Matrimandir in 1988

Beware the first editorial of a new journal or magazine. Its high-
toned statement of intent is likely to read, years later, as little more
than a mélange of wishful thinking, naivety and preoccupation
with issues which have long since faded from memory.

While Auroville Today's first editorial, sixteen years ago, was mer-
cifully brief it cannot be said to have completely escaped the above
faults. At the same time there was a genuine desire to manifest
something different. This was the time when dogma stalked our
general meetings as the community heatedly debated issues like
Aurelec and the government's involvement in  Auroville.
Meanwhile, Auroville's only window to the world — the Auroville
Review — had stopped reporting on day-to-day events in Auroville,
filling its columns instead with quotations from Sri Aurobindo,
Mother and Satprem. It was against this background that we made

our promises: Auroville Today would focus on the here and now, it -

would provide a meeting-place for differing perspectives, it would
open a door upon a lesser-known Auroville, and it would try to
maintain a standard of civilized discourse. Brave? Unrealistic? Both,
perhaps. But after 15 years we continue to use them as our bench-
marks.

So how have we done? ‘ :
Concerning the ‘here and now', we've provided regular coverage
of key topics like the economy, environment, education,
Matrimandir, building the city and relations with the villages, mak-
ing Auroville Today an invaluable — in fact, unique — history of
Auroville's development over the years. What we hadn't anticipat-
ed, however, was how many issues we couldn't cover, either
because they would show the community in a poor light, or
because discussions were at such a sensitive stage that we didn't
want to jeopardize the outcome through insensitive reporting, or
because as most of the team are technically ‘foreigners' with few
rights in Indian law, we were only too aware that we could receive
quit notices if we were perceived to be making statements offend-
ing sensitivities. For Auroville Today is read not only by Aurovilians
and friends and supporters abroad: it is also read in government
offices and foreign embassies in India and. Indian embassies
abroad.

All this meant we were nudged further into the conservative sec-
tion of the reporting spectrum than the team would prefer. This
tendency has been reinforced by our second goal: for in our wish
to provide a meeting-place for understanding different perspec-
tives it was important that we were perceived to be unaligned, or
at least able to grasp the larger picture. This has its drawbacks,
notably in our sometimes having to sacrifice the ‘edge’ which
spices journalism the world over (the edge has been further blunt-
ed by our policy of allowing interviewees to read and change their
articles before publication). Increasingly over the years, however,
we've been willing to talk about not only our successes but also our
failings as a community, and to ask hard questions as a means of
stimulating debate. In this sense our role has expanded from pas-
sive reporting to being, at best, initiators of change.

Have we opened a window on an unknown Auroville? We've cer-
tainly introduced our readers to many of the lesser-known activities
taking place in the community. As to individuals: some of the
Aurovilians profiled in Auroville Today are not well known. Others
may be better known, yet often something new is revealed. For
here we talk not of geography but of people’s hearts, of the inner-
most feelings and aspirations which, in this community, are rarely
shared publicly. Who knows what community blockages, what
deep tectonic plates, have shifted irreversibly as a result of some-
body revealing something about themselves in one of our inter-
views?

For ultimately, if we're honest, we don’t really know what we're
doing with Auroville Today. We embarked on a voyage with a
clutch of promises, but once the coastline faded we've had to chart
a course as much by intuition as by sextant. More than once we've
thought of abandoning the whole enterprise as seemingly bigger
and better ships (a new website, for example) hove into view, but
we kept sailing on because of the enthusiastic support of our read-
ership and because we feel we still have something unique to offer
in the hunt for that elusive species, Auroville today.

In this issue and the next, we survey fifteen years of our publica-
tion, attempting to draw out the main themes and lines of devel-
opment in each of our major categories. In November we deal
with the economy, the environment, the organisation and our rela-
tionship with the villages, and we feature a photographic history of
Matrimandir's progress. Next month we feature education, build-
ing the city and the arts. Happy reading.
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An environmental community?

Two areas are critical for Auroville’s environment: afforestation and farming.

Bui[dmg dams to prevent water run-off and to recharge the aqulfers has been a successful aspect of Auroville’s reforestation work.
In picture: a check dam in the Utility canyon provides for a nice swimming pool for local youth after torrential monsoon rains.

or many years, Auroville’s credentials rested primarily upon

its environmental achievements. These are considerable.

Over two million trees have been planted to stabilize and
refertilize the soil, canyons have been dammed and hundreds of
fields bunded to prevent water run-off, there has been much exper-
imentation in developing environmentally-friendly building tech-
niques and recycling waste water, while solar power is widely used
for pumping, heating water and providing electricity. During the
last decade, Auroville's eco-service has ensured that much of
Auroville’s waste is recycled, and ground-breaking work is being
undertaken to develop non-polluting biofuel and to expand the uses
of effective micro-organisms (EM) which work with rather than
against nature.

Nor has the bioregion been neglected. Aurovilians have
worked with villagers to desilt rainwater catchment tanks, afforest
wasteland, find safe alternatives to toxic pesticides, develop organ-
ic farming and vegetable cultivation techniques, and to clean up the
villages.

This is the plus side. Yet there are plenty of areas in which the
environmental consciousness of the community as a whole remains
underdeveloped or dormant. Take water. In spite of a massive reaf-
forestation programme, underground water levels are falling. Much
of this is beyond our control — local farmers pump enormous quan-
tities onto their fields while the main monsoon has failed three
years in a row — yet rather than providing a good example of
responsible water management, Aurovilians’ per capita water
usage is way above the average of India (and of many Western
countries!), partly because of wasteful irrigation techniques and
inefficient storage and supply systems. Or take architecture. There
are plenty of houses in the community which, rather than taking
advantage of materials which release heat quickly, use large
amounts of energy-intensive materials like cement and function as
oversized solar cookers. Then there is the lack of public transport
which results in large numbers of motorcycles (and, increasingly,
four-wheelers) clogging up our roads and lungs. Finally there is the
matter of Aurovilians’ changing tastes in food and entertainment

which sees the growth of a more consumeristic, less environmen-
tally-sensitive lifestyle than was the case in the early days.

Afforestation

In the beginning was...not very much, actually. A few palmyra,
neem and scrubby thorn bushes and, for the rest, acres and acres of
eroded laterite unshaded from the fierce south Indian sun. Out of
necessity, greenworkers in the early years of Auroville concentrated
upon building bunds and planting trees. A few were already interest-
ed in exploring indigenous species, but the majority of greenworkers
were happy to plant anything which was fast-growing, drought-resis-
tant and shade-providing — including exotic pioneer species like
Eucalyptus and Acacia auriculiformis, otherwise known as the
‘work’ tree.

The first tree nurseries date from the early 1970s. However,
afforestation in Auroville received a huge boost in the 1980s when
the Department of the Environment funded a project to explore the
species that could be successfully grown under these conditions.
Many of the largest tree-planting programmes — like the one at
Aurobrindavan — date from this period and, once again, many of the
trees planted were non-native species, like Acacias and Khaya sene-
galiensis. Meanwhile, Walter from Shakti had begun a seed-
exchange programme with botanical gardens and seed banks from
many countries, particularly those with climates similar to ours, with
the object of introducing new species to Auroville and the bioregion:
Acacia holosericea was one of the most promising varieties. He was
also interested in finding out what had grown in this area before, but
"in those days it was easier getting seeds from the Amazonian basin
than to get the seeds of the former indigenous species here.”

Why? At one time an almost unique ecosystem — an evergreen
forest — had stretched along the coastline from Madras in the north to
Kanyakumari in the south. Over the years, however, most of it had
been cut and cleared for farming, settlement and firewood; at
the time of Auroville’s inauguration, less than 1% of it remained in
scattered pockets which were under continual threat.

continued on page 2
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An environmental community?

continued from page 1

Finding these pockets, identifying
the different species and understand-
ing their relationships was no easy
task. By the late

1980s some

In the last 15 years, the new
emphasis upon the recreation of the
original TDEF has been accompanied
by an increasingly scientific approach
to ecosystem restoration. The earlier

Tree seedlings at one of the Auroville nurseries

Auroville greenworkers were begin-
ning to have doubts about the wisdom
of planting so many non-indigenous
species. While exotics like Work and
Transformation were providing valu-
able shade for less hardy species, they
were also spreading like weeds,
crowding out many other trees. It was
also noticed that some, like the euca-
lyptus, tended to crash down in high
winds.

The turning-point came in 1993
when the Foundation for the
Revitalization of Local Health
Traditions (FRLHT) which is based in
Bangalore set up two centres in
Auroville — in Shakti and Pitchan-
dikulam - to propa-
gate local medicinal
plants. A spin-off
from this was a new
interest in recreating
the original ecosys-
tem of the area,
which was now
referred to  as
Tropical Dry
Evergreen  Forest
(TDEF). Dr. Meher-
Homji of the French
Institute compiled a
list of 266 plant
species which he
considered belonged

.to the TDEF and
greenworkers  like
Joss, Jaap and
Walter, who already
had  considerable
knowledge of local species, made fre-
quent visits to remnant indigenous
groves to collect seeds to propagate in
Auroville nurseries.

Today, all tree-planting by
Aurovilians involves almost exclu-
sively TDEF species. Many foresters
are retrofitting the areas they steward
by underplanting with TDEF species
and then slowly removing regenerat-
ing exotics (particularly work tree
saplings), so allowing a new type of
forest to gradually emerge over the
next ten years.

g

“if it will grow, plant it” approach has
given way to more sophisticated sci-
entific studies of symbiotic relation-
ships, of the water uptake and transpi-
ration rate of selected tree species,
and of the rate at which soil forms
under different conditions. The
FRLHT project has resulted in valu-
able research into the medicinal prop-
erties of local plants and trees based
largely upon the wisdom and experi-
ence of traditional healers, who are
themselves an endangered species.
This illustrates the third main compo-
nent of afforestation over the last 15
years — outreach. Actually, Auroville
landworkers have been sharing their

Vegetable nursery

skills outside of Auroville for many
years. In the early 1980s greenwork-
ers began bunding the fields of local
farmers and offering them saplings.
Later, the Auroville forest was visited
by Tibetans from refugee settlements
and tribals from Rajasthan (enthused
by our achievement they proceeded to
plant hundreds of thousands of trees
in their drought-stricken region), and
Aurovilians helped reafforest the
Palani Hills where the traditional
shola was threatened with extinction.
But the last 15 years has seen an

Rice fields at Annapurna
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increase in outreach activities as some
Aurovilians realized that the environ-
mental and social health of Auroville
cannot be separated from the health
and vibrancy of the bioregion of
which it is an integral part. Auroville
landworkers, in conjunction with
Village Action, have run courses for
local farmers in organic agriculture
and have introduced kitchen gardens
into the villages, Palmyra has been
involved in large wasteland reclama-
tion projects in the region while the
same organization and Harvest have
done extensive tank restoration and
set up water-users organizations in
many surrounding villages. The
Pitchandikulam seed museum has
become a centre for botanical
research and environmental educa-
tion, visited by conservationists, heal-
ers, government officials and school-
children, while the
Botanical Gardens will
soon provide a living
experience of the Tropical

Dry Evergreen Forest
biotope.
Auroville’s environ-

mental reputation contin-
ues to grow. Recently,
funding has come from the
European Commission to
promote the concept of
shared forest management
in the Kaluveli bioregion.
This has given some
Aurovilians the opportuni-
ty to getinvolved in devel-
oping  practical  steps
towards the sustainable
development of an area
vital for our water
resources to the north of
Auroville. It’s a huge task
that will take many years to complete,
but it is one which can
be achieved in small
manageable steps. One
of these is promoting
environmental educa-
tion in schools — this
has just received a fund-
ing boost from the
Australian Government
— while another is work-
ing with the Forestry
Department to develop
management plans for
the reserve forests of
the area.

Farming

Dry land agriculture
had been practiced in
this region for many
years, but poor cropping
practices had depleted
the soil and accelerated the drift of the
local people away from the land. The
first Auroville farmers toiled under
the tropical sun, employing organic
methods to grow local grains — ragi,
varagu, kumbu, samai — but when the
rains failed, so did the crops. There
was little or no support from the com-
munity. Unsurprisingly, few
Aurovilian landworkers stuck at it:
many turned to afforesting the land as
an easier option.

The few who continued to practice
agriculture were inspired by Mother’s
statement that
Auroville should strive
for self-sufficiency in
food. Gradually they
learned to adapt, to
draw the most out of
the limited resources
available. The watch-
word was diversifica-
tion. Bernard experi-
mented with traditional
varieties of rice and
millet which were more
drought-resistant than
hybrid crops, and with
no-till agriculture
based on Fukuoka’'s

experience in Japan. Other farmers
interplanted leguminous hedges and
beneficial trees among their crops to
stabilize and improve the soil and pro-
vide shade. Most planted out fruit
orchards and vegetable gardens, a few
developed dairies and raised poultry.
By 1988 there were still only four
major farms in Auroville, covering
less than 300 acres. A number of
farmers were managing, precariously,
to cover their immediate needs, but
the larger community was still far
from being self-sufficient in food.
While our farmers were meeting the
demand for milk and eggs and of sea-
sonal vegetables and fruits in season,
they were growing less than 2% of the
community’s requirement of rice and
other grains. Most of the food eaten in
Auroville was purchased from
Pondicherry market: it was grown

Papaya trees at Discipline farm

all our farmers, with the aim of shar-
ing resources, coordinating produc-
tion and agreeing upon prices. It also
facilitated problem-solving and com-
mon funding appeals. In some ways it
was the beginnings of a turnaround in
the farms’ fortunes. The Farm Group

persuaded the

Geese parade in front of the solar pump panels at
Siddharta farm

using artificial fertilizers and pesti-
cides. By now, the challenges facing
our farmers were formidable. They
were no longer simply battling the cli-
mate, water shortages and local soil
conditions (Annapurna, designated to
be the rice-basket of Auroville, has
some of the most intractable and
depleted soil in the area), or the lack
of adequate financial input from the
community. There was also a serious
lack of manpower — fewer and fewer
Aurovilians were attracted to land-
work and our farmers couldn’t afford
to pay wages which would attract
Indian farm managers — a lack of tech-
nical expertise (none of our farmers
had professional training), a lack of
storage and processing facilities, and
poor coordination between the farms
and consumers. Meanwhile
Aurovilians’ eating habits were

changing. More and more were eating
processed food or fruit and vegetables

— like apples and potatoes — which
couldn’t be grown in this locality.
Moreover, Auroville farm produce
was expensive compared to that avail-
able in local markets: often the chemi-
cal products also looked better than
the organically-grown fare. No won-
der that one of Auroville Today’s first
articles about farming in Auroville
was sub-titled “A downhill business”.
That was February 1992.

However, in 1994 a Farm Group
was constituted, consisting of almost

Seed collection at Annadana

Economy Group to
classify farming as part
of the service sector of
Auroville, and this led
to farmers receiving a
maintenance (albeit a
very low one) from the
Central Fund and some
security against finan-
cial losses. Other fund-
ing for infrastructure
improvements  came
from the Foundation
for World Education
and  Stichting de
Zaaier, while the
Auroville incense unit,
Maroma, has provided
substantial support
over the past few years
to Annapurna and
Siddhartha farms.
Meanwhile the Solar Kitchen provid-
ed a valuable new outlet for a large

_ part of the farms’ output while intro-

ducing Aurovilians to the delights of
little-known local vegetables.

A few years ago, however, came
another serious blow. The Auroville
farms were reclassified by the Tamil
Nadu Electricity Board and forced to
pay premium rates for electricity. This
led to large fruit farms like Aurogreen
cutting back heavily on production,
but it also encouraged a switch to
more efficient use of water — like drip-
irrigation and the bio-intensive
method of vegetable growing — and to
the widespread use of solar pumps.

Today there are 13 farms in
Auroville covering over 350 acres.
Production is increasing, partly as a
result of improved financing but also
because of new techniques introduced
by professionals who have taken up
the challenge of farming here.
Meanwhile a com-
prehensive  assess-
ment of our farms is
presently underway
to ascertain, among
other things, the
farmers’ needs and
to plan, for the first
time, an overall
strategy for farming
in Auroville. Major
questions  remain,
however. Is it realis-
tic to strive for self-
sufficiency in food?
If so, does the com-

munity really want it?
If the answer to each question is ‘yes’,
the implications are immense. It
would imply that many more people
be involved in farm work, that
Auroville purchases much more pre-
mium farm land — some of it outside
the Auroville area in the hills — and
that the community be willing to
heavily subsidize the production of
organic food as a service to the health
of the community and the environ-
ment.
Alan
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Economic research and developments

Though many attempts have been made, some of the ideals outlined by The Mother for Auroville's econ-
omy are as distant as ever.

ow do you create an economy
Hif all you have is a set of high

ideals made by none other
than The Mother and no economic
base to speak of? This question has
been in the mind of many Aurovilians
since Auroville’s inception in 1968.
How can one manifest a city where
"the land and buildings will belong to
the Supreme Lord™1, a city “which
will be the ideal place for those who
want to know the joy and liberation of
no longer having any personal pos-
sessions”? | a city which “will have
money relations only with the outside
world”3 | a city “which will provide
for each individual’s subsistence and
sphere of action”* and which, on top,
“will be a self-supporting town-
ship”? These questions have led not
only to intense debates but also to the
living research that has characterised
Auroville for the last decades.
However, many major issues are yet
to be resolved.

In the beginning

Most of the early settlers came
with lots of enthusiasm and little
money. Mother had organised
‘Prosperity’ for them on the lines of
the system in use in the Sri Aurobindo
Ashram. Within a limited range,
goods, services and some cash were
made available according to one’s
request. The Sri Aurobindo Society
collected donations and bought land
for the Auroville project and built the
first settlements. If one wished to
build one’s own keet hut or a house, it
was sufficient to ask permission from
Mother. The principle of ‘no private
ownership of immoveable assets’ was
started in this way. It has continued
ever since. At present all immoveable
assets are owned by the Auroville
Foundation which ‘holds them in trust
for humanity as a whole.’6

After the split between the Sri
Aurobindo Society and Auroville,
‘sharing to survive’ became the dic-
tum of the day. Whatever you had,
you put in a common pot; whatever
you needed you took out. Food was
bought centrally and distributed in
baskets by the group in charge of
‘Pour Tous’, (meaning ‘For All’) a
name Mother had given to the central
food distribution system. But acute
shortages stimulated individuals to
start handicraft units in an attempt to
make ends meet. Still, the pot soon
became empty, and many of these
fledgling units lost their money. It led
to a lack of trust in centralised com-
mon pots.

By the end of the seventies a new
system came into existence called ‘the
envelopes’. Money was allocated to
various ‘envelopes’ for urgent needs
such as food, community mainte-
nance, electricity and water. There
was no personal maintenance. Around
this time ‘Nandini’ was born which
received donations ‘in kind’, such as
clothing, from the young commercial
units, for people to collect on a need
basis. But the income remained insuf-
ficient to cover the needs. People who
had personal funds started to share
less.

The upswing

The first upswing came in 1984,
when Auroville got the first mainte-
nance grant from the Government of
India for the Sri Aurobindo
International Institute for Educational
Research (SAIIER). But even this
boost was insufficient to meet the col-
lective needs. The commercial units
were asked to not only maintain the
Aurovilians who worked there, but
also make general contributions for
community maintenance. Aurovilians
who worked for projects had to ensure

that their needs were met by their pro-
ject. Only Aurovilians who worked
directly for community services
would be maintained by the commu-
nity. In this way Auroville’s mainte-
nance system was born, along with
the concept that Aurovilians who
work for commercial units or projects
are maintained by those units and pro-
jects.

November 1988 marked a second
upswing. A well-attended economy
seminar led to the beginning of the
Central Fund to be managed by a new
group, the Economy Group. Yearly
budgets for all community services
and other collective responsibilities
were drawn up and it was agreed that
all Aurovilians and Auroville units
would contribute monthly to these
budgets. The system prospered. It
brought nutrition, clothing, health and
dental care plus a wide range of goods
and services. But the system also high-
lighted problems and inequalities.

The central financing of the ser-
vices led to inefficiency within some
of them — the more so as the central
financing was insufficient. To rectify
this, a process evolved in subsequent
years that a number of service units
should charge for their services, and
that these charges should include
development costs so that they could
finance their own growth. This
allowed unit executives the financial
freedom to be creative. This system
was a success in services such as Pour
Tous, but could not be applied to a
‘free’ service like education.

The other serious concern was
that the level of maintenance that
could be provided to those working
for community services was lower —
often considerably — than what was
taken by those running commercial
units. To counter this, a movement
was started in 1999 called “The Circle
Experiment.” The idea behind the
experiment is to create ‘extended-
family’ groupings where people with
more resources share with those with
less. Circle members pool their main-
tenances in a common pot, and each
member draws from the pot whatever
s/he requires. Those with sufficient
personal resources contribute addi-
tionally. Circle deficits are covered
from a buffer provided by one of
Auroville’s commercial units. But the
circles have not been the success
hoped for. About 80% of the partici-
pants depend on inadequate commu-
nity maintenance. Though the Circle
participants receive more income, it
remains insufficient. The experiment
failed to convince the larger commu-
nity to participate. At present only
five of the original nine circles sur-
vive.

The commercial units

Contrary to the ‘outside’ world,
Auroville’s commercial units did not
develop as privately owned entities —
even though they were all privately
financed — but as part of various
Auroville trusts in an attempt to mani-
fest Mother’s principle that “At
Auroville nothing belongs to anyone
in particular. All is collective proper-
1y."7 After the Auroville Foundation
Act was passed, the Foundation
became the owner of all units and del-
egated the management to individual
Aurovilians. At present, there are
more than 100 units that can be
termed ‘commercial’. While all of
them provide a maintenance to the
executives and employ local labour,
the economic base of the majority of
them is weak. Only about 40 commer-
cial units make regular donations to
the community.

The slow growth of the commer-
cial sector is a cause of concern. In

April 2002, Prof. Henk Thomas from
The Netherlands and chartered
accountant Manuel Thomas from
Chennai, presented the White Paper
on the Auroville Economy. Based on
the key issues of Auroville’s econom-
ic development from 1968 till 2002,
taking into account inflation and pop-
ulation increase, they concluded that
the ‘carrying capacity’, that is the
yearly contribution to Auroville of all
commercial  units per capita
Aurovilian, had gone down by more
than 20% in the period 1993-1999.
An update of this figure is expected
soon, but the indications are that the
situation has not improved, which
will make it difficult to sustain the
maintenance levels for those main-
tained by Auroville. The Paper
warned that, with the changed condi-
tions in the outside economic world,
Auroville’s current economic struc-
ture cannot be sustained. It concluded
that Auroville’s current situation is
loaded with risks and uncertainties
which threaten the survival of
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do not fund the subsequent mainte-
nance and repair costs, which have to
be borme by the community.
However, a falling income will make
this impossible.

Individuality versus frater-
hity

The economic context of
Auroville is largely determined by
two structural features. The first is
that individuality is paramount. Each
individual is free to determine his or
her own line of action and develop-
ment. Anyone wishing to create a
commercial unit, for example, has lit-
tle more to do than fill in a form and
get permission. The flip side is that
from that point onwards the individ-
ual stands alone. There is no guidance
with respect to issues such as account-
ing, marketing and pricing policies in
order to survive; and no financial sup-
port is offered. Neither is there any
form of control. Small wonder then
that unit executives as a rule are
closely identified with ‘his or her’

Auroville even in the short run, and
made a number of recommendations
to improve the commercial sector.
Foremost is the need to recognize
businesses as providers of employ-
ment and economic value to the com-
munity. Auroville has to promote
commerce; provide access to capital;
limit product liability; allow units to
enter into joint ventures with external

companies; and stimulate outsiders to -

participate in Auroville’s develop-
ment through injecting venture capi-
tal. The Paper stressed that institu-
tions like the Governing Board of the
Auroville Foundation, the Funds and
Assets Management Committee
(FAMC) and the Auroville Board of
Commerce should take up an active
role, if the goal of expanding to a
township of minimally five thousand
people is to be achieved rapidly.

Sadly, hardly any of the White
Paper recommendations have been
followed up. The Governing Board
has not yet acted; the FAMC took
almost a year before it found the time
to discuss the recommendations; and
the Auroville Board of Commerce
died a few years ago due to serious
internal disagreements and has not
been revived since. Neither has any
other group come into existence for a
strategic planning of business devel-
opment.

There is another way in which the
diminishing  ‘carrying capacity’
affects Auroville’s growth. Most of
Auroville’s new buildings are funded
from donations. But as a rule, donors

unit, even though the legal ownership
rests with the Auroville Foundation.
One immediate consequence is that
efforts to collectively market
Auroville’s products have barely
taken off. Another consequence is
that unit executives determine for
themselves what maintenance to take
— regardless of the levels of mainte-
nance taken by those working in the
service sector — and freely determine
whether or not to allocate part of their
profits to Auroville. The commonly

heard justification is that those
Aurovilians who have private
incomes deal with their money in the
same way.

The second structural feature of
Auroville’s economy is that of frater-
nity, the underlying basis for the man-
ifestation of Auroville’s ideals. In
economic terms fraternity translates
into solidarity. If a diminishing ‘car-
rying capacity’ of the commercial
units will make it difficult to sustain
even the present inadequate mainte-
nance levels of those who depend on
Auroville, other means must be
found. For if this economic principle
of solidarity is not addressed, only
those who have sufficient income will
be able to stay in Auroville.

No exchange of money

The ideal which Auroville has not
been able to manifest is to provide
each individual with the basic needs.
Mother stated that the city should take
care of the needs of each individual,
‘not according to notions of right and
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equality, but on the basis of the most
elementary necessities; then, once
that is established, everyone must be
[free to organize his life, not according
to his monetary means, but according
to his inner capacities.’8 In other con-
versations She indicated that there
should be no exchange of money in
Auroville.

If both statements are read togeth-
er, it appears that, as a first step, the
city should make essential goods
available to each Aurovilian in kind.
But where will the money come
from? The city does not levy taxes. It
has no income apart from the volun-
tary donations from commercial units,
from projects, from guests and from
the Rs 1200 scheme (a scheme under
which each unit contributes Rs
1200/month per Aurovilian working
in that unit). This income falls short of
the budgetary needs and there is no
easy way in which it can be increased
to provide for the basic needs of each
Aurovilian.

It has been argued that if
Auroville would copy the business
model of the Sri Aurobindo Ashram,
which receives and re-allocates all
profits of all its commercial units cen-
trally, a no-exchange of money econ-
omy providing for the basic needs of
each Aurovilian could easily be estab-
lished. As Auroville is the ultimate
owner of all the units, this option is
technically feasible. But it does not
seem to be a realistic option as it repu-
diates the principle of the freedom of
the individual. If imposed, it may
even lead to a dampening of business
initiative and motivation.

Is the only option then that
Auroville continues to balance its
income and expenditure, asking com-
mercial units to increasingly donate
more and service units to spend less?
This is an unenviable task. It has been
the job of the Economy Group ever
since its inception 15 years ago. But
in March this year the members of the
Economy Group decided to call it a
day. They felt unmotivated to contin-
ue the present system, without a
promise that at some time there would
be sufficient income to maintain all
Aurovilians in accordance with
Mother’s vision.

Perhaps a joint effort of individu-
als and unit executives is the only way
out. A proposal to that effect, intro-
ducing a partial no-exchange of
money economy and promising a sub-
stantial improvement of the mainte-
nance of those depending on
Auroville, is presently circulating in
the community. The proposal can
only  materialise if  wealthy
Aurovilians and unit executives coop-
erate to find the necessary income
without feeling that they are “being
taxed under another name”. The prin-
ciple of fraternity and the ideals of
Auroville demand that such a step be
made soon.

Carel

1. Early 1965. When published on 8
October 1969, Mother changed 2
answers.

2. 18 September 1969, Collected Works
of The Mother Vol. 13 p. 208. The text
found in Mother's Agenda is slightly dif-
ferent: Auroville is the ideal place for
those who want to know the joy and lib-
eration of not having any more personal
possession. Mother's Agenda Vol. 10 p.
336.

3. Mother's Answer in 1965: As long as
human habits will be such. In 1969,
Mother changed this answer into the
wordinF used above. See footnote 1.

4. Bulletin, August 1954, Collected
Works of The Mother vol. 12 p. 93-94
5.30-12-1967, Mother's Agenda vol. 8
p 429.

6. Auroville Housing Policy section 1a..
7.14 May 1970, Collected Works of The
Mother vol. 13, p. 213.

8. 30 December 1967, Mothers' Agenda

vol. 8 pp 425 - 428 and 429.
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