondicherry.
Gradually a series of inner experi-
ences convinced me that it is the pur-
pose of my life to offer myself to
Their work.”

Ameeta is the newest addition to
the Governing Board of the
Auroville Foundation, and has the
distinction, at 41, of being its
youngest member ever. About her
induction on to the Board Ameeta is
as surprised as everybody else: “On
the recommendation of Dr Karan
Singh, a board member phoned me
about 3 months ago to see if I would
be interested in taking up this work. I
was a little reluctant, as I have a lot
of work to do, and said I would think
about it. There was actually no
urgency as nobody had yet resigned
from the Board. Then suddenly,
about 12 days before the Board meet-
ing, Dr. Chattopadhyaya wrote a let-
ter to Dr. Karan Singh saying that he
had to resign for health reasons. With
commendable speed Dr. Karan Singh
wrote to the HRD Ministry and bare-
ly 3 days before the meeting I
learned that the Ministry had
appointed me so that I was able to
attend this Board meeting. Normally,
such an appointment takes between
3-6 months. I can only explain this as

have had a long asso-
‘ ‘ ciation with  Sri
Aurobindo and the

Ameeta Mehra

an intervention from above.”

Ameeta’s reference to ‘a lot of
work’ appears, on further scrutiny, to
be an understatement. In her own
words, she is a workaholic. Her main
job is running the Usha Stud farm,
India’s leading stud farm at Gurgaon
near New Delhi, which was started
by her late father and has meanwhile
bagged five Indian awards for ‘best
Indian stud farm’. Usha’s race horses
are sold as far away as Singapore,
Dubai and other places. The farm
prides itself in breeding 11 Indian
Derby winners, a record unmatched
anywhere else.

“We have a horse-darshan each
day,” says Ameeta. “I start early in
the morning and go from farm to
farm to see every horse. My father

believed that ‘nothing fattens a horse
more than the master’s eye,’ similar
to the way that you develop human
potential and growth. So each horse
comes and stands before me every
day. I sit in my ‘office’ under a
peepal tree, with my vet and man-
agers, we have a cup of coffee, and
100-150 horses file past. Each horse
stands for perhaps 30 seconds. We
see the health, the well-being, the
way it stands, the eye of the horse, if
it looks happy, what its body lan-
guage says, its attitude. It has
become instinctive work, and I've
learned to pick up things without
words. If there is a wound some-
where, if something seems not right,
we take the horse aside and focus on
it, and the doctors check it out. It is

this attention and care to each horse,
looking at them, inspecting them
each day, that makes the difference.’
Then I move to the next farm. This is
my main work, which of course also
includes the Farm’s day-to-day oper-
ation and management of its 150
staff.

A different line of work is run-
ning the Gnostic Centre, a place con-
secrated to the vision and work of
The Mother and Sri Aurobindo, situ-
ated in the midst of the Usha Stud
Farm. The Centre was started in
1996 by a group of like-minded
young people, who wanted to create
a place of beauty where the growth
of consciousness is the primary
motive-force for the courses and
teacher-education programmes
offered there. It houses a pre-nursery
school called ‘L’Avenir,” and has a
library, a health centre, a meditation
space, and a concentrated place of
silence where recently the relics of
Sri Aurobindo were enshrined. A
few of its professional managers
have lived and worked in Auroville
for a couple of years. It publishes a
bi-monthly newsletter called ‘The
Awakening Ray’. Ameecta herself
visits Auroville 4-5 times a year, and
has been interacting with many
Aurovilians.

If the Auroville connection
through the Gnostic Centre is long-
standing, Ameeta’s own relationship

to Auroville began even earlier,
when she was only 21, on her first
visit to Auroville. “I was walking
down the path to the Matrimandir
when suddenly, I do not know where
from, as there were no flowers
around, a beautiful orange-coloured
hibiscus flower flew almost into my
hands. Seyril [a American devotee
who died a few years ago, eds.] who
was then working in Matrimandir,
and was accompanying me immedi-
ately cried out that this was very,
very significant. I asked why. Seyril
explained that it was the flower of
Auroville and that this was a sign of
welcome and showed that I would
have something to do with Auroville.
I thought to myself, ‘well, I don’t
know about that” and left it at that.
“Yesterday evening, when I vis-
ited the Matrimandir after the Board
meeting, this experience came back
to me. I still don’t know what the
connection to Auroville is, but it
seems, at some level, to be very
deep. At the Board meeting, I saw
how suddenly I was projected into
the middle of Auroville’s problems
and projects which was at the same
time exhilarating and exhausting. I
became very conscious that I had
been inducted into the Board for a
purpose. If you ask me about that
experience, all I can say is that I felt
was needed, and that I felt like an
Aurovilian on the Board.”
In conversation with Carel

AUROVILLE AND INDIA

HousING

The housing conundrum

ousing is the main problem for the 120 or so
Newcomers, and also for some Aurovilians.
There are just not enough houses, apart-
ments or even keet huts available. Some
Newcomers leave in frustration.

Bunty of the Housing Service explains the situation, or
tries to, as it is complicated. “Since 2000, increasing num-
bers of people are joining Auroville, including many from
the local area. Auroville has about 25 so-called ‘Newcomer
houses,” where Newcomers can live for a period up to 18
months. But people continue to reside there after they have
become Aurovilians. One reason is that there are not suffi-
cient possibilities to build in Auroville; another reason is
that quite a few of the new Aurovilians have very little or
no money to contribute to a new house or apartment
because they live off the maintenance they receive for their
work in Auroville.”

Building more houses and apartments is the obvious
answer, but over the last years large housing complexes
have not got off the ground. For example, the construction
of the Citadines Housing Project has been delayed by 2
years. Initially planned as a twin of the Creativity project, it
has since moved to a location behind the Town Hall and its
foundation stone has only just been laid. The Swayam
housing project has been waiting almost three years to get
building permission. Building permission for a plot of land
behind the Madhuca community has also not been given.
Building within the borders of existing communities is
almost impossible, as its residents often object to the years
of building activity next door. Meanwhile, the list of those
needing a house is becoming longer and longer. Why are
the permissions not being given? Bunty has no answer.

Are other possibilities available? Bunty grimaces and
talks about the problem of renting houses. “Newcomers are
often forced to rent a place. Some Aurovilians control two
or more houses in Auroville. They may have got into this
position in various ways: for example, by building an
extension to their existing house, initially for personal use,
but which is later rented out to recover the investment; or
because of a change in a family situation — two people start
to live together so that one house has become empty. Also
sometimes the family unit breaks up and it is difficult to
maintain the asset hence renting is seen as a solution.
Some, of course, do it purely for commercial gain. The sit-
uations are often not clear-cut. But what is clear is that the
Housing Service has no control. We estimate that about 60
houses are being ‘rented out’. Rents vary from Rs 3,000 to

Rs 30,000 (!) a month. We have no problem that
Newcomers contribute to the running costs; but we have a
problem with the notion of rent as it is against the princi-
ples of Auroville. But so far, the community has not
addressed the issue though everyone is aware of it.”

Is it possible to rent a house outside Auroville? “Yes,”
says Bunty. “There are houses available in the surrounding
villages and at rates much lower than those in Auroville.
But here the Newcomers run into a potential problem with
the Entry Service, for Newcomers are supposed to live in
Auroville. It is a frustrating situation because it is already
happening with some Aurovilians, so how can we ask
Newcomers not to? Newcomers want to live in Auroville
and not in the villages, but there is no choice.”

Yet, in Auroville quite a few houses stand empty.
Bunty acknowledges the fact. “This is the sad state of
affairs. Often we at the Housing Service are not informed
that a house is not or is only half occupied. Some people
who have virtually left Auroville keep control over ‘their’
house in case they come back. We consider it the responsi-
bility of the neighbours to inform us but this does not hap-
pen very often as people either don’t want to be unpopular
or are personally involved in the matter.” Some people,
however, allow a house-sitter to take care of the house
when they are out of station. Bunty explains, “Ideally, a
caretaker contract is made between the parties together
with the Housing Service on behalf of Auroville. This con-
tract specifies how long a person can live in the house and
details who is responsible for payment of bills for house
tax, water and electricity, and the position of long-term
ammas and gardeners. But there are quite a few people
who bypass the Housing Service. They prefer to make their
own arrangements instead. This trend is rather unfortu-
nate.”

Years ago, the Funds and Assets Management
Committee formulated a detailed Housing Policy which is
regularly updated. “It is not implemented,” says Bunty, “at
least not where it really matters.” Auroville suffers from a
lack of authority to enforce its own rules. “We have no
teeth,” says Bunty. “If a situation gets out of hand, the mat-
ter is often referred to the Secretary of the Foundation. But
we have to solve our problems ourselves. We are trying to
develop a collective, yet we all have the habits of individu-
alistic development. It is no different from the rest of the
world. This must change if we want to be different. We
must change.”

Dianna

Community
‘network launched

two-day workshop to

promote awareness of

the relevance of com-

munity media (local

radio and television)
was held at Auroville from
September 13-14, 2007. The key
issue was the potential of community
media to address local information
needs and enable participation from
marginalized groups. The workshop
was organized by UNDP, various
NGOs, and Auroville Radio.

The workshop specifically
focused on the challenges that
emerged from the recent legislation
enabling community radio in
India to become a reality.
Participants pointed out
that almost a year had
passed since the
Government of India
endorsed the guidelines.
However, grassroots
communities have not
been able to get a com-
munity radio station off
the ground. In sharp contrast,
campus radios in universities
have been operational since
2000. The participants are con-
cerned about the com-
plex license
process. They also
talked about the
need for low-cost
and mixed media tech-
nologies to ensure that the
voices of the marginalized are
heard.

The keynote address, by Ms.
Rama Kashyap, Social Equity
Advisor for the United Nations
Tsunami Recovery Support, high-
lighted the efforts of the United
Nations in supporting community
media initiatives in India. She gave
the examples of Nammadhwani in
Karnataka and Kalanjiam Samuga
Vanoli in Tamil Nadu which func-
tion on the principle: “By the com-
munity, for the community and with

media

the community.”

Special q
Deputy
Collector o
(R&R),

Villupuram
District,
Subramanian appre-
ciated the potential applications of
Community Radio in the coastal
regions that are prone to frequent
natural disasters in facilitating dis-
semination of information and
communication. He assured all pos-
sible support from the district
administration.
Mr. Sam Pitroda, Chairman,
National Knowledge
Commission, in his pre-
recorded message called
for a large-scale push to
initiate at least 1000 stations
within the year. He
expressed concerns over the
ban on news and current
events under the Community
Radio policy as the role of the
community radio is to facilitate
exchange, and inform people of
news and events of local
importance. He
also stressed
the need for
accessible and
affordable technolo-
gies so as to enable
more Community Radio
Stations to emerge.

At the conclusion of the work-
shop, the South Indian Community
Media Network was launched. The
aims of this network is to take the
community media movement forward
and to facilitate the sharing of knowl-
edge and resources. The network also
formalized The Auroville Declaration
which highlights the key issues of
concern on the policy and practice of
community radio. This will be pre-
sented in the future to the Information
and Broadcasting Ministry.

From a report by AurovilleRadio
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TAKING THE PULSE

“Auroville will become what it's meant to become"”

Alain Bernard came to live in Auroville in the early 1970s. Over the years, he has been prominently involved in many aspects of Auroville's organiza-
tion, notably education, finance and governance. Today he works at the Auroville Coastal Area Development Centre and participates in the work of
the Auroville Press. He is also a member of the Security Task Force.

Auroville Today: You've lived here for a long time. How do you
perceive the Auroville of today?

Alain: Auroville at present can be a bit disconcerting. Take the
land issue. At a recent meeting, somebody said there is no need to
worry about Auroville not being able to acquire all the land because
it is Mother’s project and She will look after it. What do I know?
But, objectively speaking, if She is looking after the land acquisition
then She doesn’t seem to be making such a good job of'it!

Regarding land, there is also the complication of Aurovilians
relentlessly trying to implement plans made many years ago with-
out seriously considering new developments happening around us.
For example, at one time Paul of Maroma wanted to buy land to
the north of Auroville as a site for a new workshop. The then
Secretary, Mr. Bala Baskar, supported this. He warned that a huge
financial power was growing around Pondicherry and it would try
to bulldoze everything in its way, so Auroville needed to acquire
as much land as possible. But our town planning group opposed it
because they said Maroma had to be sited in the Industrial Zone.
So it didn’t happen.

Perhaps they feared that Auroville would be somehow diluted,
weakened, if they modified the plan?

Perhaps, but why are we afraid of this? Yesterday, when I vis-
ited the Matrimandir, I had a strong impression that, come what
may, Auroville will become what it is meant to become. I also feel
that when we have a bigger population we will be more of a power
in the region and, if we have the right consciousness, this will
mean that we will be able to acquire land we have ‘lost’. That
story is not over.

There seems to be a lot of fear and insecurity in Auroville at pre-
sent.

Yes. Partly it’s to do with the Indian visa laws — the fact that
people who have lived here 40 years have no special status, they
can be told to leave at a moment’s notice. Even though the
Government of India has, broadly speaking, dealt very fairly with
Auroville and the Aurovilians and it is not likely to happen, still
there is a de facto insecurity. Also, Aurovilians are not getting
younger so if they had to return to their country of birth many of
them would have a very hard time, particularly those who have no
personal resources. All these are like layers and layers, and they
make people very sensitive to issues of money and visas.

In addition, quite a few people living on a maintenance feel
insecure when they see that some fellow Aurovilians are some-
times treated with brutality if their activity comes under scrutiny.
While we have very high ideals, we do not have a practical eco-
nomic philosophy with clear principles. This is a real problem. To
take a practical example: how do we evaluate the true “usefulness™
of an Aurovilian to Auroville? Surely the economic criterion is
only one among many.

Then, when you see an apparent drive from some quarters to
force Auroville into a more bureaucratic mode, you realize
Auroville could end up as a kind of department of the government
and you wonder whether you would want to live under such a
regime. Even I considered living elsewhere. But then, if I returned
to France, what would I do there? At the same time, it’s true that
the kind of abiding faith which I had in Auroville for years is not

. exactly the same now.

Some years ago, you stepped back from playing such a promi-
nent role in the community. Why?

For one thing, I’ve been a bit burned by incidents which have
made me lose confidence in the fairness of this community. For

“Money shouldn't be king in Auroville”

example, when there was voting for our first Working Committee,
I was one of the candidates. But a campaign was waged against
people like me, perhaps because we were seen to be too closely
associated with a particular orientation, and, through a system of
negative voting (which was only used this one time), we came bot-
tom of the poll.

Since then, I have repeatedly declined to be on Working
Committees. After all these years, I don’t feel like being in the

Alain Bernard

forefront any longer. I prefer to support, to advise — and, any-
way, I believe that younger people should take the lead now.

One thing I feel is that, in our meetings, we have lost the
capacity to ‘listen’. In the past, I felt that in meetings people had
‘antennae’: they would be listening to what was going on, but at
the same time there was a deeper listening going on because they
knew that the answer had to come from somewhere else. [ don’t
get that feeling now. Most of our meetings have become ‘flat’,
horizontal. I think we need to discover the vertical dimension
again.

You seem to find the present situation rather bleak.

There have been advances. I feel the present Working
Committee has behaved commendably in calling together com-
petent people to discuss specific issues: they have not suc-
cumbed to the pressure of creating so-called ‘representative’
bodies.

I always felt that the Working Committee and Council
should tackle problems through giving small groups of compe-
tent people the responsibility to go into something and make pro-
posals. After that, of course, the proposals should be subject to
community-wide debate, because there is still the danger of a

small group wanting to control. That’s a big problem we have in
Auroville — groups who want to control, who want to ‘clean-up’
Auroville or impose some kind of uniformity. [’m not a control
person; perhaps I'm even a bit too loose. But my main feeling is
that if someone is doing a good job, you support that person,
even if all the “correct’ bureaucratic procedures have not neces-
sarily been followed. And if they need to follow specific proce-
dures, you explain this to them with sensitivity. Unfortunately,
good communication is not a forte of some of our present
groups....

Have your attitudes changed over the years? At certain times
you have been associated with groups and individuals who held
strong views.

Ideologically I have never been extreme — I’'m more a
‘floater’ than someone who is driven by an overwhelming pas-
sion — but it is true that I have been associated with remarkable
individuals like Satprem and Kireet Joshi. When Kireet became
Chairman of the Governing Board I had high expectations: I felt
he could help Auroville improve a lot. I must admit I was some-
what disappointed. He has this very high conceptual vision, but
when it comes to applying it to ground realities, there is always a
difficulty. Kireetbhai is a wonderful person and I have enjoyed
immensely working closely with him, but it shows that there
probably cannot be any ‘saviour” of Auroville. I expected too
much.

In fact, I would now question an overwhelmingly conceptu-
al approach to doing things in Auroville. I'm quite certain that
the reality of this place is wideness — that there are many differ-
ent paths to the ideal. This is probably why so many different
things coexist in Auroville at present.

Kireet, though, has played a very important role in
Auroville’s development — in particular, in the formulation of the
Auroville Foundation Act. Kireet said then that we had to make
a sacrifice — ideally, he said, the government should not be so
heavily involved in Auroville — but he felt there was no other
way to protect Auroville. Because while we can see the inconve-
nience this Act is creating for us, we don’t see the problems it
has avoided. Suppose we had no legal status, imagine the kind of
pressure we would be under from local government, MLAs etc.
So I think the reality is that Auroville still needs quite a lot of
protection from and the involvement of the central government
because, in India, nothing big can happen without its support.

And the support of Something Else?

Yes. In the Auroville story, there have been quite a few mir-
acles, and the passage of the Foundation Act was one of them.
Imagine, on August 18th, 1988 the Act hadn’t even been drafted,
yet on September 5th it was passed by both houses of the Indian
parliament. This must be a record. Moreover, through some
Divine maya, the Act was passed unanimously by the whole
house. So I'm certain that Auroville had a very special support at
that time, there was clearly a Divine intervention.

Do you feel that Auroville still has that support today?

When I visited Matrimandir yesterday I came back with the
feeling that Auroville is far from over. I also think the world evo-
lution is also going on, although Auroville’s role in that is some-
thing of a mystery. I'm reminded, though, of the time Mother
redefined heroism. She said that today to be heroic is to be unit-
ed. I believe that. Maybe now that the Matrimandir is completed,
there is a new possibility for the Aurovilians to come together.
For the Matrimandir is surely a very powerful statement.

From an interview by Alan

uroville is becoming com-
‘ ‘ mercialized and growing
farther from Mother’s
ideal.” Newcomer Saskia
Kamphuis lives and

works in New Creation. “When I read the News
and Notes it is very much about money and enter-
prise,” she adds. As she is fresh to Auroville she
clearly sees the aspects that should be improved
upon. Like providing fresh organic food on a
wider scale all year long. Saskia cannot under-
stand that organic bread, for instance, is not
available in Auroville. The reason is simple.
There is no organic wheat available on the mar-
ket. Saskia is also amazed that three months per
year there is poison everywhere in and around
Auroville, because of the cashew spraying.
Awareness programmes for the local Tamil
cashew farmers have so far had no effect. “I see
a big gap with Europe concerning ecological
and health issues,” says Saskia.

A year ago, the south of France was still the
home of Saskia Kamphuis who has an English
mother and a Dutch father and was born in Wales.
Now Saskia lives in New Creation, together with
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her Aurovilian partner Diksha who is known for
promoting wheatgrass and organic vegetable
juices. Saskia came to Auroville when she was at
a crossroads in her life.

“In France I asked myself: who am I?” she
recalls, “and full of questions I went to a chan-
neler, a person who can tell your future by
using a pendulum. It was amazing what came
out. The lady told me that very soon I was going
to travel, most probably to Asia. And that I
would find work to pay for my travel.” And so it
happened. About the same time Saskia saw pho-
tos of the tsunami-affected Auroville region in a
magazine. In the article the Auroville website
was mentioned and immediately she knew she
had to visit Auroville. “At that time I knew
nothing about Sri Aurobindo and the Mother,
who are now playing such an important role in
my life.”

She first came for three months. “As soon
as I set foot in India all went well for me. I
arrived at New Creation where I could work in
Andre’s boarding school.” But she had to
return to France where she worked in a holiday
resort and did simultaneous translations. Nine

months later she returned to Auroville with an
Entry Visa.

Speaking about the future, she hopes that
Auroville will be a city of alternative transport,
with electric vehicles (which are already operat-
ing on a small scale). She hates the heavy traffic
in and around Auroville. “Coming from
Holland, where the bicycle is almost holy, it is
strange to see that in India there is so little
respect for cyclists.”

Another issue is the sound pollution. The
loudspeakers from the temples drive her crazy.
She hopes that there’ll be a way of reducing the
decibel levels without upsetting the religious
beliefs of the villagers.

Ifliving in Auroville is such a challenge, why
stay? Saskia does not have to think long. “I love
working with the Tamil kids in Shankar’s New
Creation Bilingual School. They have nothing
and are happy with anything. And here T can be
who [ am and can discover myself every day.

“I can only hope that Auroville will turn
into a more service-oriented community and
that money will not be king.”

Robert

Saskia
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