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he neighbouring village of
Kuilapalayam—the place of
the ‘Koil’, or cuckoo in
Tamil—has been closely involved
with Auroville from the very

. beginning. The communities of

Aspiration, Fraternity and Douceur
grew up around it—and with its
help—and today the nearby
presence of the State Bank, the
Health Centre and Pour Tous
continue to make this area one of
the focal points of Auroville.

In the early years, the children
of Aspiration were always visiting
friends in the village, and some
Aurovilians also attended meetings
there. Since the conflict with the Sri
Aurobindo Society in the late 1970’s,
however, a conflict in which some
of the villagers were actively
involved in harassing Aurovilians,
this easy interchange has ceased,
although the majority of adult
villagers continue to work in
Auroville or to rely upon it for their
livelihood.

Consequently, for most Auro-
vilians today Kuilapalayam and the
other nearby villages are terra
incognita, places to hurry through
on the way to somewhere else, or
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images of rural India to be shown—
selectively—to interested visitors.
But what is the reality?

+ It’s extremely difficult to get at.
In many ways, for example, this
village of 3,500 inhabitants is unlike
many other villages in Tamil Nadu.
Its proximity to Auroville and, to a
lesser extent, Pondicherry has
markedly influenced its values and
the way it has developed: the old
patterns are constantly overlaid,
tinged, or infiltrated by new ones.
Another complication relates to my
situation as an outsider trying to
make sense of a very different
culture. How do I interpret the
information that I get? How can I
be sure that it is reasonably
objective, and not distorted by old
scores that people want to settle? Or
that it isn’t simple window-dressing?

The answer is, I can’t. The
following article, therefore, which
is based upon interviews with more
than 30 villagers over the past few
months, is probably only one among
many ‘versions’ of life in Kuila-
palayam today. But, as far as
possible, it’s theirs, not mine.

Alan

A brief history

“A few thousand years ago,”
explains Varadarajan, the eldest
headman of the village, “the area
where Kuilapalayam is now was all
forest, and it was ruled by a king
called Vikramadita. For six months
every year he would rule the country,
and for the other six months he
would retire to the forest to meditate.
Many years later, people would
come to the forest to cut firewood,
which they would then sell in
Pondicherry. They knew of no
source of water around here. One
day, a dog came with the
woodcutters. The dog wandered off
and discovered a kolam (a small
lake). He drank and swam in it, and
then returned to the woodcutters.
When they saw he was wet, they
followed him back to the kolam.
After that, they came to the kolam
every day.

One day, they heard the sound
of a horse near the kolam. When
they investigated, they discovered
an ancient Aiyenar temple nearby.
(Aiyenar is the traditional protector
of villages. His temple traditionally
has earthenware horses standing
outside—ed.) This was the real

beginning of the village, for with
water and a temple nearby people
could begin to live here.”

“Sixty years ago,” remembers
Dhanapal, another headman, “the
village was still very small, with just
one street to the south of the
Mariamman temple. There was
forest all around. The villagers made
the kolam bigger, but the water
supply remained unreliable, and
women had to go to another village
to fill their pots. At that time, the
main occupation of the men in the
village was working in the fields for
the Muslims in Pondicherry who
owned much of the land around
here.

“Then, some thirty years ago, we
heard about a scheme named after
Sri Aurobindo called ‘Auroville’
which was to be built in this area.
Some of the villagers were very
scared because they felt that the
white people would come and rule
them again. But I read about the
project in a local newspaper, and
explained to them that Auroville
was meant to help them, not
dominate them. Afterwards, I was
taken to meet The Mother a number
of times. She told me many times

that the villagers should cooperate
with the project, because it was for
them. And this wasn’t just words.
She said it in a way that I knew she
would make it happen. This made
me very happy.”

“In the beginning,” he con-
tinues, “we worked with the first
Aurovilians to help purchase the
land. But after this, some of these
people just forgot us... Auroville has
done a lot for the village over the
years, like improving the water
supply, building the Health centre
and providing employment, but I
would be happy if Aurovilians came
to our meetings again. We live
beside each other; we must work
things out together.”

The daily rhythm

But ‘working things out
together’ means understanding,
among other things, that the daily
life-style and preoccupations of the
villagers is quite different from
those of Aurovilians. Kuppumal
was born in Kuilapalayam almost 50
years ago, and subsequently married
a man from the same village. “We
women get up at about 5 o’clock,”
she says. “Then we clean inside and
outside the house, make a kolam (a
sacred geometric pattern) outside
the front door, wash all the dishes
and start preparing food. While the
food is cooking, we go out and get
in line for the water tap. Water is
only available between 5 and 8
o’clock in the morning, and each
woman may have ten pots to fill. So
if we are not in line early, we may
not get water that day. After
breakfast, at this time of the year
(January) we go to our fields and do
weeding until 4 o’clock in the
afternoon. Then we come home,
clean the house again and cook for
the family. We go to bed at about
8.30.”

Kuppumal is not employed in
Auroville, but three-quarters of the
women in Kuilapalayam are. And
for them the day is even longer.
Jothi, who works at Mirramukhi
creche, has the same household
tasks as Kuppumal, but in order to
finish them before going off to work
she frequently has to get up an hour
earlier. Does she get any help in the
house from her husband? “No. I
have to manage everything in the
house myself, as well as supervising
my child’s homework when he
comes back from school.”

Generally, the men get up later
than the women. Twenty years ago,
when traditional subsistence
farming was still practised, most
men would be engaged during the
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day in labour-intensive, back-
breaking fieldwork. The women
would bring a mid-day meal of ragi
porridge to the field, and the men
would return to the village in the late
afternoon. Today, many of the men
in the village are employed in
Auroville—in jobs like gardening,
construction and caretaking—while
others commute daily to office or
construction jobs in Pondicherry.
And subsistence farming has given
way to the much less labour-
intensive monoculture cultivation of
cashew.

Yet life in the village remains
hard, close to the bone, for both men
and women. So it’s not surprising
that quarrels and flare-ups are
frequent. Sengeni, who was born in
the village and has lived there many
years, enumerates. “‘Quarrels break
out when children from different
families fight together; when two
women argue about who was first
in the queue for water; when there
are disagreeements about land
boundaries; and when the men bring
home a quarrel started in the arrack
shop” (‘arrack’ is locally-brewed
alcohol). Jothi confirms that the
majority of men in the village have
a drinking problem. “And it's
definitely getting worse. When they
come home drunk, they want their
food immediately. If I say to my
husband I want to finish cleaning the
house, he says, “‘Why do you go out
to work in Auroville? Your job is to
cook the food’”. In these
circumstances, verbal abuse is often
followed by violence against the
woman.

Relations between

the sexes

The general perception from
outside is that the village women are
very downtrodden. As a girl, for
example, she is much more likely
than her brothers to be taken out of
school early, mainly to help with the
housework. But also, as Jothi points
out, “men feel threatened when their
wives are more educated than
them”. Again, at the time of
marriage women are expected to
move to the home of the husband’s
family—which is often in a distant
village —where the mother-in-law
and the other relations often make
life difficult for her. A woman is not
allowed to purchase land in her own
name, and if her husband dies, she
is often sent back to her own family.
As a widow, she is not allowed to
wear bangles or her wedding mala,
or to put flowers in her hair; and she
is not allowed to attend marriages
and other important events because
her presence is believed to be
unpropitious.

In practice, however, the relat-
ionship between the sexes is not
necessarily so one-sided, parti-
cularly if the woman has a strong
personality. Kuppumal, Jothi and
Sengeni claim, for example, that in
their households all important
family decisions are taken by both
partners. But what happens when
the wife is earning a salary? Does
the husband demand it? “I keep my
salary”, says Jothi, “and in addition
my husband gives me something of
his to help with the household.

Sometimes we quarrel about money,
for example, when he wants some
to go drinking. So then I give him 5
or 10 rupees to keep him quiet!”
It's clear that in Kuilapalayam,
as in most other villages, the women
are the most concerned about
improving basic hygiene and
cleaning up the pot-holed streets.
Yet women are not represented on
any of the groups responsible for
looking after the village. Why not?
“We are not interested in politics,”
says Kuppumal. “Parents don’t like
to send their daughters out to
participate in such work,” says Jothi,
“because it is not the women’s
traditional role, and they may get
bothered by the men.” Yet Jothi
herself helped set up the first night
school in Kuilapalayam. Would she
stop her daughter doing the same
thing? “In a way I would appreciate
itif she wanted to do something like
this. But if people started talking
badly about her because she was
doing this work, I would stop her.”
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“Increasing prosperity is
changing the whole style
of life in the village”.

(Ramamurthi)

Yet women like Jothi work in
Auroville where they have daily
contact with different role models.
In an Auroville home, men may help
with cooking, housework and
looking after the children, while
women may run businesses. Has any
of this rubbed off on the relations
between the sexes in the village?
“There has been some influence,”
admits Jothi. “Many village women
want fewer children now, and
husbands and wives—particularly if
they both work in Auroville—tend
to discuss things together more.
Also, some husbands help more now
with tasks like carrying water. But
in other respects, the village has kept
to the old ways. The wife, for
example, is still expected to do the
cooking and clean the house.”

The village power
structure

The old village hierarchy was
straightforward. Dhanapal explains:
“Originally, there was a shastra, a
written law in the village which said
that any villager who belonged to a

family that had behaved correctly
for 32 generations (a ‘generation’ in
the village is one lifetime!) was
automatically to be selected as a
headman. More recently, the process
changed. Some men with a little
education, and who had sufficient
money to feed others, were elected
by the other villagers as headmen,
and their eldest sons inherited the
position. That is still the process
today.”

The headmen are a village in-
stitution. Some years ago, however,
the Government introduced the
panchayat system. The Panchayat is
a village body, elected every three
years, which can collect certain local
taxes and, in return, is responsible
for the upkeep of the basic
infrastructure of the village and its
surroundings. Originally, the
headmen were automatically
selected by the villagers for the
Panchayat. However, with the
coming of Auroville, and the ability
to levy taxes on Auroville

properties, the Kuilapalayam
Panchayat became one of the richest
in the area, and many other villagers
became interested in being elected
to it. So the traditional headmen
withdrew from the Panchayat, so
that today there are two separate
governing bodies in Kuilapalayam.

Well, actually, it’s not as simple
as that. The headmen, for example,
had been losing influence steadily
over the years. “Years ago,” recalls
Varadarajan, “the headmen had a lot
of respect. They were like judges,
settling village disputes. And when
they called the villagers to desilt the
village pond, everybody came. The
Mother also very much appreciated
the traditional institution of the
headmen. She told us that when
Auroville came, Aurovilians who
misbehaved with the villagers
should come to a village meeting,
and the headmen would decide what
to do. But today we headmen have
lost all our influence in the village;
we can’t get cooperation from
anybody any more.”

Why not? Dhanapal blames it on

another power grouping—the

political parties—or, rather, their

representatives in the village. For
when a party comes into power in
the State, their representatives in the
village, through their links to the big
party men, are in a position to grant
favours. “Even if a person does
wrong, they will stand behind him
if he is ‘one of theirs’. If necessary,
they will even go to the police and
get him released. Politics is ruining
the village,” concludes Dhanapal.
But so is money, according to
Varadarajan. “When we were
young, the Panchayat celebrated
Saraswati puja (Saraswati is the
goddess of wisdom) because they
wanted the villagers to get more
knowledge and education. But today
they only want to celebrate Lakshmi
puja (Lakshmi is the goddess of
wealth) so they can get more
money!” In this sense, another
power grouping in the village is the
successful businessmen who can
afford to build large houses and
employ other villagers. The
traditional headmen like Dhanapal
look to these businessmen to revive
the pride and prosperity of the
village, “but they work mainly for
themselves.” Unsurprisingly, the
businessmen have a different point
of view. Ramamurthi used to work
for ‘Auroville Press’ and now runs
a small printing business in the
village. “We are willing to work with
the headmen to improve conditions

in the village, but only if the
headmen behave correctly. If we
give them money at present for the
village, they will spend it on
themselves.” It’s a complaint which
is heard from many other villagers,
too. “If the headmen and members
of the Panchayat don’t get some
financial benefit,” says Kuppumal,
“they won’t do anything for us.”

Another potential power
grouping in the village is the
Kuilapalayam Youth Group
(‘youth’, in this context, seems to
mean anybody below about 35
years). The Group was set up in
1985 to investigate and sign up for
Government and voluntary
organization schemes which could
benefit the village, a work which the
headmen or Panchayat members
didn’t have the time to pursue. The
Youth Group helped clean the
streets and build a village creche, but
within a few years it disbanded, and
it is still struggling to reorganize
itself. What went wrong? Ravi, the
President of the Youth Group
explains. “The main reason we

stopped was that the Panchayat felt
they should be doing this work, and
that if we did it, their prestige would
suffer.” Relations between the
Youth Group and the Panchayat
have improved since, but Ravi is still
very critical of the way the
Panchayat operates at present. “The
work of the Panchayat is to be like
a father to the village, to stand up
for it and to communicate its
concerns to the government people
outside. But at present the people
who put their names forward for the
Panchayat know nothing about the
work. They are only interested in the
prestige of the position and in
making money. The Panchayat, the
headmen and the Youth Group
should work hand-in-hand, and not
all pull in their own directions as
they do now.”

The result, as Perumal, an old
watchman, puts it is that, “nobody
has any respect for anybody any
more in the village. In the old days,
the police would never come into
the village unnanounced: they
would wait for permission from the
headmen. But now they just come
in whenever they like.”

A village in transition

The unclarities of the present
power structure reflect a village in
transition; from old values,
practices, occupations and life-
styles to new ones. The traditional
farming families are among the most
conservative elements in the village,
$o it’s interesting to hear their
version of the changes that have
taken place. Kannayan is one of the
largest landowners in the village:
“The old farming methods were very
hard, very labour-intensive. We
grew mainly crops like peanuts,
ulundu and ragi and relied upon the
rains to irrigate them. Nowadays,
most of us cultivate cashew.” Why?
“Mainly because it is much less
labour-intensive, which is important
because most of the village work-
force have taken up work in
Auroville. Also, the women who
remain in the village no longer want
to do field work or to clean the grain.
If labour had been available, we
wouldn’t have switched to cashew,
but would have grown irrigated
crops like coconut and rice as they
give a bigger profit.”

The influence of Auroville, both
direct and indirect, is pervasive.
“Other things have changed, too. In
the old days, each of us farmers had
five pairs of bullocks to plough our
land. Today, there are only ten pairs
of bullocks in the whole of
Kuilapalayam. This is because the
boys who used to look after them
are employed in Auroville, and also
because when Auroville bought our
land, they fenced it off, so our cattle
had far less grazing land.” Kannayan
is gloomy about the future of
farming around the village. “Even
our sons don’t want to farm. They
just want an easy life; to buy a car
and have a big house in the town.
The other day, during a rainstorm, a
villager said to me, ‘Why does it
ever have to rain? It can be sunny
every day as far as I'm concerned.’
I"m sure that with attitudes like this,
agriculture in Kuilapalayam will end
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with our generation.”

The sense that the village has
become much more materialistic in
its values in recent years is echoed
by many of the older villagers. And
signs of a new prosperity are
everywhere. Huge new houses are
going up on the ancient streets;
almost every house or shack has not
only electricity, but also a television;
there are many more mopeds and
motorcycles around; the young men
are much more likely to wear
trousers than the traditional lungis;
and polished white rice, bought
from the shop, has replaced the local
grains as a staple food. Although it
hasn’t happened yet, businessmen
like Lingapam wouldn’t mind if big
factories or cement works come up
around the village. “The main thing
is that there should be more work
so people can live a better life.”
~ ForRamamurthi, “it’s clear that

increasing prosperity is changing the
whole style of life in the village. We
used to have broad streets but now,
when people get more money. they
build bigger and bigger houses
which encroach on the streets. They
don’t care about others living beside
them who may have little to live on.
In fact, the gap between the rich and
poor in the village is getting bigger
and bigger. The whole mentality has
changed. Recently, some youngsters
who wanted to clean up the village
streets went round the village
collecting money for the work. But
some of the villagers said, ‘You’re
- only doing this work to get money
out of it’. How can anything change
when people think like this?”’ And
Ravi of the Youth Group confirms
that many villagers are no longer
interested in taking up work for the

The village temple, under restoration for many years...

village. “They turn round and say,
‘That’s what the Government is for.
Let them look after it’”.

Yet generalizations may be
dangerous. For just as old Kuila-
palayam probably had materialistic
tendencies—albeit moderated by a
relative lack of money—so the
modern tendencies are not
necessarily all negative. Fifteen
years ago, for example, it was rare
to see a village woman on a bicycle.
“We had to practice at night!” says
Savitri, who also works in
Auroville. But now everybody
seems to cycle. “In fact,” says
Savitri, “the older people in the
village are envious of the young
people today because the young
people are so much more free now.
In the old days, if women wanted to
eat at another person’s house, they
had to get the permission of the
village elders. In those days, only the
elders were educated, so we had to
go to them for everything. But now
all that has changed. People are
seeing a much wider world now.”

Partly, of course, through films,
video and television. Yet, even here,
the influence may be less than it
seems. “We like to watch the old
films about the gods,” says
Kuppumal, “but we don’t feel much
connection with the new things on
Star TV. We watch, but it doesn’t
really change us at all.” One proof
of this seems to be the attitude
towards religion, which remains a
strong force within the village.
“Whatever happens, this will never
change,” says Kuppumal.

Similarly, Ravi of the Youth
Group believes that, while many of
the village youth are caught up in
an individualistic and materialistic

phase at present, “once
they have attained a
certain living standard
they will think of the
village again, and want to
work for it.” And he
points out, “Most of the
young people definitely
have love for the village
in their hearts; they don’t
want to live anywhere
else.”

Shankar, an Auro-
vilian who grew up in the
village, disagrees. “Last
year, ten young men from
Kuilapalayam went out to
work in the Middle East.
When they, and others
like them, come back,
they’ll have money.
They’1l buy land, build big houses.
But I don’t think they will have any
more sense of community. If any-
thing, there will be less and less of
this spirit as Kuilapalayam becomes
more outwardly prosperous.”

The villogers’

perception of Auroville

Just as different villagers have
different perceptions as to the effects
of ‘progress’ in Kuilapalayam, so
too there is some disagreement
about the nature and the degree of
Auroville’s influence upon village
life. In terms of degree, for example,
the influence of Pondicherry and—
through the mass
media—that of India
and the larger world may
be as great for some
villagers as the daily
contact with Auroville.
And, of course, the
nature of the personal
contact with
Aurovilians  often
determines how the
villagers view Auroville
as a whole.

Nevertheless, villag-
ers who work in Auro-
ville tend to be over-
whelmingly positive
about  Auroville’s
influence. “It’s been very good,”
says Savitri. “We got many things
from Auroville, like the Health
Centre, a better water system, and
the new school which is being built
now—we would have had to wait
another 20 years for the government
to have done this. Above all, we got
work.”

“In the old days,” she continues,
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Kuilapalayam kolam: cashew farners washing out barrels used for pesticide spraying

Village women with tamarind harvest

“the village people wouldn’t think
of sending their children to
Pondicherry to be educated beyond
the first few grades. Now everybody
wants to do this. This is the
influence of Auroville, because
parents feel that with a good
education their child can get a good
job in Auroville.” “Auroville has
brought three meals a day to every
household in the village,” is how
Ramamurthy sums it up.

Some villagers are less positive.
The older farmers, in particular, are
critical of Auroville’s afforestation
and land use programme. “Most of
the trees you grow are not useful,”
says Kannayan. “Only people like
Charlie are growing useful trees like
fruit trees. And you grow thorns and
eucalyptus along the fences with our
fields which dry up the roots of our
crops. That’s why our methods can
never go hand-in-hand with yours.”
“Also,” says Chandrahasan who
farms 13 acres of cashews, “the
Aurovilians want us to stop using
pesticides. But they give us a better
yield; and the Government people,
who are also educated, are telling
us to keep spraying. The big
problem is that Auroville tells
everybody all over the world that we
are doing wrong. So foreigners may
stop buying Indian cashews and
make it difficult for us. If Auroville
really wants us to change, it has to
provide us with alternatives, not
make things more difficult for us.”

N T B SEE

Perumal, who has worked as a
watchman in Auroville for over 20
years, is generally happy with
Auroville’s influence, but for one
thing: “In the old days, parents
would ‘wear out seven pairs of
chappals’ in arranging the best
marriage for their daughter. But
now, as the young men and women
work together in Auroville, they
arrange their own marriages, and the
parents have almost nothing to say.”

A more general dissatisfaction,
held by a surprising number of
villagers, relates to the behaviour of
the Tamil Aurovilians who were
born in the village but subsequently
joined Auroville. Ravi of the Youth
Group is particularly critical. “The
Tamil Aurovilians could do so much
for the village, but they’ve turned
their backs on us, forgotten us
completely; they behave like the
foreigners now. If some villagers
dislike Auroville, it’s because of the
arrogance of these people.” Ravi,
like several other villagers, is also
critical of the way the Health Centre
is run at present. “We are fortunate
to have good doctors, but there are

far too many attendants who act like
maharajas. Sometimes,” he
concludes, “I think the only
connection between the villages and
Auroville is Matrimandir. Without
Matrimandir, Auroville would have
no respect from us.”

Where next?

Ravi’s views would not be
shared in their entirety by many
other villagers. Nevertheless, there
is a sense that Auroville and the
village are not communicating well,
and that they face each other across
a widening comprehension gap.
And this is ironical for, on the basis
of the villagers’ own statements, it
appears that Kuilapalayam and
Auroville are facing similar
challenges. These include the
erosion of communal values by
more individualistic ones, an
increasingly consumeristic life-
style, and the question of what
constitutes an appropriate system of
governance.

What is lacking on both sides,
perhaps, is a genuine respect for
each other’s way of being, a respect
which is the prerequisite for
‘working things out together’. And
this can only come from better
understanding. Which means, for
example, that Aurovilians need to
appreciate why a village society
which has existed, for so many
years, on a close to subsistence level
should value material prosperity and
security so highly.
While many villagers,
on the other hand,
need to understand
why some Aurovilians
have apparently given
up precisely these
‘benefits’ to live in a
hot and dusty corner
of India.

Thanapal is one of
the oldest men in the
village. “At times,” he
says, “my heart is
defeated because
everything is such a
big struggle.” Yet he
has a vision, a dream, that “in the
future, if Auroville really grows
according to the wishes of Mother,
if you become like she wished, there
will no longer be this matter of black
and white. We will give our girls to
you, and our boys will marry your
girls. There will no longer be any
differences between us. Auroville
should not make the same mistakes
as we have made in the village.
Aurovilians must cooperate with
each other, and with the villagers.
If this happens, then at least when I
die, my soul will have shanti
(peace).”

0
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OCCULTISM

DANCING TO THE
TUNE OF THE ONE

verything in the universe is interrelated.

Everything dances to the tune of the
One. Occultism, in its broadest sense, refers
to all phenomena that reflect this secret
cosmic unity. In The Life Divine, Sri
Aurobindo describes occult science as
“essentially, the science of the subliminal in
ourselves and the subliminal in world-
nature, and of all that is in connection with
the subliminal, including the subconscient
and the superconscient, and the use of it as
part of self-knowledge and world-knowledge
and for the right dynamisation of that
knowledge.”” It could be argued that this
definition of occultism encompasses Matri-
mandir which is “the living symbol of Auro-
ville’s aspiration for the Divine.”

In a narrower sense, occultism has found
expression in the creation of many systems
of knowledge that are used to predict the
Sfuture. Systems such as the Tarot, palmistry,
numerology and astrology are based on the

belief that, because of the prevalent cosmic
unity, events in one’s life are revealed
through signs and symbols of the system.
Such systems are actively practised by some
people in Auroville, and many Aurovilians,
though themselves not going for in-depth
studies of these systems, are seen to consult
these practitioners for guidance. Others
however feel that occultism does not have a
role to play in the integral yoga, and some
are concerned about the potential misuse of
occult knowledge and the harm that it can
cause.

AUROVILLE ToDpAY sheds some light on
this difficult topic by interviewing Georges,
a long-term Aurovilian, on the place of
occultism in the integral yoga and by
Sfeaturing a talk with Claire, a newcomer
who offers workshops and consultations
using aspects of occultism.

* The Life Divine pp. 875-877
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an, confroni-e.cl b}_/ this incapacity of the infe.“iger\ce. and )_/e]
avid of the knowledge of the fvn‘ure, has fa“e.r\ back on other
and external means, omens, sorﬁlege.s, dreams, as+ro|og)_/ and
many other a“e.ged data for a past and fmi'ure knowledge that have been
in less sceptical times formulated as veridical sciences.....A higher
psycl'\ical knowledge. shows us that in fac+ the world is fu“ of many systems
of corwespor\dences and indices and that these +|/\ir\gs, however much
misused by the human in’re”igence, can in their p|ace and under riglmL
conditions give us real data of a supraphysical knowledge.
Jt is evident, however, that it is only an intuitive knowledge that can
discover and forw\ulafe them,—as it was in fac+ the psychical and intuitive
mind that origina”y formu|a+ed these ways ofvewidical knowledge,— and
it will be found in practice that or\|y an intuitive knowledge,, not the mere
use either ofa traditional or a l'\aplf\azarcl interpretation or of mechanical
rule and formula, can ensure a ri9k+ employmeni- of these indices.

The true and direct knowledge or vision of past, present and future begins
with the opening of the psychical consciousness and the psychical faculties.
The psychical consciousness is that of what is now oflen called the
subliminal self, the subtle or dream self of Indian psychology...

Sri Aurobindo, The Synthesis of Yoga, Cent. Ed. vol 21, pp.860-861
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Claire: Reading the aura -
many people can do that

I n the month of March two half-day
workshops, on palmistry and on the Tarot,
were being offered at Verite by Claire, a guest
from France, who reputedly possessed psychic
powers including a natural ability to read
auras. Wondering about the place of these
kinds of workshops in Auroville Bindu decided
to join the Tarot workshop and discovered that
the participants found it useful. Claire
introduced the 22 major arcanas of the Tarot,
and afterwards used them to answer personal
queries for everyone in the group. Together
with Carel, Bindu later visited Claire in New
Creation Field where she lived with her two
children. What work do you do exactly and
why did you decide to come to Auroville ? they
asked as a kind of introduction.

“T have been involved with different
aspects of occultism for 12 years, using aura-
reading, various kinds of tarots, pendulums
and palmistry for individuals. I have also
organised seminars on occultism which
involved scientists and doctors from all over
the world, in order to try to explain occult phe-
nomena in scientific terms. I was never for-
mally initiated into occultism, but have
worked with many people, from Africa, India,
France and the USA, who do a similar kind of
occult work. I had visited Auroville twice
before. Three months ago I came to settle in
Auroville because it reflects my ideals: the
international city where people from all over
the world have come to work out something
for a higher purpose. I was particularly struck
by Auroville’s Charter. If we can live up to
that...”

She pauses, and we take the opportunity
to ask her how she interprets that difficult
clause: “to become the willing servitor of the
Divine Consciousness?” Claire responds: “I
am not sure what people generally mean by
the term “Divine’. For me, the quest for the
Divine is always there, meaning to become
God here on earth and not to leave the body
to unite with the Divine elsewhere. This
incarnation has a purpose: I remember why I
incarnated in this body and for what purpose

I came to earth. I constantly feel the presence
of a spiritual guide. When anything goes
wrong with me, or when I am not sure of
something, I meditate and come in contact
with my spiritual guide to give me an answer.”

When we observed that contacting a
spiritual guide and reading someone’s aura is
quite a remarkable capacity, Claire’s reaction
was immediate: “But everybody has a natural
spiritual guide that they can connect to! And
yes, I can read the aura of a person but it is
not a special power that I possess. It came na-
turally to me at an early age—many children
have the ability to see auras, can “feel’ these
things and are like psychic [psychic is used
here in the sense of occult] readers, but as they
grow up they lose this capacity. I believe that
many people can open to this inner perception
again. It is often just a question of waking
someone up to his or her hidden abilities.”

The talk then went to the readings
themselves. Many Aurovilians have already
come to consult Claire. Do people really have
a need? Or, is it mere curiosity? What is the
help you can give, we asked.

“T help people only when they want to be
helped to learn more about themselves. Idon’t
go and force my insights on them. When a
person comes to me for a ‘psychic reading’,
the session usually lasts for an hour and
depending upon the person, I use palmistry,
tarot, numerology, astrology or aura-reading
to help the person learn more about himself.
This almost always involves saying something
about the person’s future. This is a difficult
area, for what one ‘sees’ will not automatically
come true. I do not like to make predictions
because there are some things that can change
in one’s fate, and some things that cannot. In

some cases I cannot tell people what I see in

their aura because some are not ready or strong
enough to face it; then my words would act as
anegative force on them. Each soul has chosen
its path here on earth. So one should never
judge a person and say that her or his way of
life is bad or good. Sometimes the path that a
person chooses is due to ‘past karma’ and

sometimes I am able to explain that to a
person and help him to deal with it or
to ‘repair’ it. But for most people
such a session s little more than a
confirmation of a future happe-

ning they are already dimly

aware of. My work is to

help them to be ready for §
that, to help to release them =
from their blockages. or 2
fear of the future. For S '
instance, I have had some N\

people [not in Auroville]
who were facing death,
come to me for a reading.
In those cases I have tried
to prepare them for this
change, and in such matters
I often seek the help of my
inner spiritual guide.”

The conversation drifts
to the various occult
systems Claire uses. Are
they indispensable means
for her work? Will they
have a future if mankind
becomes more psych-
isized?

“No, they are certainly not indispensable,
I could throw all these systems out of the
window. A time will come, when people can
act from another level of consciousness and
then all this will be rendered redundant.”

But, at present, offering her rather unique
skills to individual Aurovilians and giving
workshops, Claire says, her reception in
Auroville has been mixed: “Some people have
been very positive, others were extremely
negative. There is quite a judgmental attitude
prevailing in Auroville, perhaps because
people try so much to live up to the ideals of
Sri Aurobindo and the Mother. Is it because
they have trouble accepting their own nature?
Can they not accept different spiritual paths?
When I mentioned my interest in tantric yoga
I met with quite an unexpected resistance, but
at the same time had the feeling that there was

not much real knowledge about tantra.”

What about the future, we ask. No, not
ours, but yours. How do you see your future
in Auroville?

She laughs: “Well, certainly not in only
giving psychic readings or organizing
workshops. There is more to life than that. I
also enjoy doing manual work in the Matri-
mandir, at the Health Centre or in New Cre-
ation. I am just another human being who has
come here to learn.”

Bindu and Carel

Note: As this issue went to Press, we
learned that Claire has used the name of
Auroville to promote in France the fact that
she will be giving courses here at a high
price. This, among other things, has caused
the Entry Group to refuse her application
to become a newcomer. (Eds)
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OCCULTISM

Georges: Each human being practises
occultism

Georges van Vreckhem lives in Shakti, a
small community south of Aspiration. He
started his career as a poet, playwright and
theatre manager—areas in which he achieved
quite some fame—in Ghent, a city in Flanders
(Belgium); afterwards he was briefly active
as a travel guide and finally found himself at
the feet of the Mother in Pondicherry. In 1978
he moved to a little hut in Auroville. There he
continued his study of astrology and other
occult systems, translated works of Sri Auro-
bindo, Satprem, and the Indian epics of the
Mahabaratha and the Ramayana into Dutch,
and taught at Last School and New Creation.
During the last six years Georges has made
an in-depth study of all the material available
on Sri Aurobindo’s and the Mother's life and
work, which has resulted in a 500-page book
(to appear this month in The Netherlands)
entitled Voorbij de Mens (Beyond Man), with
particular emphasis on the process of Mo-
ther’s transformation. An English translation
is being prepared.

DRAWING: EMANUELE SCANZIANI

His house is full of books. There is a section on
homeopathy; on humour; there are books on
religion and philosophy; a cupboard full of
works by and on Sri Aurobindo and The
Mother; a shelf with books on various occult
systems. In between the books and above the
shelves photos of Mother predominate, most
of them in her aspect of Mahalakshmi: the
smiling, comforting, love-emanating perso-
nality of the Great Mother. Georges, offering
his best chairs to me before seating himself on
a stool, sets out to answer my first question:

What exactly is occultism?

“Briefly, real occultism can be defined as
wisdom or systems of wisdom about that
which exists behind the surface of things as
perceived by us. We are mental beings, restric-
ted to viewing each phenomenon separately
without seeing the whole, unified in one pic-
ture. Because our perception is so limited we

talk about occultism as a separate pheno-
menon, while in reality anything outside our
mental awareness, anything hidden, is occult.
In fact, every human being practises occultism
all the time. You cannot live without it. Thin-
king and feeling are éssentially occult acts.

In normal parlance, however, occultism
has a much more limited meaning. Most
people equate occultism with magic of some
kind or other, or with the use of some ‘super-
natural’ power. All kinds of systems have been
and are still being developed that endeavour
to get access to and mastery of hidden planes
for a variety of reasons, mostly to gain know-
ledge and especially power. Some of these
systems are hundreds and even thousands of
years old. Astrology, for example, existed al-
ready in the ancient civilizations of Babylonia,
Chaldea and India. Palmistry has been known
since the Egyptian civilization. The Tarot has
a cabalistic background; it is a great system
of wisdom, you may even say a system of inner
evolution which is yoga. But of course, all
depends on the quality of the person who uses
any of these systems. If you choose to practise
a system, you have to be serious about it and
consider it as a part of your life. To just read a
book won't do. It is my impression that most
Aurovilians are interested in occultism, but
few have the patience to make a real, time-
consuming study of it.

In her Entretiens the Mother has often
warned against the use of occultism, for she
says that the practitioner may open him or
herself to beings of a lower vital plane. If one
consults an astrologer, or allows one’s hand
to be read or uses the Tarot, what guarantees
that those beings are not interfering?

It all depends on the spirit in which one
approaches these systems and their prac-
titioners. If you use occult knowledge in the
right spirit, you will get the answer in the right
spirit and profit from it. If your motivation is
aggrandizement of your ego only or self-satis-
faction or search for power of some kind, you
are opening yourself to beings of the lower
worlds. The only right attitude in such things
is sincerity. Sincerity implies a purity which
in turn implies surrender to the Divine: it is
your only safeguard. This applies to those who
consult an occultist as well as to the occultist.
There have been a number of o¢cultists who
have misused their power, and who have used
other people to feed their ego. You see then a
budding guru becoming ‘great’ because he
actually feeds on the devotion of his growing
number of disciples. I doubt if a sincere seeker
really would be fooled by this. But even if
this was the case, it would help him to grow.
You can learn from everyone, from a man in
the tea-shop or a child no less than from an
occultist. You can catch in passing the word
that changes your life! Even the devil can lead
you to your destiny—on the condition that you
are sincere in your search!

I would, personally, never fully trust any
human being. But I might go to any occultist
with a good reputation to learn more about
myself. I would not surrender myself to the
knowledge or conclusions of the occultist but
to the power of Sri Aurobindo and the Mother,
the only trustworthy Beings, to speak through
that occultist in case it might be helpful for

me. If you have made the central surrender to
the Divine, then you can go to any occultist,
as well as confront any event in life. And there
is another important point. Things happen in
your life when they have to happen. So if you
consult an occultist at a given moment, he may
tell you something that strikes you consciously
or unconsciously, because at that moment it
has to be told to you.

This brings in the discussion of prede-
testination versus free will. Your observation
would imply that even the consultation itself
is predetermined.

Predestination is always a difficult philo-
sophical question. Let’s begin with saying that
the human world is a world
full of choices. There is a
motivation behind some-
one’s decision to consult an
occultist. This motivation, I
dare say, is rarely pure. Most
people are only interested in
hearing more about
themselves or solving a par-
ticular problem, especially a
love relationship. There are
very few who come to an
occultist with sincere
goodwill for help on the
spiritual path. This is the
position seen from their
angle.

But there is another angle as well. At birth
we are programmed to work out something.
It is not blind pre-detestination which made

“your soul choose these particular events in life.

Your destiny, as The Mother has said, works
itself out on different levels of awareness; the
more conscious you are of your destiny, the
higher you can reach, the more fully you can
work out that destiny. At the highest level, the
destiny is to reach or realize our Self or the
Divine. This fact of the different levels is
extremely important for yoga, as it is for
occultism. And above everything is the Grace.
And it is this combination of Grace and levels
of awareness which will give you an answer,
even if you do not understand it at the time
that it is given or even if you note it only
subconsciously, that is important to you for
your growth.

In India an occult knowledge known as
Tantra is practised. What kind of occultism
is this?

In India, Tantra is very often regarded as
being synonymous with black magic. In
Mother’s Agenda, and also in her Entretiens,
you can find instances of so-called tantric
magicians using or misusing their occult
powers. There is a Tantra of powers. There is
also a Tantra of the sexual force. Sri
Aurobindo has said clearly that if you are not
a completely pure being and you practise these
things, you are sure to fail and to fall. But the
real Tantra is the great Tantra of The Mother.
While all the other spiritual systems of India
have taken the Purusha as the main source
for their yoga, with as their aim to escape from
this world, the Tantra venerates Shakti, the
Great Mother as the Divine Creatrix. The aim
of this real Tantra is to assert the worthiness
of the world, to consider it a holy place, a place
of the Divine and Divine realisation. Actually,

PHOTO: JOHN MANDEEN

Sri Aurobindo’s integral yoga has a close
relation with the Tantra. One could well call
it a Supertantra: it is the yoga of Matter, of
this evolutionary world and it is the yoga of
the Divine Mother. Sri Aurobindo has put The
Mother, the Supreme Shakti, as the direct
support and inspiration for the yoga. He did
not do that in the beginning, when his yoga
had more of the Sankhya: to step back, to
detach oneself from the appearances and all
that. But from 1926 onwards, he declared the
central path of the integral yoga to be the full
surrender to the Mother. His answer to the
question “Is thinking of the Mother yoga?”,
for instance, was a simple *““Yes.”

That brings us to the question about the
place of occultism in yoga.

Occultism is part of the phenomena of the
world in which we live
and evolve, and since the
integral yoga of Sri
Aurobindo embraces
everything in the world in
its minutest detail, occul-
tism must have a place in
integral yoga. Sri
Aurobindo has written
about it, and The Mother
has very often pure taught
pure occultism to the chil-
dren in the Ashram.

Do you believe that
with the advent of the
Supramental Conscious-
ness the role of occultism has come to an
end or will change drastically?

The Supramental consciousness is a Unity
consciousness, where you know everything
because you are identified with it. As the
Mother has described it so strikingly in The
Agenda: “I was the mountains. I was the
Gods.” When somebody asks Her to explain,
She replies, “I cannot explain because to
explain I would have to use words. I was that.”
Actually, one cannot explain anything. One
can try and write beautiful prose or poetry
about whatever one was, but it is not an
explanation, it is just an attempt to express
what one has experienced. In the supramental
consciousness nothing will be hidden
anymore, nothing will be occult anymore.
Everythjng will be revealed, known and
concretely experienced in the one Unity which
is all. In such a state of consciousness there is
no longer any place for occultism.

On the way towards it, however, occult
knowledge will be more and more impor-
tant—real occultism, which is an essential
aspect of yoga . Normally, an ordinary human
being, sincerely practising yoga and with good
intentions, has a long way to go during which,
even if he obtains some initial realisations, the
greater part of him remains an ordinary human
being subject to the ordinary laws of nature.
THis implies much suffering and many
problems, and the farther one goes in yoga
the more problems one will have to solve; for
in this yoga, Sri Aurobindo’s Integral Yoga,
when one has solved one’s own troubles, one
takes up the problems of the rest of humanity.
The measure of one’s positive realisation is
equal to the measure of the resistance. One’s
occult knowledge, obtained through one’s
realisations, will help to overcome the resis-
tances. Carel
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