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ave you seen it, have you
seen it, have you, have
you, have you, have you
seen it?”” was the question
on everybody’s lips. They
were referring to ‘Sorcery at Sea’, a musical writ-
ten, composed, produced and performed exclu-
sively by Aurovilians which filled the Sri
Aurobindo Auditorium to overflowing on two suc-
cessive nights in mid March.

And these were not just parents coming to see
their kids perform on stage. This was a high-quality
production in its own right, involving 54 actors of
all ages, good costumes, lively sets, accomplished
live musicians and a host of backstage and support-
wallahs (including, perhaps for the first time in
Auroville’s theatrical history, a stunt coordinator).

Summarising the plot would probably tax even
the talents of Paul Blanchflower, who wrote and
directed the musical. But a stripped-down version
would go something like this. Seven years ago, a
ship went down in a storm. All were lost except two
lovers, Captain Jacob (Jesse) and Margaret
Elsewood (Kripa). However, neither is aware that
the other has survived. The Captain returns to sea,
but embittered by his loss he swears that he will
never allow a woman to sail on his ship again.
Margaret has been disfigured by the shipwreck and
will not allow anybody to see her face. Eventually
she discovers that Jacob has survived and, along
with her lady in waiting, she manages to get passage
incognito on Jacob’s vessel which is just about to
embark on a voyage.

Very soon there is a huge storm which the ship
barely survives and the crew begin muttering that
having women on board is bad luck. However,
they are distracted when they spot a survivor of the
storm in the sea, a young woman. Pulling her on
board, they discover she is clutching an empty bot-
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tle. Later, the doctor (Charu), who has taken charge
of the bottle, notices that it has mysteriously filled
up. The doctor, Captain, Lieutenant and Margaret
take a sip of the delicious contents; after Margaret
leaves, they empty the bottle and fall asleep.

Meanwhile, the ship is overrun by female
pirates. Jezebel, the leader, calls for the captain and
a young boy in the captain’s uniform emerges from
the captain’s cabin. It is Captain Jacob, trans-
formed into a young boy by the magic potion that
he has drunk. Soon, the Lieutenant and doctor
emerge, also transformed into young boys, fol-
lowed by Margaret , now a young lady.

Jezebel realizes that they have drunk the
potion which she and the pirates have been drink-
ing for many years to keep them young (“Eternal
youth is just a little drink away™). The source is a
spring on their island, which only produces the
potion at full moon. Taking Margaret and her
attendant prisoner, they return to their ship and set
off for the island. The young Captain has glimpsed
the now healed face of his beloved Margaret
before she is taken away so he knows she did not
die at sea. However, he faces a mutiny from the
ranks. Finally, he convinces his disgruntled crew
that he is still the same man, albeit in a much
younger body. Then the survivor of the storm
emerges, who is now an old woman. She tells the
crew that there is treasure on the island and they
decide to sail there.

Arriving on the island, they meet Rangadoo,
an eccentric English captain shipwrecked on the
island many years before. He tells them where the
fabulous treasure is and the crew set out to grab the
spoils. Meanwhile, a determined Captain Jacob
looks for Margaret (“I know I'm gonna survive
and bring her back forever/I'm gonna fight for
what I know is right and bring us back together™.)

As it is now full moon, the pirates wait by the

rcerat Sea

Auroville’s monthly news

azine since 1988

spring for their monthly dose of the magic potion.
Suddenly the elixir of youth gurgles out and the
pirates drink, only to fall into a deep swoon. The
Captain rushes in to rescue Margaret, but she will
not leave without her attendant. The pirates revive
and capture Jacob and Sarah but Margaret and two
of the ship’s crew, along with their treasure, make
it back to their ship.

The pirates pursue them and there is a huge
fight on board. Eventually, Jezebel and Margaret
face each other in single combat. Margaret wins
the swordfight and the pirates are banished with a
warning not to continue with their plunderous
activities. Margaret flings the magic potion bottle
into the sea and the young Margaret and her even
younger Captain are reunited.

It is, of course, a jolly good yarn, and like all
good yarns, there is a generous dash of humour,
magic and reversals of fortune, along with a hatful
of colourful characters. In addition to Rangadoo
(Johnny), who sees himself as a cross between a rat
and a kangaroo, there’s the first mate Old Dog John
(Otto) who fears he is on a cursed voyage; Chaucer
(Krishna), an obstreperous Cockney cook with
ideas above his station; and Jezebel (Jana), the
proud queen of her ‘free’pirates. And there are a
host of other characters with names which suggest a
colourful past (or present) — Frilly, Stop’er and
Knickers.

But what carried this production was much
more than the ‘big’names we are used to enjoying
on stage. There were also fine performances from
young Yam and Victoria (as the young Captain
and Margaret), both of whom have real stage pres-
ence. In fact, there wasn’t a weak link in this cast;
everybody was coordinated, ‘on board’, all of the
time while the sheer verve and commitment with
which everybody, from the very youngest to the
oldest, flung themselves into performing this yarn

was superb.

And then, of course, there was the music, com-
posed by Paul and Matt. In some musicals, the
music feels like an “add-on’, unadapted to the con-
text, but here it was beautifully integrated. Now
rousing, as in All Hands Aboard; now hauntingly
wistful as in Margaret’s Song (“For a moment my
heart was open/But now that flame has died”); now
dramatic as in Have you seen it?, when Old Dog
John and a marvellously feisty Sea Gypsy
(Veronique) challenge each other to come up with
more and more fabulous tales of the sea; now
proud and celebratory as in the pirates”proclama-
tion It’s Who We Are (“We’re the ladies of the sea/
Reckless, wild and fancy-free/So stop making such
a fuss/Burn your bras and come with us™).

Not only are the songs catchy, but they were
also well articulated and sung, in no small part due
to Nuria’s singing direction as well as to the care-
fully-placed microphones — all signs of the quiet
professionalism which underlay this production.

Of course, there are one or two niggles. It’s con-
fusing that Margaret in Act One refers to her refusal
to allow anybody to see her disfigured face when
everybody in the audience can see it is unmarked.
Then again, the final reconciliation of the loversis a
little unsatisfying because of their obvious age dif-
ference and uncertainty concerning whether this
will ever be undone. And the 2nd Act could proba-
bly have been trimmed — and the potion plot simpli-
fied — without detriment to the whole.

But, overall, this was a triumph of community
theatre. In the same week that Aurovilians had been
flagellating themselves about the failure of their
governance system, this dollop of unmitigated joy
was a reminder that a whole other Auroville exists
out there; an Auroville of uncomplicated joy, love,
mutual support and celebration. Thanks, guys!

Alan
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JOINING AUROVILLE

The work of the Entry Service

A little more than a year ago, new members of the Entry Service took office. Auroville Today asked three of them, Kripa,
Ishita and Saraswati, for their experience.

e’re a service, nota
‘ ‘ working  group,”
emphasizes Kripa.
Driving the point
home, she explains

that a working group may have an agenda,
while a service has none. “We work on behalf
of the community. Our job is welcoming peo-
ple and accompanying them in their entry into
Auroville. We are doing this on the basis of an
accepted policy document, continuing the
work of the previous Entry Service after a six-
months handing-over process.”

It is a mistake to think that the responsibility
for admission falls fully on the shoulders of the
Entry Service. “The entire community has a role
to play,” says Sarawati. “There is a large net-
work of people working with the Entry Service,
and we only take decisions after having consid-
ered all feedback. This comes from different
sources such as the Newcomer’s contact person,
his or her work place and, if there are children,
from the schools. We also get feedback from
those who conduct the Newcomer programmes,
and, sometimes, from the community, after its
announcement in the News and Notes that a
Newcomer’s period is at an end. But strong neg-
ative criticism of people comes in rarely; when
it comes, we look at it carefully.”

So does the Service then ‘judge’a person and
take decisions? “No,” says Kripa, “not really. It
was this aspect of the work that initially made me
hesitate to join. For who am I to judge if a person
is suitable to become Aurovilian? But now that T
am here, I realise that we do not ‘judge’. [ have
observed that the people reveal themselves. There

is a process, there is a structure, and the people .

themselves are responsible for how they handle
their integration. Each person brings his or her
own qualities and difficulties. We do not sit in
judgement. Most of the time, the situation is very
clear for all of us, for the applicant as well as for
the Entry Service members.”

o Applicants and Newcomers \
by Nationality - Jan 2013 _
Applicants Newcomers
American 6 3
Australian 4 2
Austrian 2
Belgian ' 3 3
British Ta 1
Bulgarian 1
Canadian 2
Chinese 1 4
Colombian 2
Danish 1 1
Dutch 3 7
| Ecuadorian 1
Egyptian 1
Ethiopian 1
French 7 19
German 5 5
Greek 1
Indian 60 20
franian 2
Israeli 3 3
Italian 7 5
Japanese 1
Korean 2 )
Latvian 2
Moldavian 1
Russian 4 6
Spanish 1 4
Swedish 1 1
Swiss 1 1
Tibetan 1
Ukranian 2
\Total 122 97 /

“We have developed a kind of collective sen-
sitivity, a common insight,” explains Saraswati.
“In almost all cases we are in complete agree-
ment on our ‘feelings’if a person fits in or does-
n’t. Sometimes, we decide that the one year
Newcomer period should be extended, as we feel
that the period for integration hasn’t been used
sufficiently or that the person is not ready. In
some cases, we say ‘no’, taking into account the
particular circumstances in the life of the appli-
cant which would make it hard if not impossible
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The members of the Entry Service. From left Lea, Eva, Ishita, Saraswati, Kripa and Umberto

to settle well in Auroville. In all such cases we
share our observations with the person.”

Yet, like all other Auroville services and
working groups, the Entry Service too is subject to
misunderstandings and sometimes malicious gos-
sip, such as that it would only process the applica-
tions of Westerners and not those of Indians. “The
statistics [see box] show that this is not the case,”
says Ishita. “But how can you defend yourself
against such rumour mongering? For example,
two weeks ago there was an early morning fire in
our office. An electrical socket had short-circuited.
The soot was over everything and we had to tem-
porarily close down. Out of the blue we got emails
from people who said that there are ‘occult reason-
s’for this, that the attitude of the Entry Service
members caused the fire. We laughed about it, but
it shows an attitude of basic mistrust.”

“But we also got an occult explanation from
an understanding Newcomer who said that it had
happened because all the negative vibes that
people bring to us needed to be burned away,”
says Sarawati, laughing. “That Newcomer was
probably closer to the point, for the workload is
heavy, and we are understaffed. Each of us has a
specific task and area of responsibility.”

Working for Aurovilie

So what makes people upset? “One of our
main difficulties is the interference from
Aurovilian friends of an applicant who object that
a specific part of the entry process and programme
must be followed by the applicant,” says Ishita.
“But we cannot change the programme just to suit
somebody. The admission policy is equal for all.”

“We often face Aurovilians who blindly sup-
port their applicant friend ‘against’the Entry
Service, without trying to understand what leads
us to ask the applicant to do this or that,” says
Kripa. “We would appreciate it if our fellow
Aurovilians would understand that when an issue
arises, their main duty should be to mediate with
the best interest of the community at heart.”

Another difficulty flows from one of the
main principles of Auroville, that people work
for Auroville and contribute towards its growth
and development. “For us, there is no question
about this,” says Kripa. “You come here to give
yourself. You don’t come here to be in a holiday
resort or to retire. We are here to build the com-
munity, make it grow, and that requires every-
body’s full-time energy.”

“But, contrary to what some people insinu-
ate, we do not force anybody to do a particular
work,” says Sarawati. “People willingly do what
they want to do. We allow people to work in
clowning, writing for newspapers, organizing
cultural programmes and so on. It is not that we
send them to Pour Tous to fill-up the shelves or to
the Greenbelt to plant trees, if they don’t like that
type of work. People are free to select their field
of activity, as long as it helps the community.”

“There is another aspect,” says Ishita. “We
want Newcomers to experience the community
and meet other people. Work is ideal for that. So
we normally would object to someone who pro-
poses to spend the Newcomer year in isolation to
write a novel. But we would not object to someone
wanting to write a book on Auroville, based on

research and interactions with Aurovilians.”

“Sometimes we are asked how we calculate
someone’s ‘full-time’work,” says Kripa. “We
always answer that we don’t, but that we need a
kind of schedule and, more importantly, the per-
son’s commitment. You can’t say ‘I do this work
when I feel like doing it’. Each work has a
requirement which has to be met with a minimum
of discipline. This includes taking care of one’s
children. When they finish school and you have to
bring them to their next activity, that too is work.
So we don’t clock a person’s time. But if a person
says that she will be sitting under the Banyan Tree
for three hours a day being busy with inner work,
well, then we might suggest that she does it while
helping cleaning the socks used in the
Matrimandir Chamber! You can also experience
the Matrimandir through working there.”

Housing

An often misunderstood issue is the Entry
Service’insistence that a Newcomer actively looks
for permanent accommodation. “This flows from
the Admission Policy,” explains Kripa. “As long
as people are Newcomers they are here to explore
and they don’t need permanent housing. They can
benefit from house sitting, from Newcomer hous-
ing, or even stay in a guesthouse. But the moment
they take the decision to become Aurovilian, they
take the decision to become part of this communi-
ty and then they take up the commitment to make

this place grow on all levels, including physi-
cally. This means that either they sign up to
join a housing project, or put a certain amount
of money in the Housing Fund for a future
house or apartment. We insist on this commit-
ment before’ a person can become
Newcomer.”

“It is a question of circulating energy,”
explains Saraswati. “An Aurovilian should
not be benefitting from someone else’s asset,
but contribute to his or her own. We also want
to prevent that people, who are house-sitting
during their Newcomer period, would, upon
becoming Aurovilian, insist that the commu-
nity give them a house for free or otherwise
refuse to vacate the house. House-sitting is an
option for people who have just arrived. It
shouldn’t be an option for people who
become Aurovilian. For if all empty places
are being occupied by Aurovilians, and no
new assets are being created, how are we
going to have spaces for new people?”

Does this imply that Auroville is only
for the affluent who have the money for a
house? “There is a large influx of young-
sters into Auroville who come as volun-
teers,” says Kripa. “They can live here on a
quite low budget with very basic accommo-
dation. The problem arises several years
later, when they would like to join Auroville —
then free accommodation is not available.”

“People can’t expect to become Aurovilian
and be given a house for free,” says Ishita. “That’s
simply no longer possible. Already we have a
housing crisis. The Housing Service is hard
pressed to find accommodation for Aurovilians
and we cannot add to that pressure by admitting
more homeless people as Aurovilians, except,
perhaps, in special cases. But the practical follow
up with Newcomer housing is not our business; it
is the responsibility of the Housing Service.”

Contributing to housing [the present rate is Rs
23,000 per square metre] means, in the Auroville
context, that a person makes a donation to the
Auroville Foundation which is not refundable if
the person leaves Auroville. Is this a big step for
many people? “Today’s Newcomers are cau-
tious,” says Saraswati. “In the past, many people
joined Auroville after having sold-off their posses-
sions. They put all their money into Auroville and
simply ‘jumped into the adventure’. Nowadays,
you see people holding on to their possessions,
renting out their flat in Delhi or wherever, also to
have a kind of independent income. In a way, we
welcome this. We advise people not to burn their
bridges until they are 100% sure about joining
Auroville. For we wouldn't want to carry the
responsibility of them being unhappy in Auroville
and not being able to leave for financial reasons.”
In conversation with Carel

k Indicative Total Cost

NEWCOMER INDICATIVE Monthly Adult contrib. (Rs.) Yearly (Rs.) =)
COST CALCULATION - 2013
Min. Max. Min. Max.
e 1900.00 8000.00 22 800.00 96 000.00
(Newcomer account)
Others
(House-sitting, staff quarter, family)
Newcomer contribution 2600.00 2600.00 31 200.00 31 200.00
Solar Kitchen 950.00 950.00 11400.00 11400.00
Food
PTDC
kids < 12 years: 900 - 1500 2900.00 2900.00 34 800.00 34 800.00
kids > 12 years: 2100
AV Health Fund kids: 150 300.00 300.00 3600.00 3 600.00
s PO 1000.00 3.000.00 12 000,00 36 000.00
(rent of a motorbyke)
kid: with lunches,
Education sport, transport
= 4000
Health Check-up average 4500.00 4 500.00
Ticket deposit kid <12 years: 70%
(refundable - average) kid >12 years: 100% 35000.00 45000.00
Repatriation Fund kid: 1000 1000.00 1000.00
Administration kid: 1000 8 000.00 8 000.00
9650.00 17 750.00 155 800.00 235516.00

>
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JOINING AUROVILLE

What draws them to Auroville?

Newcomers and recent Aurovilians talk about why they came

n the early days of Auroville, pioneers

came to this barren plateau to create a

new idealistic society under the guidance

and spiritual presence of the Mother, who

was nearby living in Pondicherry. In
those first years, the Mother herself decided who
could stay, and specifically invited some of
those adventurous souls. It was a harsh environ-
ment with few trees and hardened, red earth in
the summer and rivers of mud in the rainy sea-
son. There were few people and few amenities;
Pondicherry was a long, hot bicycle ride away.
Yet there was an exhilarating spirit of being
brothers and sisters forging a new future for
humanity, free of the conventions of the past,
forerunners of a marvellous dawn.

Forty-five years later Auroville is changed.
Instead of barren scrub land, there is a lush for-
est. Restaurants, shops and guest houses line the
paved roads leading into town. Instead of keet
huts and capsules, most people live in modern
houses and apartments surrounded with land-
scaped gardens. What is it now that attracts new
members to this very different Auroville?

Petra had been looking for many years to
find a way out of the ordinary life. Originally
from a small town in Sweden, she had lived
much of her life in big cities like New York,
London, and Brussels, and wanted to return to
nature. At the same time, with her experience in
Buddhism, she was looking for places in which
there would be an environment of yoga and
meditation. With her husband Tom, she had
explored places in Portugal, Spain and France.
She had also visited India numerous times,
backpacking and working, and often had a feel-
ing that she would end up living here. She did a
google search on South India, including terms
like yoga and meditation, and Auroville popped
up. When another work opportunity came to
visit India, she took time out to visit Auroville.
She “really liked it,” and was “impressed with
all the trees that had been planted.” Also, during
this visit, one night she was woken up by the
flapping canvas of her beach hut, though in her

t’s 10:00 am. Cindy and I are sitting comfortably on cush-
ions in an apartment in Maitreye, sipping coffee and eating
Auroville bread smeared with papaya ginger jam. It’s a

dream it was the fluttering of a butterfly while
the Mother was telling her, “You have some-
thing else to take away from here.”

Together with their children, Petra and Tom
took a holiday to explore Auroville for a month
in 2011, staying in Certitude. “On the whole it
went quite well and the children were adapting.”
They decided then that they would take a year
off from work and try it out. During one of the
last days of their short visit, they visited
Sadhana Forest. “We really liked the off-the-
grid living,” and they were offered a place to
stay when they returned for their planned year-
long tryout. They returned just after the cyclone,
and found it “quite difficult with all the mosqui-
toes, no doors, and no playmates for our chil-
dren.” Tom found work in the city centre doing
film-making, which he loved, so they decided to
move closer to town. They were offered a
house-sit in Auromodele, which had a great
library with all the books of Sri Aurobindo and
the Mother. Petra started reading and was
impressed with the ideal of perfecting life here
on earth. She started volunteering at Auroville
Today and at the Bamboo Centre and enjoyed
the work. They found a school for their son and
everyone seemed to be adjusting well. They
contacted the Entry Service, and having volun-
teered fully for five months were given a letter
of recommendation for an Entry Visa so that
they could come back and start the Newcomer
process. The family returned to settle in a
Newcomer house in Djaima, and Petra continues
her work with the Bamboo Centre, and Tom
with his film-making. The children have friends
and they are enjoying the life here, which has a
slower pace than in the cities and is closer to
nature.

Nick

Nick, originally from Australia, came to
Auroville for the first time in 2008. Retiring
from a successful business career, he had joined
several people to create an ecologically-sustain-
able community in Kerala. For two years, he had
worked to develop the community, but encoun-
tered many difficulties. In the meantime, he

made an acquaintance in Auroville, and started
to visit and learn about its activities. He was par-
ticularly interested in the various kinds of
research and experiential knowledge in sustain-
able development which he was able to access in
Auroville, but he also came to love other aspects
of the community, and became involved in vari-
ous endeavours, such as Wellpaper, the
Auroville Bamboo Centre, and the Mohanan
Cultural Centre. What particularly interests him
is the relationship of Auroville with the local
community, which he believes needs to become
more equitable and integral. He also likes that
Auroville attracts many young people from vari-
ous countries around the world, with their bright
inquisitive minds and capabilities.

Ursula, who recently completed her new-
comer period, came from Germany for a visit to
Auroville for the first time in 2006. She had ear-
lier explored two different small intentional
communities, but did not find them to be a good
fit. She stayed at the guest house in Gratitude,
the small community which is quietly nestled
behind Certitude. During her one month visit,
the beautiful natural surroundings struck a deep
chord and she felt a special energy. She
describes Gratitude as a cross between a Zen
garden and a jungle. It is a natural breeding
place for peacocks — once they counted 48 of
them — and smaller numbers regularly stroll the
grounds and perch upon the buildings. Many
other types of birds also frequent the place.

After retiring and receiving her pension in
2007, she came back for a nine month visit in
2008, staying at the same guest house. During
this visit she often felt the inner quality of grati-
tude, after which the community is named. She
was working at the Matrimandir, and made it a
practice to meditate in all the petals in her aspi-
ration to experience the various qualities they
represented. Whenever she visited the Ashram,
she also felt a special presence, and had a pow-
erful experience while meditating at the
Samadhi. She knew Auroville was her place to
stay. When she returned in 2009 the Entry

It felt like home

Potential Newcomer Cindy Dalgleish, a specialist in online marketing and social media, is exploring settling in Auroville. She
shares what brought her to Auroville and her experiences of the 6 months spent here.

Service was closed, but she came again in 2010,
found work at the Financial Service, and began
her Newcomer period. Ursula seems to have
found her place in her small house in Gratitude.
“There is no pressure here,” she says, “and in
this quietude it is more possible to work with the
energy and process of changing one’s nature.”

Meenakshi

Meenakshi, originally from Delhi, and her hus-
band and child were living a comfortable life in
Canada, but felt something was missing. Her
husband also foresaw difficult financial times
ahead, and they were not completely happy with
some of the cultural differences, such as the
tasteless, chemically- and genetically-modified
foods, and the neighbours who remained
strangers. They also wanted their son to experi-
ence the culture of India. So they decided to
move back to India. They first lived in Delhi and
then Himachal Pradesh, but could not find a
place that was in consonance with their values.
Then, in 2011, Meenakshi came across the
Auroville website and took a two-week vacation
to visit. During the next few days, as she talked
with Aurovilians about the ideals and values of
Auroville and began to explore some of the
possibilities it provided for self-development,
she knew she had found their home. Within two
months the family had packed their belongings
and moved to Auroville.

Meenakshi suggests that there may have
been a hidden guidance at work, though she had
not been aware of it at the time and did not take
heed. Although she did not know about Sri
Aurobindo and the Mother, she believes that she
had sometimes seen Mother’s eyes. Also, a
friend had earlier suggested to her to go to
Auroville, but at the time she did not follow his
advice. She feels that “My journey is somehow
not mine and someone else is leading me, telling
me when to move and what to do. I am only lis-
tening now ... to my inner voice.”

It seemed that all those I spoke with were
attracted by the ideals of a more progressive
community life, as well as a life in harmony
with nature. At the same time, although not
always consciously present from the beginning,
there sometimes seems to have been something
more deeply spiritual that has drawn them to
Auroville. Larry

and find a place where I could do both, to do work as yoga.

How did you learn about Auroville?

beautiful Saturday morning, ideal for a chat.

Tell us something about what you did before you came to
Auroville.

My professional carcer was very rewarding. I was always
close to the political environment. I had to either apply for or dis-
tribute government funding. I refurbished, or converted public
buildings for creative and cultural use as well as developing net-
works and delivering live events and festivals. I have predomi-
nantly worked with creative and cultural organisations in the UK
in public and private sectors. However, no matter how many suc-
cess stories, each time we had to start from the beginning and
explain the rationale and business case, why this is a good idea,
who it would benefit etc. After 17 years of this I went full circle
and ended up doing the same things that I had been doing in the
first 5 years. I was going in circles as the pay check just got bigger
and contracts more complicated.

In the last ten years of my working life I have also been doing
a spiritual practice called Vedanta. It took me a long time to find it.
I went through most religious practices such as Christianity,
Buddhism and Cabbalism and settled into Vedanta about three
years ago as it was closest to what I sought. I made a small com-
promise with Vedanta as it is a based within a strong religious tra-
dition. I am non-religious, but because it is a practice that worked

Cindy

for me I accepted it.

Anyway, there was a point when, no matter how much I tried
to integrate my spiritual practice with my work, I just couldn’t do
it. The political environment was such that it was very difficult to
be honest. It was normal to be dishonest, manipulate, cajole, to try
to get the job done. So what I would do is work on a contract and
go on a retreat, then work on another contract and go on another
retreat and so on — two years of work then 6 months out. That
worked very well for a while until I realised that I needed to go

Over the last five years the importance of my practice has
escalated. The most important thing to me is my spiritual condi-
tion. I have visited communities like Findhorn and Schumacher
College and have been developing my spiritual practice through
retreats, workshops and coaching programmes. Six months ago [
was happily booked to go to an ashram close to Mumbai. I was
going deep in and accepting the approach of Swami Parthasarathy.
Just prior to leaving England a friend showed me the Galaxy map
of Auroville on his phone and I asked him, “What exactly is that?”
He said that’s a town in India that is implementing the practices of
Sri Aurobindo. I knew about the Sri Aurobindo Ashram in
Pondicherry but didn’t know anything about Auroville. So I start-
ed doing research on what Auroville was and within 5 days 1
changed my whole plan.

How did you feel when you arrived here?

It felt like home. I understood the concept relatively easily and
felt very comfortable. It was strange, I instinctively knew that no
one would tell me what do, that I had to find out for myself, that
there was not going to be a red carpet treatment here. You are free
to discover Auroville the way you want. Other communities, while
they are very positive and great places to develop your practice,
have distinct cultural and philosophical doctrines. You have to
believe in practices, adopt some sort of belief system and choose

continued on page 6
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Organisation is a discipline
of action, but for Auroville
we aspire to go beyond arbi-
trary and artificial organisa-
tion. We want an organisa-
tion that is the expression of
a higher consciousness work-
ing fo manifest the truth of
the future. An organisation is
needed for the work to be
done — but the organisation
itself must remain flexible

and plastic in order to
progress continually and to
mo. 6}/31 itself according to the
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uroville is experiencing a crisis in

governance. The Working

Committee of the Residents’

Assembly, the Auroville Council, the

unds and Assets Management

Committee, the Town Development Council, and

the Residents’ Assembly function only with the

greatest of difficulties. Here, members of the vari-

ous groups share their personal views, which are not

necessarily those of the other members of their
working group.

The Working Committee

“This Working Committee began in December
2011 but had a hard start because of the disaster
caused by cyvclone Thane. The work overwhelmed
us and because of that, we never sat down to discuss
our functioning and how we would come to agree-
ments. That has weakened the group ever after.
There were difficulties from the beginning, and
though we all tried our best, we could not solve
them,” says Kali. “Often, there were delays in deci-
sion making and some of us became convinced that
other members would only agree to take decisions
about issues after they had talked about them to
non-Working Committee members. Mistrust led to
more mistrust. We were able to do some work, but
we could have done ten times as much if we would
have been in harmony.”

The Working Committee plodded on, but the
non-functionality reached its apex when two absent
members went out of station. “When it became
clear that they would not return for quite some time,
some of us proposed that they officially resign and
we find replacements for them to return to the full
seven member team. But it proved to be impossible
to find people on whom we could all agree. We dis-
cussed for weeks, the meetings became completely
dysfunctional and no conclusion ever was reached.
The deadlock was complete,” says Kali.

She felt that the community should be
informed. On March 4th, she published an open let-
ter on the Intranet, sharing her experience and her
concerns as well as her personal limitations. “Thave
tried — again and again — for more than one year to

* work out the challenges and differences we face as

ateam on a daily basis. ... I experience our team as
divided and so full of mistrust that no true coopera-
tion is possible. Hidden agendas, political motiva-
tions and individual vendettas rule our discussions
to the extent that our work is slowed down, deci-
sions about important community issues are
delayed, leave alone Unity in Diversity ... I am
reaching out to you all because I don't want to con-
tinue to pretend that all is fine, cannot continue to
support the lie we are living.”

“If the letter was intense and full of pain, it was
but a softer version of what I was really feeling
inwardly,” says Kali. “I’d managed for the first year
to keep these issues away from my breakfast table.
But in the last few months, they came back home
with me and started to influence my behaviour and
my family life. I started deeply questioning my
home (Auroville) and for the first time wondered
where we were really heading to and if it was not
time to go for a long walkabout.”

The root of the problem, says Kali, was planted
during the constitution of this Working Committee.
“There was an incredible amount of lobbying in the
Selection Committee, with political placement and
representation taking the place of looking for com-
petence, and no regard if the group constituted
would be able to work together. [see also AVToday
#271 of January 2012.] When we later asked one of
the members of the Selection Committee why it had
constituted this group, the answer was that ‘this
Working Committee was not intended to be a
strong body.” But why such a conspiracy? What is
the personal agenda which prevented the communi-
ty from having a strong Working Committee? Are
we not all here for the same reasons?”

With the members of the Working Committee
unable to reach agreement, the Selection
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Committee decided to take matters in hand. But on
March 16th it informed the community that its
efforts finding the two replacements had failed. The
Selection Committee then recommended that the
process to select a new Working Committee be
started at the earliest and reminded the community
that, as the basic objectives of avoiding politics and
lobbying had failed, the process of nominating
members for the Working Committee, Auroville
Council and the Selection Committee be over-
hauled.

With the summer approaching, we may expect
that it will take the community many months to ana-
lyze what exactly has gone wrong and come to an
agreement on how to find members for the next
Working Committee. Meanwhile, the present
Working Committee continues in office.

The Auroville Council

The problems of the Working Committee find-
ing harmony between its members do not plague
the Auroville Council. “We have other issues,” says
Sonja. “The Council functions as a mix of a police
station, a social security complaint office, a mental
health clinic, an office for complaints about domes-
tic violence and abuse, a place to go to get support
for your fence disputes, and then it is also supposed
to look at the performance of other working groups
and propose new policies or guidelines. That’s quite
a handful. But we could deal with it, were it not for
the fact that the Council is completely powerless.
That’s our problem.”

She explains: “There is an image of power and
authority which is wielded by a working group such
as the Council. But the image does not correspond
to reality. The reality is that there is a lack of respect
from community members towards the working
groups. For we have no power to enforce any deci-
sion. We don’t have something like a ‘police force’
at our disposal, so we can only try to convince peo-
ple. This means endless talk, analyzing in great
detail all the pros and cons of a situation, with the
result that it takes weeks if not months to come to a
decision, which is then not enforceable. The party
who doesn’t agree simply doesn’t accept the out-
come. And there is no consequence for any such
negative behaviour. That’s shocking. All the good-
will evaporates into thin air and it creates mental
and physical fatigue within the members of the
Council and unhappiness with the people
involved.”

She gives the example of a recent conflict "1‘
between neighbours in an Auroville community
which escalated from verbal threats into physical
violence, in which even a member of one of
Auroville’s major working groups took part. “The
Council did not succeed in bringing both parties
together. Then, one Aurovilian called the police and
filed a court case against the other Aurovilians. We
recognize the grievances of the Aurovilian who
filed the complaint and we strongly expressed to the
other party that violence is unacceptable in
Auroville and goes against all what Auroville stands
for. Yet, only one party was open to mediation and
we could not make the aggrieved party understand
that involving the police and courts will only dam-
age Auroville's reputation.”

Are Auroville’s values going down the drain?
Sonja believes so. “I am not talking about the high
spiritual values but about the human values. Here
we are going down. We have people trying to push
their views by threatening with violence — either
physical or by spreading negative, defaming
publicity via email to as many internal and external
mailboxes as possible — or, worse, acting violently.
In the early days, when someone was being
physically threatened or attacked, the community
would rise and come to his help and the aggressor
would be sent out for some time. Today, nothing
happens. We hear about Aurovilians receiving
death threats; but when they report it, it is being
shrugged off. But I consider those threats complete-
ly unacceptable as they may have consequences and
create a state of fear which is not in line with our
commitment to the aim of Auroville, Human Unity.
Auroville should take all possible action against
those who threaten fellow Aurovilians. Physical
violence, emotional violence, slander, they all are
completely unacceptable and should have real con-
sequences!”

She gives another example. “I came to
Auroville in the 1979. There was clarity of values,
and unclarity on the use of funds, for example, was
not acceptable; this was one of the complaints we
had against the Sri Aurobindo Society. But today,
you see the same thing happening in Auroville, by
Aurovilians, and the misbehaviour is not confronted
strongly. Sometimes, in a work group meeting
wrongdoers are defended. 'X received in a lot of
money for the project. What is wrong if he takes
some part for himself?” That would not have been

possible 25 years ago. In those times, when we
drafted projects for funding, we would often forget
the needs of those who would execute the projects.
Today, ‘take care of yourself and your family first’
seems to have become normal.”

The housing crisis is yet another issue. “There
are houses in the community that are standing
empty or are being controlled by people who for
more than 10 years no longer live in Auroville;
some are controlled by someone who has plans to
turn houses into a guesthouse. Others are unoccu-
pied for a long time as the neighbour complains of a
sensitive health and can’t bear noise — so to find the
right person who can live there could take more
than a year. Then there are cases where agreements
of house transfer are ignored. Yet, the work groups
responsible have a hard time taking action, for they
face tremendous opposition if they want to enforce
a decision in accordance with the Housing Policy.
There are always friends and friends of friends who
come to defend the person who controls the house.
But the net result is that the continued talking about
issues and not-acting leads to a complete disregard
and the not-acting implies condoning the wrongdo-
ing and contributes to a decrease of values.”

consciousness’, are the ones who can influence and
with more or less subtlety impose their views on the
working group. They are able to do so through
offering a kind of economic or political patronage.
In other words, a system of “political protectors’ is
developing. This is sometimes mentioned in our
meetings, that ‘mister so and so” supports this or
that viewpoint, and then it is almost a ‘fait accom-
pli’. But this is not how I see Auroville’s
organisation, where responsibilities should be
carried by us all together, according to our common
values and according to our capacities.”

The Funds and Assets Management
Committee

The Funds and Assets Management Committee
(FAMC) has the distinction, as expressed by one of
its members, ‘of being efficient but ineffective’. In
other words, while its working process is well man-
aged and the working group publishes regular
reports, it finds it difficult to execute its decisions.

Amy is the FAMC’s secretary and chairperson,
but is not a member. *“T am probably more objective
because I am not a member,” she says. Asked about
the difficulties facing the FAMC, she observes that
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“Elsewhere,” says Sonja, “newspapers expose
abuses and social wrongs. But in Auroville, they are
kept under wraps. You get attacked if you put them
out. Auroville Today, of course, is not meant for this
purpose. It should be the working groups them-
selves who should highlight the problems and bring
them out for public discussion to get public support.
Or an in-depth journalism who questions and dis-
cusses. But this is not happening. The usual report-
ing often leaves much to be desired in terms of reg-
ularity and transparency. The Working Committee
hasn’t published a report ever since it came into
office more than a year ago; and the report of the
Council on what it has been doing over the last eight
months has only now been finally published. Many
working group members do not want to go public
with names and stories of misbehaviour. We have
residents who are alcoholics, or who don’t repay
debts, or who are physically violent, or who are not
working for the community — not so nice for one’s
reputation. But even the mentioning of this in
reports is objected to. The result is that, in the public
opinion, such misbehaviour is condoned. I do not
mean to punish, where help is needed this can be
given, but it should be possible to discuss this with
openness.

“There is mistrust against power wielded by
working groups. But this power is illusory,” says
Sonja. “In reality, it is those with a lot of influence
who stay in the background, who are the real power
persons. My personal concern is that there is a dan-
ger that we might be getting into a system where
one or two important persons in Auroville, who are
not necessarily ‘highly intuitive’ or have a ‘higher

it is partly due to the composition of the group. “The
FAMC is constituted from representatives of work-
ing groups; but not all working groups choose the
best person to be in the FAMC. There is no question
that most people are good willing, but some are out
of their depth and do not have the capacity to do the
task they are asked to do. This gives more responsi-
bility to those who have the capacity.” She believes
that the FAMC’s decisions are being taken with due
diligence. “The group spends hours discussing an
issue and often consults with other working groups
and Aurovilians outside the FAMC before reaching
a decision.” She adds, “But then we see that the
decision is sometimes ignored by one of the parties
concemned.”

' The FAMC s recent decision to close a unit due

to years of disharmony between the Aurovilian
executives, which adversely undermined the effec-
tiveness of its functioning, is a case in point. The
FAMC, say those who oppose the decision, took the
decision without submitting any reason and instead
publicly asked the community ‘to trust the deci-
sion.” The objectors wondered on what basis one
could trust a decision taken behind closed doors?
They also argued that there are vested
interests at play that want to strip the unit of its
considerable assets. And lastly, that if some people
had misbehaved, not all of those who worked at the
unit should be punished. The objectors believed that
there was no ‘due diligence’ and termed the process
‘unfair.”

Amy, though disagreeing with the objectors,
sees no immediate alternative but to continue dis-
cussions. “For me, the human element is the most
















