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The hidden world of ammas

In a candid conversation eight ammas from two Auroville communities open a window onto
their world and what it means to work in Auroville. Ammas, literally ‘mothers’, are, in

Auroville parlance, female household and community workers.
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his is not easy. At first, shyness pre-

vails when questions are asked: about

their work, their relationship with their

employer, about Auroville. Then one

of them throws caution to the wind and
starts speaking openly. With increasing courage, the
others join in. And soon the discussion gets lively
and touches not only Auroville and their work, but
their lives in the village.

Their day starts, on average, at four in the mom-
ing. This is the time they have for themselves, when
the men folk and the children are still asleep. It’s
time for some personal care. A short while later,
they go to the community tap to collect water — if
they’re lucky, there isn’t a long queue of other
women. Back home, they light the firewood stove,
and the cooking begins: breakfast and lunch for all.
Soon the husband will wake up, and his tea must be
ready. By seven, the children are prepared for
school. Shortly afterwards the ammas cycle to their
work (a journey of up to an hour) , which starts at at
eight or half past eight. The cycles are loaded with
their tiffin of food and, often, the family’s laundry,
which they do during their lunch hour. Few
Auroville employers object (some Auroville com-
munities have even collective washing places) as
they are aware of the water shortage in the village
and the fact that, if the laundry isn’t done during
lunch break, the ammas would have to do it in the
evening.

After their Auroville work is completed, the
ammas cycle home. Then comes the cleaning of the
house, the cooking of dinner, looking after the chil-
dren and all the other household chores — the men
never do work in their homes. The ammas’ day nor-
mally ends at ten or eleven.

Another world

They compare the interaction with the

Aurovilians to entering another world. All the
ammas come from villages around Auroville,
though not all were born here. “Some of us got mar-
ried off to husbands who come from here,” says
Bhagyam. Of the eight ammas 1 spoke to, only two
had some schooling and could read and write
Tamil; Gowri in her early twenties, and Pattammal
who had the opportunity to study at New Creation
bilingual School. Pattammal is the only one who
can converse and read and write in English.

So how do they get along with their employers?
A burst of giggles follows. “Oh, we manage. We
understand what they say. Some vellakaras (for-
eigners) even speak a bit of Tamil.” More giggles.
Obviously, the Tamil spoken by the non-Tamil
Aurovilians could do with some improving. But are
the women motivated to learn English? Yes and no.
Classes are being offered in Pitanga for ammmas and
gardeners, but only the men attend. “We are too
busy,” says Kumari. “We have to work here as well
as at home, while the men have nothing else to do.”
But some probing reveals they are afraid of entering
the classroom and showing the men their ability to
pick up another language.

Differing expectations

For an amma the move to Auroville is usually
momentous. It is not the work, but the different
expectations they have to get used to. “Work is part
of a Tamil girl’s life from the time she is very
young, especially if she is from a poor family,” says
Maragatham, who is in her mid forties but appears
much older. “We all have leamned to understand
quickly after being told just once how to do some-
thing. That’s why most ammas, even if they come
to Auroville to work for the first time and do not
understand the language, pick up work easily.”

Sometimes they confront radically different
expectations from their employers. Like what? The

unanimous answer is noise. “Vellakaras are very
sensitive to sound,” says Pattamal. “They don’t like
it when we work noisily, or speak too loudly, for
example when we do the laundry. For us noise is
never a problem; we can do anything, even sleep
soundly, when there is thunder outside!” The dis-
cussion shifts to temple music that, during festival
times, blares from village loudspeakers as early as 4
a.m. “We have heard that the vellakaras are very
annoyed by such loud music, but it doesn’t really
affect us. We’ve grown up with it,” they say.

Kumari, who has been working as an amma for
over 6 years, gives another example of a different
cultural pattern: harsh judgements. “When I first
started my job, I noticed that the lady of the house
had kept some pebbles on a table. One time as [ was
cleaning, a pebble rolled off and fell on the floor.
“Stupid!” she said, and I was very upset by that
response. I thought to myself, ‘ After all it is a stone
and nothing is broken, then why should she be so
harsh?’ Since that day, I made a firm resolve —
never to do any cleaning in the house when she was
around.” The others nod in agreement; and admit
that they too follow a similar policy. “I get so tense
that T may disturb my employer that sometimes
even my legs begin to shake and I can’t move!” says
Shankari. The others laugh.

What do they know about Auroville and why
so many vellakaras came to this place? It appears
that there is little knowledge about Auroville. None
of them have ever visited the Matrimandir. “Of
course all of us have seen it as we come to work,”
says Shankari. How about special gatherings and
bonfires at the amphitheatre? “No, there is no time
for that. Perhaps our children have been to those,
but we have our village festivals to observe, many
with strict fasting, prayers, and cooking. Plus on the
days we are off, we spend the time with our family
and relatives.”

Even Sangamam, the yearly celebration that
Auroville organizes for the workers, is not well-
attended by the ammas. “Only the men go for those
functions; they bring the rest of the family along,
but not us.” Shyness may also be something that
keeps them away. “In these functions, there are so
many strange people we do not know,” says
Kumari. Would it make a difference if their
Auroville employers came along? There are some
giggles but, says Kumari, “it would help.”

Colonial attitucdes?

There is sometimes a discussion in Auroville
about the ‘correctness’ of employing people to do
one’s housework, something The Mother was
opposed to, instead of doing it oneself. Having a
househelp is seen by some as ‘colonial’, But the
ammas are quick to disagree. “T am not educated,”
says Shankari. “And it’s only because of this job
that I am able to live with dignity, provide special
things for my children, and have some respect in my
village. If we were not allowed to do this job, what
would we do?” The other ammas speak out as well.
All of them, it appears, are fighters and survivors.
Most have picked up several skills along the way in
a varied job history in Auroville. Some have
worked in craft units, a few have developed cooking
skills in a community kitchen. “But we prefer to
take care of a house,” they say. “Outside work
might pay more, but it offers less in terms of social
environment and security,” Meenambal explains.
“The women who take up work in a unit are gener-
ally those who don’t like to work in someone else’s
home or whose family don’t permit it.”

Maragatham adds another perspective. She
feels that Auroville is obliged to employ her

~because it bought the fand ihat belonged to her hus-

band’s family. “I got married into a family in
Kottakarai which sold all its land to Auroville in the
early days. Then 20 years ago my husband passed
away, and the family responsibility fell on me — I
had to take care of my in-laws as well as my chil-
dren, and there was no land to feed us. So this job is
helping my family out.”

Employment condlitions

Asked about the employment conditions, the
ammas answer that the current wages — the mini-
mum is Rs 65 a day for a “beginning’ amma — could
do with some improvement, apart from the yearly
increase of about 5%. For, in quite a few cases, the
salary of the amma runs the entire household. But
all of them are very smart when it comes to manag-
ing their salary. They join the sangham, or small
savings scheme in their village. “All of us belong to
one sangham or another,” says Meenambal. She
explains that the concept of sangham has become
very popular in all of their villages.

(continued on page 2)

Over the 18 years of its

existence, Auroville Today has
covered many aspects of village
life and Auroville’'s relationship
with the villagers. But we have
never focussed upon those who
provide a much-valued service in
many Aurovilians' homes - the
household ‘ammas’.
Here we learn something of their
lives, their aspirations, and how
they view both their work and
Auroville in general.
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'THE HIDDEN WORLD

OF AMMAS

Survey of female household
workers in Auroville

ATTITUDES TO AUROVILLE

n in-depth survey of the workers of

Auroville (commissioned by SEWA) was

carried out by Professor

Head of Dept. of Sociology, Pondicherry
University in the year 2000. A total of 3709

S.Gunasekaran,

workers were questioned on many different topics. Of

these, 307 were female
(referred to as ‘respondents’ below)

EDUCATION

Passed 10th standard: 2.6%
Passed 9th standard: 7.0%
Passed 8th standard: 6.8%
Passed 5th standard: 11.0%
Iliterate, didn’t attend school: 59.0%
MARITAL STATUS

Married: 76%

Widowed: 11%

IMPORTANT DECISION-MAKING IN FAMILY

Respondent is head of household: 45%
Husband is head: 42%

household workers.

Unmarried: 11%
Separated:

Low salary:

What do they like about Auroville?

Peaceful environment: 88%

Good employment possibilities: 62%

Villages have developed due to Auroville 29%

WHAT THEY DISLIKE ABOUT AUROVILLE?
62%

Job impermanency: 56%
Cultural difficulties: 42%
(Note: Cultural difficulties could mean imposed dress-
codes, ways of having to address people, inappropriate

behaviour etc.)

PERCEPTIONS IN THE VILLAGE
Has their status in the village changed as a result of
Auroville’s employment?

Higher: 49%
2%

Unchanged: 38%

How working in Auroville perceived in your village?

Good: 73%

villages?

Of the married respondents: 14% take such decisions on

their own, 82% through discussion with family members,

and 4% leave them to the head of the family.

Of the unmarried respondents: 12% take independent
decisions, 73% by discussion and 15% leave important

decisions to the head of the family.

Of the widows and separated women: 38% take indepen-
dent decisions, 50% through discussion and 12% leave

them to the head of the family.

Important decisions taken independently by respondent:

18%
Through discussion with family: 77%

WORKING HUSBANDS

54% of the respondents have working spouses.

If the husband is working, how much of their salary do
the respondents hand over to the husband?

None: 36%

All: 47% Part: 17%

How much salary do the respondents hand over to a non-

working husband? All: 93% Part: 7%

WORK

Type of work:
Permanent: 35%
Temporary: 47%

Hours per day worked:
8 — 9 hours: 79%

4 — 5 hours: 12%
Average wage: Rs 1042
per month (year 2000).

Respondents who
received support from
their employer: 87%.
Support includes gifts,
travel allowance, money
" for children’s education,
help with house construc-
tion etc. Female house-
hold workers are more
than twice as likely to
receive such help as
female workers in other
areas of work (i.e. those
working in units).

clean place

safety

wages

reward system
training

creativity

further learning
new skills

medical benefits
promotion avenues

employer/employee relationship 5

ATTITUDES TO THEIR WORK IN AUROVILLE

Bad: 8%
Are they aware of Auroville outreach programmes in the
Yes: 57% No: 43%

Poor Fair Good (%)

26 66

3 2 75

12} 28 58

38 40 22

34 24 8

35 23 8

42 11 5

42 9 4

43 10 2

26 34 23

56 g 03

2 33 31

leave

(Note: The above percentages do not add up to 100
because some respondents did not reply and are classi-
fied as ‘don’t know’)

(These figures have been compiled with the help of the
Social Research Centre, which coordinated the above
survey along with SEWA.)

ITIVAVHVANNS YAl ‘OLOHd

An amma creating a complex kolam at the entrance of the home where she works.

A newcomer and
her amma

hen I first came to

Auroville one of the

strangest things for

me to get used to

were the ammas
who worked in people’s houses.

In England the concept of a ‘cleaner’
or ‘domestic’ is still often an uncomfort-
able one, as it is associated with the
upper classes, or the idle rich.

At first, I was surprised by the clean-
liness and order of Aurovilian’s houses
and the crispness of their ironed shirts.
Was this a sign of spiritual advancement,
or did they just like to live simply and
loved doing housework?

Only when I saw ammas sweeping
and dusting and washing did I realize
how such a high standard could be main-
tained in this hot and dusty place.

1 had always belonged to the ‘It’s
quicker to do it yourself’ school of
thought, so for the first few weeks I did
everything myself, though several
ammas did come knocking on the door,
looking for work.

However, I quickly realized that liv-
ingin a sea of red dust and windows with
no glass, the British weekly session with
the vacuum cleaner would not suffice.
Poochies on wings and scuttling legs
would suddenly invade us for left- over
crumbs and I would have to spend an
hour squashing and sweeping. I soon
learnt the only solution is a rigorous daily
cleaning schedule, for which I have no
time.

I admitted defeat and got an amma
who comes for a few hours in the morn-
ings. Luckily she has been well trained
by a former Canadian neighbour who
had very high standards. So Radha start-
ed coming to my house.

To have someone doing things in the
house for me was a completely new

experience. At first 1 found it rather

embarrassing to be the Lady of the
House. I had to learn how to explain
what needed doing and then actually
show her how to do it, and then maybe
check with her to see if she had done it
correctly. I felt she really appreciated this
and it gave her confidence, although at
first T though she might think I was
patronizing her. Her English and my
Tamil were scant, so I had to be very pre-
cise and leave nothing to her imagina-
tion. If I did it could be disastrous. For
example, if T asked her to just sweep
upstairs, she would nod anxiously, then I
would see her sweeping the leaves in the
garden. Of course, you cannot leave her
notes of instructions if you happen to go
out, as she cannot read English; actually
1 don’t know if she can read Tamil, and I
definitely can’t.  have developed a plan
for such situations. If  want her to clean
upstairs I leave the brush pointing up the
stairs; if it is a polishing day I leave a
cloth and the pot of red polish on the

floor. It usually works.
I was not clear what her duties and

limitations were. Would she mind if T
asked her to sew some buttons on, paint
the door or weed the garden? She never
refused anything, just came out in a
sweat of anxiety, wanting to please. We
really want to please each other, and I
think we both try very hard.

I'know nothing about her life, where
she goes on her bicycle when she leaves
here, what her living and family situation
is, what are her hopes and fears for the
future or what she thinks of me and my
way of life. She knows nothing about me
and my family, though she loves looking
at photos of my family in England.
Maybe she wonders why I am living
here when I could be in a big city. Maybe
she doesn’t, I’ll never know. Actually, it
doesn’t matter as we somehow spend
hours together in companiable silence.

At first I found it very strange to
have someone moving around the house
on such intimate terms. She would move
my books and notes, pick up my under-
wear, but this was all compensated for
by the freedom it gave me from the con-
stant sweeping and washing. The first
time I found her sleeping on the kitchen
floor I thought she had died there, having
never seen anyone sleep on a kitchen
floor before. :

As I am unfamiliar with Tamil cus-
toms, holidays suddenly seem to happen:
Muslim, Christian, Hindu, Diwali,
Saraswati puja, special political days
and gods® birthdays. She also has days
off for weddings, funerals and the occa-
sional village commotion or murder.
Then Radha is not seen for a few days,
but this is fine with me as this is her cul-
ture and her country.

I have become very fond of Radha
who has become a big part of my life
here. She helps me in so many ways [ am
sure she is completely unaware of. She
gives me a connection with the Tamil
people (she invited me to her wedding)
and lets me practice my Tamil on her
and make her laugh. I hope I do not
offend her too much with my ignorance
of her ancient culture. After all, [ am a
guest in her country and I would find life
much more difficult without her colour-
ful presence in my house.

Dianna

(continued from page 1)

“There are hundreds of these
groups made up of 16 to 20 ladies,” she
explains. “We join together and put
whatever we save from our weekly
salaries into a common pool. This
becomes the ‘bank’, and when one of us
needs money for some emergency, she
can borrow from this. And we charge a
very low interest of 2% compared to the
10% that the money lenders charge.”

One area of conflict with their
employers is the frequent need to take
leave. “The vellakaras accept that we
take leave for official festivals, but many
don’t understand the importance of fam-
ily functions where we have to physical-
ly be present. Tamil society has many
ceremonies: at birth, death, ear-piercing,
puberty, marriages. We must attend
those not only in our extended family
but also of our friends. If we did not
show up, we would antagonize our rela-
tives and friends and that would give
many problems,” says Kumari. “I often
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had to miss such an occasion,” says
Kokila. “And that really angered my
husband. I had to bear a lot of bad talk
afterwards.” Adds Shankari, “T just tell
my family that I will lose my job or that
my salary will be cut — what else to do?
Then they sort of understand.” However,
absence due to illness is usually never a
problem and most employers do not cut

the salary.
“Quite a few Auroville employers
help out in other ways,” says

Margatham. “I was living in a hut with a
leaking keet roof. My employer paid for
a pucca house for me.” The other ammas
recount similar stories about being cared
for by their Aurovilian employer. “There
was this vellakara lady who was tem-
porarily taking care of the house I work
in; and she was the kindest person I have
ever met. Once she saw that I looked
unwell, and she personally took me to
the hospital on her scooter and bought
me medicines. Even now, if she sees me
on the road, she never fails to greet me,”

says Meenambal. Almost all their
employers, the ammas say, also provide
interest-free loans especially when
emergency expenses come up in the
family.

What they like about Auroville

Are they happy to work in
Auroville? The reply is unanimous.
“Very much so.” They all agree that it is
one of the better things that has hap-
pened to them. Why? *“Auroville is such
a peaceful place to work in — we have
mana nimmathi (peace of mind) when
we arrive here to work every moming.”
“Here we have our own space to take
care of, and we treat the houses we work
in as our own houses, taking great care
with things, sometimes even making
kolams or arranging flowers,” says
Gowri. “Sometimes there are children in
the house, and the job becomes even
more enjoyable,” adds Meenambal.

“There is job security here that is not
there if we work outside. In the village,

there may be work one day and no work
the next. And the regular salary that we
get gives us an inner strength and confi-
dence that we can do something extra for
our children or meet a sudden expense
without fear. We may take a loan, but we
know we will be able to pay it back.”
The attitudes of their Aurovilian
employers, with respect to bonuses, sev-
erance pay, the health care scheme and
the pension scheme is also much appre-
ciated. What they do view negatively is
too close an intimacy with Aurovilians.
“There have been a couple of instances
where some amma became intimate
with her vellakara employer, and even
moved in with him.” They mention a
case where an amma was ostracized by
the entire village after she abandoned her
husband. But such relations between
employer and employee, they say, are
exceptions.

Watching the ammas go about their
work, one cannot miss the special spirit
of joy about them despite their circum-

stances back home. “ When we meet in
Auroville, we can unburden ourselves
and share our difficulties.” There is an
openness in their conversations, and
everyone knows each other’s family life
inside out — when their daughters are
having their manjal neeru (puberty) cer-
emony; when there is a marriage or a
death in the family; which one has the
drunken husband who has beaten her the
previous night; whose in-laws are diffi-
cult, and so on. It is like a sisterhood. In
communities where several ammas
work together, often coming from differ-
ent villages and belonging to different
castes and communities, it is their work-
place in Auroville that brings them
together. “Otherwise we would hardly
have the opportunity to meet socially or
interact with each other in the way we do
here,” says Bhagyam.

Priya Sundaravalli

(To protect identities, names of ammas
have been changed.)
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/AUROVILLE FOUNDATION!

The new Secretary meets Aurovilians

Auroville has been without a Secretary of the Auroville Foundation since August, 2005. Now the long
wait is over: Mr. M. Ramaswamy assumed office on 1st November. On the afternoon of Tuesday, 7th
November, the community was invited to meet him over tea.

r.M.Ramaswamy was introduced by

Mr. Bagchi, Governing Board mem-

ber, who informed us that the new

Secretary was born in Madras and

was educated at the Christian
College in Tambaram, from which he graduated with
an MLA. in economics. He subsequently studied law —
he is a Bachelor of General Law and Master of
Business Laws — and also has a Master’s degree in
Business Administration. He also has a degree in
astrology which, Mr. Bagchi smilingly suggested,
could come in useful in terms of predicting Auroville’s
future.

“I was interested to take up this post,” explained
Mr. Ramaswamy in a short speech, “because I started
my career in this district: during training I was based in
Cuddalore from where I often visited Pondicherry.”

When he was selected for the Indian
Administrative Service (IAS) in 1982 he was allotted
to Maharashtra. Here he held many senior posts,
including Director of Civil Supplies and Chief
Executive Officer of the State Khadi and Village
Industries Board.

“My relationship with Auroville is 30 years old.”
said Mr. Ramaswamy. “I first visited in 1975 and I
remember thinking then, looking at the red soil and
scarce vegetation, that not much would happen here.
When 1 finally revisited last March I was amazed to
see all the greenery: [ told Mr. Srinivasmurthy (the act-
ing Secretary) that the Aurovilians had done great
work.”

Mr. Ramaswamy regretted the delay in his taking
up office. “At one point, when it was not clear if I
would be able to come here or not, I told Mr.
Srinivasmurthy that it is all up to Mother. If She wishes
me to come, I will come, otherwise not. When I heard
that I was going to join, | wanted to begin work imme-
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The new Secretary of the Auroville Foundation, Mr.M. Ramaswamy (centre),
in conversation with Juergen (left) and Selvaraj.

diately. So when I took charge on the st November,
the same day I met the Working Committee and the
Land Coordination Committee and the next day I went
to meet the Chief Secretary of the Government of
Tamil Nadu in Chennai” (Mr. Bagchi noted in his
introductory speech, “He is a very dynamic person. He
is eager to do things.”)

“So let us not waste more time, let’s start doing the
work,” continued Mr. Ramaswamy. “My intentions
are very clear. I want to complete the land matters and
I want to solve other problems. I will give my fullest
capacity for the welfare of the Foundation and the

community but in finding solutions I want your fullest
cooperation. If both of us join together we will certain-
ly achieve our common goals.”

Subsequently, in a brief interview with Auroville-
Radio, Mr Ramaswamy expanded on his first task.
“We want to consolidate the land-holdings in the city
and greenbelt, and take that area completely under our
control. This is our main priority. On that matter we are
already meeting government officials.”

And he concluded, “T am part of Auroville now, I
am also an Aurovilian.”

Alan

ECONOMY}

In search of an Auroville economic model

or several years, Auroville
has been groping around for
the right economic model.
Although some economists
think that this field of
human activity possesses its own uni-
versal laws, the best ones also think
that economy is ‘embedded” in society,
and that it can work well only when a
society is living in tune with its values.
Like anywhere else in the world,
two tendencies have been at work in
Auroville's economy. Some believe it
should be centralized and put in the
hands of a representative body
accountable to the community. Others
think that a freer play of individual ini-
tiative - in work, investment and con-
sumption — would be far more benefi-
cial to the whole. But both models are
imported clichés, and not an emanation
of Auroville’s special experience and
genius.

A moneyless economy?

The puzzling issue is the role of
money. The Mother envisaged an
internal economy without the circula-

tion of money, but the conven-
tional experts (who are some-
times consulted in times of
deep distress) have been skep-
tical or patronizing regarding
this ‘dream’. For the circula-
tion of money play a key part
in economic development. The
demand, expressed in mone-
tary terms in the market, sup-
ports production and thereby
employmen and, in turn, gen-
erates the taxes that feed pub-
lic services.

Money seems to be the
very breath of economy, its

A development of this
underlying economy, which
is based on giving rather than
taking, on a trust in a future
which we have come together
to build, is perfectly possible.
In a society of ‘willing servi-
tors of the Divine’, it is actu-
ally the only feasible option
in the long run, for the other
economic models create a
constant contradiction
between our economic func-
tioning and the social aspects
of our project. Transitional
phases can be planned as part
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animating power, inducing

work and consumption to finally
resolve itself again in purely monetary
terms as the surplus or profit to be
invested and circulated again in the
great game of life. So, is an economy
without internal circulation of money
possible? Some of us think so...

For what are we speaking about
really when we speak of money?
Money is not real wealth, only its
counterpart and a symbol. It doesn’t

DRAWING: EMANUELE

even correctly measure development,
for it ignores domestic and volunteer
work, as well as the ecological and
human costs of a profit-oriented econ-
omy.

Wealth is created when a given
society trusts its future and dares to
move towards it with optimism. For
then people are ready to invest and
contribute in a spirit of emulation and
cooperation. When confident optimism
is missing, leaving only greed for
short-term gains, or when the drive for
self-preservation takes over the need
for solidarity and togetherness, money
cannot fulfill its function properly.
Then you get inflation, deflation or
stagnation, and speculative bubbles.

A confident optimism in the future
is what releases energy and creates
development and surplus to be distrib-
uted or invested. Money is simply a
device used to circulate it.

In fact, all economies are based
upon a foundation that is non-commer-
cial, like work done within the family,
services offered to the neighbourhood
and community, and volunteer work of
all kinds. This is what maintains the
social fabric, and repairs what the com-
mercial economy so often destroys. In
some countries of Africa and Latin
America, it is only the functioning of
this aspect of the economy that pre-
vents a total collapse of the system.

of our collective learning
process, for we aim at the true expres-
sion of the living experience and not at
an imitation of the ideal. But the over-
all direction is clear and unavoidable.

Now, it seems, that conditions are
auspicious for the next step. For the
opening of a new distribution centre
(for the moment called New Pour
Tous) near the Solar Kitchen has pro-
vided the opportunity to experiment
with an approach which begins replac-
ing cash with kind. Each participant
deposits a certain amount in the New
Pour Tous account. The New Pour
Tous then takes up the responsibility of
covering the basic food and some of
the sundry needs of that individual.

The 250 participants value this
experience as it carries a common
meaning and value. The next step
would be to do away with individual
remunerations and to expand the range
of services (electricity, water, health,
telephone etc.) which are provided in
kind to the members. Thus work would
be definitively separated from mone-
tary evaluation and remuneration, and
would more easily find its true expres-
sion in disinterested service.

This New Pour Tous Cooperative
is the first field of experimentation and
study before its possible extension to
all Auroville. The time is ripe to make
a real step forward.

Jean-Yves

In brief

Project Funding
The Funds and  Assefs
Management Committee, con-
sidering that large projects are
likely to significantly affect many
aspects of the economy and
Auroville's overall development,
have decided that an approval
process is necessary to ensure
that projects are in line with over-
all aims and that the budgets
support our development and do
not create unsustainable financial
burdens.

Register of
Residents

The Secretary of the Auroville
Foundation, who has the
statutory responsibility to
maintain the Register of
Residents as per the Foun-
dation Act, has requested all
Aurovilians to return a form
to update the Register
through the Working Com-
mittee for endorsement.

African Pavilion
Professor Ashenafi from the
University of Addis Ababa visited
Auroville in 2005 together with
two of his students. The materials
on Auroville they took back to
Ethiopia have been used to initi-
ate a semester project on the
African area and Africa House in
the International Zone of
Auroville. On October 21st
Brook Teklehaimanot, a young
architect who graduated with a
thesis on the African area of the
International Zone, presented his
work and the work of some of
his class mates to an Auroville
audience.

Diwali celebrated
Diwali was celebrated in Bharat
Nivas on Friday 20th of October
2006 with fireworks and a
Bharatanatyam performance by
Chennai  dancer  Shobana
Bhalchandra with her students at
the Sri Aurobindo Auditorium,
Bharat Nivas, followed by a very
popular collective dinner in the
Solar Kitchen.

Eco service

Auroville's Eco service has
requested all Aurovilians and
Auroville's commercial units in
particular to ensure that waste
generated by them is not
dumped in canyons or along
roadsides by hired transport
agencies. Instead it should be
handed over to Auroville's Eco
Service which has facilities for col-
lection, recycling and disposal.
Waste without monetary value
which is not collected by the Eco
service may end up being burnt
in open fires and the fumes may
cause health troubles to residents
in Auroville.

Eli Boeuf

After suffering a stroke, 63 year
old Eli Boeuf passed away on
Qctober 26th in Nallam Clinic,
Puducherry. Eli, nicknamed ‘the
Russian Princess' because of her
Russian origins, was a weaver-
artist who created superbly har-
monious pieces. Her body was
cremated at the Auroville crema-
tion ground.

ite Smithwhite
On November 18th, Marguerite
Smithwhite left her body in
Puducherry. A teacher in the
early days of Auroville, she
returned to Puducherry three
years ago and worked with
some Auroville teachers to
develop what she called “A new
education with a soul".
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MATRIMANDIR

Sincerity (light blue). To become perfectly sin-
cere, one should have no preference, no desire,
no attraction, no disgust, no sympathy or antipa-
thy, no attachment, no repulsion.

Peace (deep blue) Calm and tranquillity, a smile
which does not disappoint, a deep quietude where
no disturbance can come — a quietude with a
sense of established security and release.

Equality (blue violet) Equal in all circum-
stances, keeps a perfect mastery and remains
peaceful in the presence of whatever happens.

Generosity (pure violet) Generosity gives and
gives itself without bargaining — gives for the
joy of giving.

Goodness (reddish violet) Christ was an Avatar
in the line of Krishna, the line that represent-
ed...yes, goodness, charity, love and harmony.
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Courage (pure red) True courage is to be able to
face everything in life without the slightest emo-
tion in any part of the being and with a constant
awareness of the Divine presence.

The petal shields in the
twelve meditation rooms

The corridor leading to the ‘Courage’ petal.

On 19th January 1972, the Mother gave Satprem a list of twelve qualities for the meditation
rooms which architect Roger Anger wanted to create in the Matrimandir's twelve ‘petals’.

They are: Sincerity (light blue), Peace (deep blue), Equality (blue violet), Generosity (pure vio-
let), Goodness (reddish violet), Courage (pure red), Progress (vermilion), Receptivity (orange),
Aspiration (golden yellow), Perseverance (light yellow), Gratitude (light green), and Humility
(dark green). Mother commented: “The first eight concern the attitude towards the Divine, and

the last four towards humanity.”

atrimandir is going to surprise

us. Already now, even though

work on the main structure is

continuing, the Inner

Chamber  attracts many
Aurovilians for concentration - on the inner
Divine or on other levels of consciousness. But
what can be expected from the meditation
rooms in the 12 petals? And what will each of
the 12 gardens communicate?

For The Mother it was obvious. A visitor to
a garden or a petal chamber should experience
the specific quality of that garden or chamber.
Someone visiting the garden called ‘Power’
should experience what power truly is.
Similarly, a person meditating in the
‘Aspiration’ chamber should acquire a deeper
understanding of aspiration on all levels - psy-
chic, mental, vital and physical.

To envision and design gardens and cham-
bers that express such qualities is an immense
task. The work on the gardens is at an early
stage and designs are still being made. But the
meditation chambers in the petals will be open
to the public on February 21, 2007.

Chamber designs

Two design elements express the specific
quality of each chamber: its colour and the geo-
metric patterns on the window shield. Both are
the work of Auroville artist Shanta (Chantal
Gowa). She began the work in 1992, fourteen
years ago.

Her first task was to find the right colour,
the vibration of which corresponds to the
chamber’s quality. After various experiments it
was decided use pure, strong colours. A visitor
to a chamber can now expect a colour bath - an
immersion in colour as a help to understand the
deeper meaning of the chamber’s quality.

The second help to experiencing the specif-
ic quality of a chamber is the geometric pattern
on its window shield, the chamber’s focal
point. Shanta began the process after studying
Sri Aurobindo’s and The Mother’s words that
describe the specific quality of a chamber.

“The white oval was in front of me. I tried
not to use my mind to conceive of the design,
but instead manifest something from emptiness
by simple doing,” she says. “For these are not
ordinary designs, but mandalas - expressions of
a higher truth.” Afterwards she showed her
work to a group of people. If they approved,
the shields were made in a factory in
Bangalore.

Yet, even if the group approved a design, it
wouldn’t always mean the end of the affair. “If
I felt that the design did not agree with my
inner perception, that I had not expressed all
that there was to express, [ would start again,”
says Shanta. And there were periods when the
flow of inspiration stopped. This happened
after she had finished the first six shields. “I
felt without inspiration. A change was needed.
I tried to refer myself to Mother. I prayed,
asked for energy and inspiration, and gradually
a new way opened up, which I followed till the
end.” The work on the twelve shields is now
finished. Looking back, Shanta says it was an
act of Grace to have been given this work.

Once the rooms are open “it’s up to the
Aurovilians to make use of the opportunity,”
says Shanta. “If we have the will to change our-
selves, we have to make the step and take a
bath. It can happen in a minute, when under-
standing dawns in a flash; it can be after long
meditation that understanding grows. But the
doors for change have opened and the
Aurovilians can step through.”

Carel

fiired gassage

section through petal chamber

Progress (vermilion) Those who have a strong
will towards spiritual progress and purification,
automatically lit the fire within themselves.

Receptivity (orange) The power to receive the
Divine Force and to feel its presence and the
presence of The Mother and allow it to work.

Aspiration (golden yellow) Aspiration is like an
arrow.... you aspire, you want very earnestly to
understand, to know, to enter into the Truth. A
flame that burns always, but never burns.
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Perseverance (light yellow) The most essential
quality is perseverance, endurance and a kind of
inner good mood that helps you to not get dis-
couraged and to face all difficulties with a smile.

Gratitude (light green) There is nothing that
gives you a joy equal to that of gratitude.

Humility (dark green) Humility is the recogni-
tion that one knows nothing, and that there may
be something beyond what presently appears to
us as being truest, noblest, most disinterested.
True humility consists in referring oneself con-
stantly to the Lord, in placing everything before
Him.
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HEALING

Persian Sky, Auroville's healing horse

“Looking at him now, you would not think much of him," says Marianne as ‘Persian Sky’, her horse, nibbles on a carrot. He is a picture of tranquillity,
rolling up his upper lips and showing a set of horsey white teeth. "But you should see him at the Auroville horse show when Jerome takes him on
the tent pegging course. Then you would realize what a thoroughbred he is.”

hey make an unlikely pair — a little girl

hardly 3 feet tall, pulling a half-ton

beast behind her. There is an air of

unrestrained delight about her as she

stumbles along the sandy paddock
pulling excitedly at the thoroughbred’s reins. He
follows docilely behind.

“Persian Sky” is his name, and the girl is
Sarasu, a nine-year old deaf-mute child who
attends Deepam, the day-care centre for physical-
ly and mentally challenged children in Auroville.
Every fortnight, on a Friday afternoon, Persian
along with his team of helpers at the Red Earth
Riding School (RERS) in Brihaspathi, works with
children from Deepam.

In this programme of equine therapeutics,
children who have a wide spectrum of physical or
mental disabilities, including cerebral palsy,
autism, ADHD (Attention Deficit Hyperactive
Disorder), congenital deafness and/or mental
retardation are assisted by the horse and his train-
ers.

Now it is Sarasu’s turn. She is on Persian’s
back now, balancing herself confidently and even
standing upright for a brief moment. From the
sidelines, her friends cheer at the display. She
beams. Not all of them will get to ride Persian
today, but it is a field trip and they appear content
to just be there.

Marianne walks Persian first. Like a horse-
whisperer, she speaks constantly to him, even
‘whispering’ in his ear. His walk is stately; long
deep strides, deliberate, and majestic. “This type
of walking is very relaxing,” Marianne explains
later. “And it is this that helps the children feel
secure.”

How Persian Sky found his way into
Auroville and got to Marianne and her partner
Jerome is a strange tale. “He was a race horse,”
says Marianne, “who was retired after a year on
the competitive circuit.” Persian, she says, was too
temperamental when it came to racing. “He will
not do what he does not want to do. So in the
races, if he wasn’t in the mood, he would deliber-
ately come last, or even get himself eliminated!”

Luckily for Persian he was not put down, as is
the fate of some race horses. Instead Inge, an
Aurovilian who loves to ride, brought him to
Auroville. It was the year 2000. “He was six years
old at that time,” says Marianne. “Later when Inge
left Auroville, she passed him on to our care.”

For Marianne, there was an instant connec-
tion. “I knew at once that he was special, and I felt
that he had been given to me,” she recalls. But the
special role that Persian would play came to
Marianne just 2 years ago. “I saw this book by an
American who spoke about horses and their abili-
ty to work with children with disabilities.”

Vikram walks Persian Sky as Marianne looks on.
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Marianne was riveted by the idea. “This was
something I had always wanted to do, and T felt,
Persian was the perfect horse for this kind of
work.” She took a year off to study the system and
prepare. Her intuition proved right. Persian
seemed to have the right disposition for children
with disabilities. “He seemed to have another side
to his nature when it came-to weak or disabled
children.” Both Marianne and Jerome were struck
by the patient and protective nature that emerged.
And so began the unique programme of Equine
Therapeutics where a prematurely retired race
horse found his true calling: working with dis-
abled children.

This is a work of the heart. A lot of communi-
cation happens in silence, through sign language.
It is a work that takes attention and concentration
from all — the child, Marianne, Persian and the
other assistants. The children are completely ‘in
the moment’; their eyes focussed upon Marianne
as she gestures and motions. They mirror her
actions sitting upon the horse. She leads them
through a series of exercises — reaching up or out,
she pushes them to their physical limits. “Just sit-
ting on the horse and balancing oneself improves
muscle tone,” explains Marianne. “And I take
each child through a set of exercises.” As each
child is different, Marianne subtly alters her
instructions to match the needs and capacities of
each,

For the past year, Marianne and her team of
three run the programme: Jerome, Mahi, a return-
ing Aurovilian who has just completed a B.A. in
psychology from an American university, and
Thiru, a young newcomer from Edaiyanchavadi
who is currently in France. “Jerome and Thiru
bring the masculine element into the pro-
gramme,” explains Marianne. She explains how
the young boys from Deepam “seem to lose their
fear and become more confident” when the men
are around.

None of the four including Marianne, receive
a maintenance to do this work. “We are all volun-
teers, and all of us enjoy doing this. Actually there
is no money; just enough to maintain Persian!”

Like many things in Auroville, money for the
programme has been hard to come by. “When
Persian was first given to us, we didn’t have a
paisa for his upkeep,” says Marianne with a
smile. “But somehow in typical Auroville style,
money always came through and usually at the
very last moment!” The cost of taking care of a
horse runs to about 4,000 rupees a month. Over
the two years that Marianne has had Persian, she
would work during the summer in Switzerland,
“when it is too hot to ride here”, and save up
money for running the programme for the rest of
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Sarasu, the 9 year old deaf-mute child,
waits her turn.

the year. “But now a very dear friend of 25 years,
helps meet some of the basic expenses for keep-
ing Persian, and that is a big relief.”

Four children have had their turn, and there is
one more to go. This also happens to be one of the
more difficult children. Suresh is spastic, and suf-
fers from cerebral palsy. “A few months ago,”
says Marianne, “Suresh had much less balance
while standing and walking.” When his turn final-
ly comes, Suresh rushes forward, limping with
astonishing agility. His movements are jerky and
uncoordinated, and his limp even more pro-
nounced in his anticipation and excitement. But
he is all smiles; a wide grin breaking from ear to
ear.

Marianne realizes that a horse with Persian’s
background of racing (which is also a world of
stress and steroid abuse) “has a life expectancy
of sixteen years or so.” Persian is twelve, but this
reality does not faze her. “No, I am not in a rush
to look for another horse to take his place.
Mother has always shown the way, and I have
full trust in Her.” She softly adds, “Of course my
ultimate dream is to have a stable of about 10
such horses in Auroville, all dedicated to this
work with children. And there is such a need in
this part of the world; but I am happy to take it
one step at a time!”

Priya Sundaravalli

For more information visit:
www.auroville.org/society/persian_sky.htm
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Ambience Harmonizers

A new home appliance that emits charged sound-light improves the atmosphere in one’s

living room, claims the inventor.

harged " ‘sound-light’? It sounds like wacky science.
“Nothing of the sort!” says Mario indignantly. He is
demonstrating his ‘Ambience Harmonizer’, a square
piece of coloured glass punctured by three LEDs emit-
ting a blue light. “Now watch this,” he says. At a dis-

charge and dynamize water, Mario
took a small but decisive next step —
he decided to use sound-light to
charge materials other than water. “I
had read a talk of The Mother to the

tance of about a metre he points a hand-held receiver at the light.
Through the receiver’s tiny loudspeaker the voice of Mother sounds,
repeating Her mantra Om Namo Bhagavate. Turning the receiver in
the opposite direction, the voice falls silent. Mario explains. “The
Ambience Harmonizer contains a microchip which stores sound: a
piece of music or a mantra or someone’s spoken message. Another
chip translates the sound-waves into the blue light-waves. The receiv-
er retranslates this light back to sound.”

So what's special? The invention itself, acknowledges Mario, is
not rocket-science, though it consists of quite an unusual combination
of electronic elements. The novelty is the machine’s potential use. Put
it in your room and leave the switch on. If you are sufficiently sensi-
tive, you’ll definitely feel a change in atmosphere. The machine is an
ambience harmonizer or rather, an ambience raiser or ameliorater.

To explain the phenomenon, Mario refers to the well-known work
of Japanese researcher Masaru Emoto who claims that water can store
vibrations emitted by sound. “A few years ago I met Bhagawandas,”
explains Mario, “who heads the commercial unit Aquadyn that sells
water-purifiers. Bhagawandas had read about Emoto’s work and won-
dered if a device could be built into Aquadyn’s water purifiers that
would subject the water to positive sound vibrations. I suggested that
he use light instead of sound.” Bhagawandas accepted the proposal,
Mario built the device and since then all of Aquadyn’s water purifiers
carry this device .

Following Aquadyn’s successful application of sound-light to
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children of the Ashram where she
explains that semi-precious stones,
such as amethysts, can be easily
charged. And she also said that ‘charg-
ing’ was a matter of concentration of
consciousness. So I began to wonder
if the sound-light of a recorded mantra
spoken by a spiritual person could be
used to charge crystals. And then I
went a step further: would such a
*sound light’, if it is freely emitted in a
room, have an effect on the atmos-
phere of the room and people inside?
For the function of a mantra, according to Sri Aurobindo, is to create
vibrations in the inner consciousness that will prepare it for the reali-
sation of what the mantra carries.” So he built such a device: one with
three LED lights with Mother’s mantra in the microchip.

Did it work?

Mario laughs. “To be honest, I'm not sufficiently sensitive so I
don’t feel it,” he says, “and this does frustrate me sometimes.” It was,
however, tested spontaneously when some of Mario’s more ‘sensi-
tive’ friends visited him when the machine was turned on. “They
sensed something immediately! The machine was in the corner of the
room, emitting sound-light of Mother’s mantra. My friends knew

Mario with his invention.

nothing about the experiment, had not even see the machine, but felt
something positive in the atmosphere and commented about it.”

The commercial application of Mario’s Ambience Harmonizers
still awaits development. “The electronic components are very small
and many types of machines can be built,” he says, “but I'm more of a
researcher than a business man.” The devices can store and emit any
type of music or mantras and can be made to order. The Buddhist may
prefer Om Mane Padme Hum, Aurovilians and Ashramites may
choose the Gayatri mantra or the mantra of The Mother. Everything is
possible.

Any takers?

Carel
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