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INTRODUCTION 

This is a framework study to map and examine the evolution of governance and organizational 

practices in Auroville, spanning seven key sectors, as against Motherôs guidance on Auroville 

read in the background of the conceptual architecture of Sri Aurobindoôs Human Cycle and 

Ideal of Human Unity. The sectors considered were education and research, economy and 

commerce, city planning and urban infrastructure development, land acquisition, housing, 

agriculture and outreach. Part I outlines Motherôs spiritual and socio-political vision for 

Auroville, in the background of Sri Aurobindoôs thought. Part II charts her account of spiritual 

urbanism. Part III maps Aurovilleôs empirical growth and provides a synoptic sector-wise 

overview across the seven sectors to identify governance challenges and development 

priorities. Part IV analyses this empirical picture as against the vision, to suggest governance 

reforms across the Residentsô Assembly and Working Groups. Part V then examines 

governance structures encoded in the Auroville Foundation Act, 1988. Part V reviews the 

study to outline major findings and recommendations and offers concluding remarks on the 

need for urgent and bold action in a spirit of fraternity. 

The study was conducted on an invitation from Dr. Jayanti Ravi, Secretary to the Auroville 

Foundation, in a short period from 11th April to 15th June 2023. I was asked to present óan 

overview of the Auroville vision, the current situation and immediate suggestive measures.ô 

This study therefore outlines, synoptically, themes in the evolution of Aurovilleôs governance 

structures to draw out salient features for focussed consideration and action, with suggestions 

and recommendations where appropriate. We identify these themes chronologically, across the 

phases of Aurovilleôs development, and institutionally, across the external (Governing Board, 

International Advisory Council and Secretary to the Foundation) and internal (Residents 

Assembly, Working Committee and Working Groups) governance instrumentalities. As in any 

study of this kind, we apply a critical lens to Auroville not to render easy criticisms from a 

distance but to better understand the complexities of manifesting Motherôs ambitious vision 

and contribute to the growing literature on the subject. 

Given the time constraints, we relied on previous compilations of primary developmental data, 

ethnographic material and secondary sources made available to us by the Auroville Foundation, 

Auroville Archives, various Working Groups and individual members of the community with 

an active involvement across sectors. We were also generously provided access to the Auroville 

Research Repository and output generated by study groups, both internal and external. We 

supplemented this with a series of semi-structured interviews and discussions with current (and 

in some cases, past) members of twenty-three Working Groups and seventy-five residents. 

Through this, we hope to have captured a sufficiently representative sense of the sectors to 

inform our analysis. 

As a framework study, our aim is to outline and suggest pathways forward. Given our 

constraints, achieving a comprehensive coverage with detailed proposals was not possible. This 

leaves open the possibility of inaccuracy or gaps in our understanding. Equally, as time did not 

permit original fieldwork or robust cross-verification of views presented to us in the course of 

our discussions, some assessments may be anecdotal and our suggestions speculative, subject 
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to further study. We have benefited from previous studies conducted across sectors and 

incorporated their findings and reiterated their suggestions where appropriate. We have also 

pointed to areas for future research. Finally, we have been liberal in our quotations of Mother 

and Sri Aurobindo, along with other studies conducted over the years, to avoid selectivity and 

to inform our analysis in a close reading of these texts. Finally, given weak archival practices, 

we have included all sources shared with us in an extended bibliography to assist future 

research. 

I am grateful to Dr. Ravi for the invitation to conduct this study, and to other members of the 

community, particularly Srijita Roy, Chandresh Patel, Sanjeev Ranganathan, Kristen Gravelle, 

Thambidurai, Varun Shiv Kapur and the team at Savitri Bhavan, for their hospitality and 

support during our stay. I am also grateful to the many Auroville residents who interacted with 

us for their warmth and generosity, as also for their candid reflections. 

Our team comprised Nidhi Harihar, Andleeb Shadab and Rajesh Subburaj, research associates 

on the study, who cheerfully worked around the clock to meet demanding deadlines in the 

Aurovilian spirit of collaboration. Nishtha Vadehra provided timely and encouraging editorial 

support at short notice. Aman Garg and Anmol Kohli, our interns, assisted with quick and 

meticulous summaries. 

 

Raag Yadava 

Lead Author 

Assistant Professor of Law 

National Law School of India University 
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PART I  

THE VISION AND CHALLENGE  

 

Amidst earthôs mist and fog and mud and stone  

It still remembers its exalted sphere  

And the high city of its splendid birth. 

Sri Aurobindo, Savitri 

Established in 1968, Auroville is an international cultural township devoted to the ideal of 

human unity, as a living manifestation of the spiritual vision of Mira Alfassa ï the Mother, and 

Sri Aurobindo. It would take several volumes to do justice to Motherôs vision for Auroville. 

Our attempt here is more modest: to provide a sketch of her vision and to reflect on central 

themes insofar as governance is concerned.  

Section A introduces Motherôs vision for Auroville in its spiritual and socio-political aspects, 

with reference to the Charter (1968), Dream (1954) and To be a True Aurovilian (1970), in the 

background of Sri Aurobindoôs thought. Sections B to F detail this vision ï Section B outlines 

the world-affirming spiritual aim as a constituent pillar of Aurovilleôs founding ideal. Section 

C discusses the commitment to collective yoga and progressive fraternity. Section D addresses 

the place of rule-based enforcement, outlining Motherôs view for a progressive substitution of 

external authority with an inner discipline, backed by spiritual compulsion in the public sphere. 

Section E considers Motherôs arrangement of productive life in Auroville. Section F places 

research, innovation and free progress education as part of Aurovilleôs founding commitment. 
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A. FOUNDATIONAL PRINCIPLES 

Aurovilleôs ideal is reflected in three foundational documents written by the Mother: the 

Charter, A Dream and To Be a True Aurovilian.1 The vision that emanates from these 

documents is for Auroville to ground a concentrated and collective evolution, as both a spiritual 

and material forerunner for humanity. The Charter ï akin to the spiritual constitution of 

Auroville ï is a unique document that guides the collective; it is at once aspirational and 

directory. óA Dreamô exposits this vision, setting it in sharp relief to prevalent modes of 

collective organization. óTo be a True Aurovilianô sets the moral and spiritual compass ï a call 

to arms, as it were ï for each Auroville resident to make the dream a reality. In this section, we 

look to these documents and other words of the Mother, spoken or written during 1965-1973,2 

in the interpretive background of Sri Aurobindoôs thought, to understand the spiritual and 

material ideal of Auroville. 

The Charter proclaims: 

Auroville belongs to nobody in particular. Auroville belongs to humanity as a whole. 

But, to live in Auroville, one must be a willing servitor of the Divine Consciousness.  

Auroville will be the place of an unending education, of constant progress, and a 

youth that never ages.  

Auroville wants to be the bridge between the past and the future.  

Taking advantage of all discoveries from without and from within, Auroville will 

boldly spring towards future realisations.  

Auroville will be a site of material and spiritual researches for a living embodiment 

of an actual human unity. 

A detailed study of the Charter is beyond our scope here, but a brief statement of its core values 

is pertinent. The Charter embodies three core values.  

First, the Charter calls for a transcendence of egoistic ownership, both individual and 

collective, towards a progressive offering to, and identification with, the Divine. This can be 

understood in relation to tangible (lands, assets, profits etc.) and intangible goods (power, 

control over collective decisions etc.). The Charter was written in 1968, in the ferment of an 

aggressive and resurgent nationalism, and the swelling tide of economic materialism driving a 

clash of competitive market-oriented egoisms. Read in that context, Auroville is dedicated to a 

rooted cosmopolitanism ï where the ógroup soulô of each culture and nationality retains and 

expresses its unique identity, and yet mingles freely in harmonious concert with others ï and a 

progressive ascension beyond the triply-constituted ego complex of the body, life and mind 

towards the hidden psychic being, or soul, leading in the final culmination to the descent of the 

Supramental. As we discuss below, these central organizing ideals, expressed often at a level 

 
1 Mother, 1954, 1968, 1970.  
2 We have consulted the following three sources for Motherôs guidance on Auroville: Guigan, 2018, Vols. 1-2; 

Mother on Auroville, 2015 and the records available at the Auroville Archives. Guiganôs intrepid chronological 

compilation, with cross-references, was a particularly helpful resource ï we are grateful to him for providing a 

digital copy of his work. 



 

5 

 

of abstraction, require further elucidation and specification to operationalize their 

commitments. 

Second, the Charter embodies a call to constant progress, learning and improvement, as an 

antidote to the natural gravitational pulls of our lower egoistic nature, apara prakriti, that feeds 

on physical inertia and indolence, vital passions and desires and intellectual rigidity and 

partiality. The call to an unending education is a call at its highest ï as Sri Aurobindo says in 

Savitri ï to the ógreat adventure of consciousness and joy,ô that would turn Auroville into a 

óplayground of the living Infinite.ô3 This is not an easy rejection, or bypassing, of the body, life 

or mind, but a call to progressively purify, perfect and transform these instruments óas the fruit 

of a long and arduous self-training, self-deepening, self-heightening, self-expansion.ô4 As Sri 

Aurobindo says in Savitri:  

His soul lived as eternityôs delegate,  

His mind was like a fire assailing heaven,  

His will a hunter in the trails of light.5 

Third, the Charter envisions a society that can integrate the considerable gains of the past, in 

material and spiritual domains, and óspring boldly towards future realizations.ô Motherôs call is 

to a challenging, yet joyous, life-affirming spiritual practice through work, karma yoga, that 

takes on all activities of life (reflected in her arrangement of the four zones, which we discuss 

below). It is one that assimilates that which is of value in the past through careful study and 

travels beyond towards discoveries yet unfound, ó[p]ursuing all knowledge like a questing 

hound.ô6 There is no unreasoned rejection of the past, including in its material or technological 

advances or hoary spiritual traditions, nor a hasty escape from the ills of life elsewhere, but a 

conscious movement towards a New Creation. Each activity becomes a ground for 

collaborative research, and an opportunity to express the highest perfection. Auroville, in the 

simplest of terms, is a collective being, a group-soul, aspiring to integrally consecrated itself to 

the Divine. As Sri Aurobindo notes:  

The community of those who want the deva-jivana [a spiritual life] is the deva-sangha 

[a spiritual community] é If the shadow of the fragile ego falls upon this sort of 

endeavour, the community turns into a sect é You will perhaps ask, óWhat is the need 

of a sangha? Let me be free é Let all become one, let all take place within that vast 

unity.ô All this is true, but it is only one side of the truth. Our business is not with the 

formless Spirit only; we have to direct life as well. Without shape and form, life has 

no effective movement.7 

It is in the rendering of the collective aspiration in óshape and formô ï a careful, and in its 

advanced stages, spontaneous ordering of individual ego-selves aspiring to a collective 

harmony ï that questions of governance and organization in Auroville are to be examined. The 

Charter sets out the foundational values of this organisation, but it is not a detailed or 

 
3 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 33-34, 2, 22.  
4 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-22, 608.  
5 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 33-34, 23.  
6 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 33-34, 39.  
7 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 4, 362. 
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prescriptive document. Motherôs Dream and To Be a True Aurovilian provide further insight 

into its core values. Read along with Sri Aurobindoôs works, they reflect four foundational 

principles that speak to models of collective organization. We offer a brief philosophical 

perspective to Aurovilleôs founding, and flag issues of particular contemporary relevance to 

Aurovilleôs setup. These principles continue to inform our empirical analysis in Parts II-V. They 

are:  

1. The predominance of a world-affirming spiritual aim. 

 

2. A commitment to collective yoga and progressive fraternity, with 

 

a. the perfection of democratic systems aspiring to a philosophical or spiritual 

anarchism,  

b. a progressive substitution of external authority with an inner discipline. 

c. backed by spiritual compulsion in the public sphere, 

d. based on a non-exclusive engagement with Sri Aurobindoôs Integral Yoga. 

 

3. An arrangement of productive life  

 

a. that is expressive, rather than transactional or hierarchical, in the spirit of karma 

yoga   

b. that supports egalitarian access to basic public goods required for flourishing on 

a mutuality of need and capacity 

c. that generates a culture of material abundance, but not excess, based on 

innovation-led production 

d. that replaces individual or communal property ownership, with stewardship in 

service of the Divine 

e. with the caveat that hierarchies of competence (spiritual or technocratic) rather 

than status, monetary or otherwise, are valuable. 

 

4. A commitment to research, innovation and free progress education.  

 

*  
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B. THE PREDOMINANCE OF A WORLD-AFFIRMING SPIRITUAL AIM 

Aurovilleôs spiritual constitution is premised on a double movement: the first is from an ascetic 

to life-affirming spirituality and the second is from individual to collective spirituality. It is this 

integrality, crossing barriers of the mundane and elevated, the inner and the outer, that renders 

Mother and Sri Aurobindoôs thought distinctive.  

Mother notes: 

There should be somewhere on earth a place which no nation could claim as its own, where 

all human beings of goodwill who have a sincere aspiration could live freely as citizens of 

the world and obey one single authority, that of the supreme truth é8   

The first necessity is the inner discovery in order to know what one truly is behind social, 

moral, cultural, racial and hereditary appearances.  At the centre there is a being free, vast 

and knowing, who awaits our discovery and who ought to become the active centre of our 

being and our life in Auroville.9  

Auroville has been created for a progressive superhumanity, not for an infra-humanity 

governed by its instincts and dominated by its desires. Those who belong to the infra-

humanity, é have no place here. Auroville is for those who aspire for the supramental and 

make an effort to reach there.10  

The Mother places a high ideal for Auroville, indeed the ultimate one. As a collective, it is to 

encourage and foster exclusive obedience to the spiritual truth.  For individuals, the first 

necessity (not the final requirement) is the inner discovery of ówhat one truly isô beyond 

appearance, the psychic being ï all action is to be motived from that realization. This call for a 

progressive move from an óinfra-humanityô to a ósuper-humanityô covers a vast field, and 

requires a closer reading of Sri Aurobindoôs works to map its defining features. Considered in 

perspective, Aurovilleôs founding is to be understood not only, or indeed, primarily, as a 

response to the precipitating crises of the 60s and 70s, but in this long evolutionary landscape. 

This requires an examination of the broad scheme of Sri Aurobindo and Motherôs thought. A 

detailed discussion is beyond our scope ï in what follows, we provide a brief reconstruction of 

this double movement to place Auroville in perspective. 

i. Involution and Evolution of the Divine SachchidǕnanda 

In his Life Divine, Sri Aurobindo presents a global argument, a complete portrait of being that 

examines the origins and culmination of humanityôs emergence and evolution.11 Arguing from 

the Vedantic tradition, Sri Aurobindoôs metaphysics rests on a picture of progressive spiritual 

evolution from inert material states, or what he calls the óinconscient,ô to supra-conscious states, 

or the ósuperconscientô Divine sachchidǕnanda. This evolution proceeds through intervening 

forms: first of Life ï which emerged in increasingly complex forms of plant and animal life; 

then of Mind ï which similarly emerged in increasingly complex forms, ending with óthe form 

 
8 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 50-1.  
9 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 145.  
10 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 425. 
11 See, for introductory essays to his collected works, Chikermane and Ganguli (eds.), 2022.  
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of thinking and mentally conscious lifeô in man;  and finally, an as yet unrealized evolutionary 

future, the Supermind, his term for the Vedic vijnanam, a supra-rational intermediating 

principle which stands between the unmanifest Divine, the triune sachchidǕnanda, and the 

triple terms of the lower manifest existence, Matter, Life and Mind.12  

For Sri Aurobindo, the evolution, óof human consciousness, intelligence and mastery out of an 

unintelligent, blindly driving unconsciousness in which no form or substance of them 

previously existedô is possible only if such faculties were already involved in the unconscious 

forms that preceded it.13 In Sri Aurobindoôs argument, since something cannot emerge out of 

nothing, ex nihilo nifil fit: 

é there seems to be no reason why Life should evolve out of material elements or Mind 

out of living form, unless we accept the Vedantic solution that Life is already involved 

in Matter and Mind in Life because in essence Matter is a form of veiled Life, Life a 

form of veiled Consciousness. And then there seems to be little objection to a farther 

step in the series and the admission that mental consciousness may itself be only a form 

and a veil of higher states which are beyond Mind. In that case, the unconquerable 

impulse of man towards God, Light, Bliss, Freedom, Immortality presents itself in its 

right place in the chain as simply the imperative impulse by which Nature is seeking to 

evolve beyond Mind, and appears to be as natural, true and just as the impulse towards 

Life which she has planted in certain forms of Matter or the impulse towards Mind 

which she has planted in certain forms of Life.14 

Sri Aurobindo thus extends the involutionary logic of our prior evolution ï the emergence of 

life from matter, and mind from life ï forward to argue that there are no a priori reasons to 

ópause at a given stage of é evolutionô.15 Analogizing the future with the past, he argues that 

just as the ómore sensitive reactions of Life in the metal and the plantô present to us in an 

óascending seriesô of emerging conscious reflexivity óin which Nature has é worked out manô 

from the óliving laboratoryô of the animal, similarly man óhimself may well be a thinking and   

living laboratory in whom and with whose conscious co-operationô Nature wills out further 

ascensions of Spirit.16 Sri Aurobindo thus argues in defence of higher states of consciousness 

common to all spiritual enterprise and yet uncommon to ordinary life as the natural 

evolutionary emergence of the unmanifest, latent potencies of being. States of supra-rational 

consciousness, culminating in the Divine Absolute, that exceed the thinking and feeling 

intellectual being, which thus seem óextraordinary and miraculousô at face value may be 

admitted,17 or at least, present reasons to consider plausible, as gradations of a progressive 

óself-revealingô of the hidden Spirit, which has involved, or more playfully, cloaked, itself in 

 
12 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-22, Chs. 1-3. There is an emerging body of literature on a comparative 

reading of Sri Aurobindoôs evolutionary scheme, with other traditions, both spiritual, Indic and otherwise, and 

naturalistic. See, for example, Medhananda, 2022a; see also, a range of older works by Amal Kiran, Nolini 

Kanta Gupta, Kishore Gandhi, Haridas Chauduri, Bruteau Beatrice, Kireet Joshi, Stephen Phillips and others. 

We offer only a summary outline here, but this is an exciting area for research in Auroville. 
13 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-22, 97.  
14 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-22, 5.  
15 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-22, 6. 
16 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-22, 5-6.  
17 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-22, 803.  
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its precise opposite, inconscient or inert Matter, that seem to demonstrate no conscious 

properties.18 

So understood, the logic of evolution in Sri Aurobindoôs scheme, or what he calls the ólogic of 

the infiniteô, is ï inspired by the Vedantic lǭlǕ ï the sportive playful self-involution (or more 

solemnly, óa deep and perilous plungeô) of the triune Existence-Consciousness-Bliss, or Divine 

sachchidǕnanda, into the apparent self-oblivion, suffering and evil of material Inconscience 

for the sheer creative joy of self-discovery of its all-blissful Unity in this world of suffering and 

separative forms, or Multiplicity.19 The self-revealing of the Divine, purua in Nature, prakἠti 

is, for Sri Aurobindo, the keynote of our spiritual evolution:  

If it be true that Spirit is involved in Matter and apparent Nature is secret God, then the 

manifestation of the divine in himself and the realisation of God within and without are 

the highest and most legitimate aim possible to man upon earth.20 

 

ii. The Psychic Entity as an Evolutionary Vehicle 

 

Importantly, this ontological scheme carries the individual soul, or jiva, at the centre of the 

cosmic self-unfolding: the individual, comprising mind, life and body, or his individual prakἠti, 

has a ófourth principle which comes into manifestation é at the ónodusô of mind, life and body, 

that which we call the soul,ô or his individual purua.21 This fourth principle is a óprojection 

and an action of the é divine principleô of sachchidǕnanda in the material manifestation, but 

óan action é under the conditions of soul-evolution in this world.ô22 As the evolutionary 

vehicle, this psychic being, our true individuality, retains continuity through successive 

embodiments ï Sri Aurobindoôs thought is thus premised on the doctrine of rebirth: the purua 

transmigrates through successive embodiments, thus maintaining a link between our lives.23 

The purpose of our existence then is to ókindleô the Divine spark of the purua which wears a 

ódull maskô or ósleep é of a drugged and imprisoned consciousness,ô through the experiences 

of the dualities of good and evil, pleasure and pain, which accompany this process of soul-

evolution in a seemingly undivine world until we recover our underlying identity with the 

Divine.24 This movement from the false but necessary identification with the ego-self to the 

psychic being is the keynote of the first inner movement in the long symphonic dance of Sri 

Aurobindo and Motherôs yoga, what Mother called the ófirst necessityô. 

This psychic entity óis an eternal portionô of the Divine embodied in the individual, our own 

ódeepest beingô, of which we remain unaware owing to our identification with the ósuperficial 

selfô, or our material nature, which Sri Aurobindo terms the embodied ódesire-soul.ô25 

Crucially, in Sri Aurobindoôs scheme, the chaitya purua element of the soul (or evolutionary 

 
18 See, for a discussion, Medhananda, 2022c.  
19 The avidya of the Vedantic tradition, defined as ego-driven ignorance of the seemingly undivine relative and 

multiple consciousness. Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 33-34, 592, 76.   
20 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-22, 6. 
21 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-22, 277-8, 239-44.  
22 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-22, 277-78.  
23 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-22, 771-855.  
24 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-22, 50.  
25 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-22, 339, 234-41. 
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psychic being, see, diagram below) transmigrates through successive embodiments, growing 

through its experiences, óbenignô ones and óour most poignant sufferings, difficulties and 

misfortunesô, until it awakens and blossoms into full fruition, a ópsychic beingô or completed 

soul-personality, that has recovered its hidden unity with the Divine.26 Accordingly, the purpose 

of the psychic entityôs descent into the material manifestation, co-terminus with the Divineôs 

free and unchecked creative impulse, is to consensually participate in the evolutionary 

transformation of the world from its inconscient to superconscient states, along the óshining 

ladder of ascending degrees and successive constituent formations of the gnostic light and 

power in earth-nature.ô27 Challenges ï in the Auroville context, of city-building amongst others 

ï are thus the creative ground for this realization, towards the first necessity (and in itself a 

major step) to be a true Aurovilian: the discovery the psychic being. Pain and disharmony 

attendant to grand exercises like building Auroville, in Sri Aurobindoôs theodicy, serve their 

purpose by fortifying growth, as instruments for an integral realization. Challenges avoided, 

owing to the possibility of pain, discomfort or failure, are opportunities for growth missed.  

Rather, a consensual undertaking to enter the field of play, defined by its dangers and 

difficulties, inspires this verse from Savitri and serves as a reminder of the spirit of bold 

experimentation that must animate city-building as we discuss in Parts II and III:  

It was drawn to hazardôs call and dangerôs charm,  

It yearned to the pathos of grief, the drama of pain,  

Perditionôs peril, the wounded bare escape, 

The music of ruin and its glamour and crash,  

The savour of pity and the gamble of love  

And passion and the ambiguous face of Fate. 

A world of hard endeavour and difficult toil,  

And battle on extinctionôs perilous verge,  

A clash of forces, a vast incertitude,  

The joy of creation out of Nothingness.28   

The psychic being, or our own hidden self, can thus be understood as a óconsenting agentô of 

the Divine to effect the difficult and often painful, yet in its final analysis, blissful creative 

óunion between God and Life towards which we tend.ô29 Consistent with this explanation, Sri 

Aurobindo notes that the psychic being takes up that physical, mental and emotional make up, 

including the circumstance and environment of its birth, or karma, which best suits its growth, 

which may involve suffering or misfortune. The challenges of building Auroville for its 

residents are, we can infer, part of that chosen and challenging journey. Having gained the 

necessary experience ï which indeed is the sole testing ground for measuring growth, not 

necessarily success or failure ï, the psychic being dissolves the outer personality at death, 

keeping with it only the essence of the experience, and prepares for the next embodiment with 

a new outer personality.  

 
26 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-22, 421.  
27 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-22, 1004-5.  
28 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 33-34, 455.  
29 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-22, 30.  
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This transmigratory framework, we may note in passing, has two important practical 

consequences when translated into Aurovilleôs governance context. First, it allows one to place 

oneôs participation in the development of Auroville in perspective, as a corrective to the natural 

tamaso-rajasic spirit of possession, ownership and security that may hamper city-development. 

A growing self-identification with this scheme forms, as we discuss in the next section, the 

inner architecture of Aurovilleôs productive arrangement in what Sri Aurobindo calls a Vedantic 

socialism. As the progressive shift from the false to true individualism obtains, so will problems 

attendant to de facto ownership be mitigated. And second, it has consequences for Aurovilleôs 

entry policy, which we discuss in Part IV.E. In this transmigratory framework, as Professor 

Joshi notes, echoing Motherôs words, Auroville is meant in the ideal for those who have already 

gone through the necessary preparatory experiences and experimentations that kindle the 

psychic spark, not before.30 In Professor Joshiôs interpretation of Motherôs call to ógoodwillô, 

Auroville becomes the space for advanced research, where the spiritual life obtains after mental 

and vital desires have, as they rightly should be, played out in their fulness: 

And if your read The Life Divine, the very first paragraph of The Life Divine where 

the human aspiration has been described by Sri Aurobindo, he speaks of this very 

ideal, where he says that the earliest formula of wisdom also promises to be its last: 

God, Freedom, Bliss, Immortality. Same words, almost, have been repeated by Sri 

Aurobindo. In fact, this pursuit of these ideals is the very condition of divine life. And 

I personally believe that when Mother put down the word good will, it is not 

gentlemanliness, it is not good neighbourliness ð that of course should be, that is 

understood. I always felt that Auroville is a field of advanced research, not only a 

field of research, but advanced research. And this, I think, people should make it very 

clear to everybody: that certain ordinary things have already been overpassed by the 

people who are here. They have tried, experimented many things. This is not a field 

of experimentation of fashions of life. There are many fashions going on. There are 

one fashion over here, another fashion over there, third fashion over there and some 

people, if they feel that they are now tired of one fashion and want to try another 

fashion and they come to Auroville and say that Auroville is a field of freedom and 

you can experiment with this fashion or that fashion, I personally would like to tell 

them very clearly, óThis is a field of advanced research.ô That is to say you have 

already finished your journey with freely making experiments with various fashions 

of life. Having done it, now you have come to the conclusion that you want a higher 

and truer life. The very first proposition of the Mother is: we are aspiring for higher 

and truer life. If this decision has not been arrived at, it is incomplete, you are not yet 

ready to entry into Auroville, this is according to me. There are many other opinions 

and I am not speaking anything dogmatically, but this is how I reflect, when I reflect 

upon Motherôs words.31 

This ontological involution-evolution scheme, with the physic being as the creative and 

redemptive nodus, is provided a practical rendering by Sri Aurobindo in the discussion on the 

óyoga of self-perfectionô in the Synthesis of Yoga. We can only touch upon the subject 

 
30 See, for example, Motherôs lament that they óthey [some early residents] come here without experience, 

without knowledge, without preparation, and they think they are going to realise the Supermind right away éô  

Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 234; see also, Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 360, passim. This is a constant refrain in Motherôs 

comments at the time. 
31 Joshi, 1999, 11.  
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superficially here, yet it is important to emphasize the detailing of a method of practice to 

accompany the ontological scheme.32 The practise proceeds on the substitution of the gross 

with the subtle ï of troubled desire for Will or the psychic pranic force; of citta with its ómixed 

[and] inconstant colours of emotionsô for calm and clarity, on one hand, and ardent force and 

intensity, on the other; of doubt and conflict for unswerving faith, kalyǕἈa ŜraddhǕ; of the 

intelligence and thinking mind, buddhi with its óobstructive narrownessô and óintellectual 

unscrupulousnessô for a ópure and strong radiance emanating from the sun of Truthô.33 This 

substitution, as one progresses, is achieved by the emergence of the psychic being, the 

embodied relation between the darkness of the Inconscient and the light of the Superconscient 

ï ó[when] we go higher, the relation is gradually reversed; it [the higher, óhiddenô state of being] 

is then able to act in its own power or handle the rest only as a subordinate instrumentationô.34 

The site of the óself-revealingô of the cloaked Divine is the ego, the vehicle is the psychic being, 

the fuel is individual effort and the art is the Integral Yoga. 
 

iii. Ascent, Descent and the Synthesis 

 

Concluding our summary discussion, Sri Aurobindo outlines his scheme ï arbitrating between 

the spiritual and material, with the psychic entity interposed as the vehicle of evolution ï in the 

following words:  

Since, then, we admit both the claim of the pure Spirit to manifest in us its absolute 

freedom and the claim of universal Matter to be the mould and condition of our 

manifestation, we have to find a truth that can entirely reconcile these antagonists and 

give to both their due portion in Life é An Omnipresent Reality is the truth of all life 

and existence whether absolute or relative, whether corporeal or incorporeal, whether 

animate or inanimate, whether intelligent or unintelligent é Brahman is the Alpha and 

Omega. Brahman is the One besides whom there is nothing else é Spirit reveals itself 

through the same consenting agents as the soul, the truth, the essence of Matter. Both 

admit and confess each other as divine, real and essentially one. Mind and Life are 

disclosed in that illumination as at once figures and instruments of the supreme 

Conscious Being by which It extends and houses Itself in material form and in that form 

unveils Itself to Its multiple centres of consciousness. Mind attains its self-fulfilment 

when it becomes a pure mirror of the Truth of Being which expresses itself in the 

symbols of the universe; Life, when it consciously lends its energies to the perfect self-

figuration of the Divine in ever-new forms and activities of the universal existence.35 

In this summative passage, Sri Aurobindo outlines the idea of his Integral Yoga as the 

panentheistic self-involution of the omnipresent Divine in the triple mode of material nature, 

with the interposition of an evolutionary psychic entity embedded in each person as the 

governing mechanism for the lǭlǕ of creation.36 The panentheistic foundations of Sri Aurobindo 

and Motherôs thought ï locating not only the Divine not only as an extra-cosmic creator, in its 

transcendent aspect, but as involved, in its imminent, yet veiled, aspect ï gives to material life 

 
32 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 23-24, Part IV.  
33 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 23-24, 29-30, 732-8. 
34 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 23-24, 29-30, 732. 
35 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-22, 29-30, 38.  
36 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-22, 1069.  
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a spiritual significance. If the Divine is all, then Matter too must be, such that the telos of our 

material evolution cannot be a liberation, or return, into the formless, blissful, unmanifest 

Divine (conceived variously in traditions), but a realization in matter. This critical movement 

marks a distinct addition to the spiritual landscape, marrying the intractable opposition between 

God and the world, brahman and jagat, purusha and prakriti.37  

For Sri Aurobindo, spiritual accounts with a non-material teleology (what we may call 

óliberation accountsô) ócut the Gordian knot of the problem of existence with one decisive blow 

and to accept an escape into an eternal blissô,38 rather than seeking for a ólarger and completer 

affirmationô of the Divine in Matter,39 or a Divine Materialism. While Aurobindo admits the 

lure of this justified óspiritual enthusiasmô of liberation accounts to óascend into worlds of a 

greater consciousness beyond the earthô, which he terms an óindispensable element in human 

perfectionô, his argument is directed against óthe exaggeration of the ascetic impulseô which 

órecoil[s] from the physical lifeô and renders the manifested material world a ómeaningless 

freakô without Divine significance.40 He notes, with a sympathetic yet ultimately disapproving 

nod to these liberation accounts, that:  

The discord and apparent evil of the world must in their sphere be admitted, but not 

accepted as our conquerors. The deepest instinct of humanity seeks always and seeks 

wisely wisdom as the last word of the universal manifestation, not an eternal mockery 

and illusion, ð a secret and finally triumphant good, not an all-creative and invincible 

evil, ð an ultimate victory and fulfilment, not the disappointed recoil of the soul from 

its great [material] adventure.41 

This distinct and crucial addition of terrestrial step to the evolutionary account of previous 

spiritual traditions is where Aurovilleôs founding ideal lies ï to take on this epochal task at the 

collective level, solving the óriddle of the Immortalôs birth in Timeô: 

Earth is the chosen place of mightiest souls; 

Earth is the heroic spiritôs battlefield, 

The forge where the Archmason shapes his works. 

Thy servitudes on earth are greater, King, 

Than all the glorious liberties of heaven.42 

This account requires a deeper discussion on the link between Brahman, Purusha and Ishwara 

ï Maya, Prakriti, Shakti,43 but it important to note in Aurovilleôs context that the óMotherô in 

the Integral Yoga, the centripetal life-force of Auroville, is the Divine shakti, the manifesting 

power of the Brahman as Ishwara to undertake the terrestrial work.44 Sri Aurobindo notes in 

relation to shakti and the physical manifestation of the Mother:  

 
37 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 17, 303. See, for a discussion, Medhananda, 2021, Medhananda, 2022. 

There is a body of literature critical of Sri Aurobindoôs thought as well, which is beyond our scope here yet 

important to address.  
38 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-22, 246.  
39 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-22, 27.  
40 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-22, 702-7.  
41 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-22, 35; see also, 27, 42, 702, 706.    
42 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 33-34, 1997, 686, 50.  
43 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 21-22, 1997, 336-379. 
44 See, Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 32 and the treatment in Savitri, CWSA, Vols. 33-4, 60-6, 310-6. 
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All realities and all aspects and all semblances are the Brahman; Brahman is the 

Absolute, the Transcendent and incommunicable, the Supracosmic Existence that 

sustains the cosmos, the Cosmic Self that upholds all beings, but It is too the self of 

each individual: the soul or psychic entity is an eternal portion of the Ishwara; it is 

his supreme Nature or Consciousness-Force that has become the living being in a 

world of living beings. The Brahman alone is, and because of It all are, for all are the 

Brahman; this Reality is the reality of everything that we see in Self and Nature. 

Brahman, the Ishwara, is all this by his Yoga-Maya, by the power of his 

Consciousness Force put out in self-manifestation: he is the Conscious Being, Soul, 

Spirit, Purusha, and it is by his Nature, the force of his conscious self-existence that 

he is all things; he is the Ishwara, the omniscient and omnipotent All-ruler, and it is 

by his Shakti, his conscious Power, that he manifests himself in Time and governs the 

universe. These and similar statements taken together are all-comprehensive: it is 

possible for the mind to cut and select, to build a closed system and explain away all 

that does not ýt within it; but it is on the complete and many-sided statement that we 

must take our stand if we have to acquire an integral knowledge.45 

The One whom we adore as the Mother is the divine Conscious Force that dominates 

all existence, one and yet so many-sided that to follow her movement is impossible 

even for the quickest mind and for the freest and most vast intelligence. The Mother 

is the consciousness and force of the Supreme and far above all she creates. But 

something of her ways can be seen and felt through her embodiments and the more 

seizable because more defined and limited temperament and action of the goddess 

forms in whom she consents to be manifest to her creatures.46 

We provide below a rough and simplified diagrammatic representation of our summary 

reconstruction of Sri Aurobindoôs thought. 

 
45 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 21-22, 1997, 339. 
46 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vol. 32, 14.  
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(Simplified Representation of Sri Aurobindoôs Evolutionary Scheme)
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Our suffering ï or in the Auroville context, the problems of disharmony in collective 

organization ï then is óa consequence of the limitation of consciousnessô.47 This is engendered 

(at a general level) by the Divine self-involution and self-identification with Nature, and (for 

those drawn to the Mother, a voluntary and experientially driven fact, not an enforced one) by 

an insufficient identification with Her Presence:48 The move from this self-involution 

identification with the ego to the individual psychic entity and the collective ógroup-soulô of 

Auroville, moving inwards and close to the Divine element in us, manifest in various forms, 

for many as the Mother, constitutes the evolutionary journey in the Integral Yoga. This 

formulation implies that so long are we are party to this wrong identification with maya of 

prakἠti, or the real, but not essential, delusion of being separate selves, cut off from our true 

nature as being one with brahman, which is the ultimate underlying reality, our suffering is 

necessary and required as means of our spiritual growth. Indeed, it is constitutive of the play:  

I used to hate and avoid pain and resent its infliction; but now I find that had I not so 

suffered, I would not now possess, trained and perfected, this infinitely and 

multitudinously sensible capacity of delight in my mind, heart and body. God justifies 

himself in the end even when He has masked Himself as a bully and a tyrant. 

é 

When I suffer from pain or grief or mischance, I say óSo, my old Playfellow, thou 

hast taken again to bullying me,ô and I sit down to possess the pleasure of the pain, 

the joy of the grief, the good fortune of the mischance; then He sees He is found out 

and takes His ghosts and bugbears away from me.49 

In his Synthesis of Yoga, Sri Aurobindo traces the three distinct steps of our ascension, rising 

from the apparently óundivineô (in reality, veiled) status of our embodied existence to fullness 

of the Divine sachchidǕnanda, manifested in the force of Light, Power, Beauty and Perfection, 

each embodied in the four-fold physical manifestation of the Divine Mother:  

The human soulôs individual liberation and enjoyment of union with the Divine in 

spiritual being, consciousness and delight must always be the first object of the Yoga; 

its free enjoyment of the cosmic unity of the Divine becomes a second object; but out 

of that a third appears, the effectuation of the meaning of the divine unity with all beings 

by a sympathy and participation in the spiritual purpose of the Divine in humanity. The 

individual Yoga then turns from its separateness and becomes a part of the collective 

Yoga of the divine Nature in the human race. The liberated individual being, united with 

the Divine in self and spirit, becomes in his natural being a self-perfecting instrument 

for the perfect out flowering of the Divine in humanity.50 

The ófirst objectô of his spiritual scheme is the individual liberation of the old yogas, j¶Ǖna. 

The ósecond objectô is the realization of the ócosmic unity of the Divine,ô or vij¶Ǖna. But where 

the earlier disciplines stop (and escape into higher states), Sri Aurobindo notes that óout of thatô 

appears a third object, his distinct addition to the spiritual landscape, óthe collective Yoga of 

 
47 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 21-22, 1997, 420. 
48 We discuss the place of Mother and Sri Aurobindoôs thought and practice in Part IV.E, to highlight the 

important of a culture of seeking, rather than religious dogmatism, on one hand, and an easy rejection, on the 

other.  
49 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vol. 12, 1997, 490, 492.  
50 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 23-24, 1997, 613-4. 
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the divine Nature in the human race.ô This third step ï a terrestrial conclusion to the spiritual 

journey in a gnostic race, or a transformation of physical matter through the descent of the 

Supramental ï is Mother and Sri Aurobindoôs unique addition to the spiritual landscape.51 This 

reconciliation of the quetistic and dynamic parts of our being, the opening articulation of the 

Life Divine, places before us the ideal of Auroville.52 Writing to the Mother in 1915, Sri 

Aurobindo put it in the synthetic tenor of the Veda:  

Heaven we have possessed, but not the earth; but the fullness of the Yoga is to make, in 

the formula of the Veda, óHeaven and Earth equal and one.ô  

The crucial third step, following on from the first two (not leapfrogging them), indeed what 

makes his yoga pȊrἈa or integral, is the reconciliation of Matter with Spirit, the founding tenet 

of Auroville. This is a radical, and not lightly accepted, advance on previous traditions that 

requires a far fuller discussion and offers fertile ground for comparative research in Aurovilleôs 

tertiary research infrastructure as we discuss in Part III.E. We present a brief summary of Sri 

Aurobindoôs view, as a response to world-denying, ascetic or illusionistic traditions (we use 

these words loosely and interchangeably), insofar as it informs Aurovilleôs material works. 

 

iv. Advance on Previous Traditions 

 

If the telos of the soulôs material embodiment, howsoever occasioned, is a liberation, or escape, 

into its pre-existent freedom in the Divine sachchidǕnanda: this leaves both the original 

purpose of the material manifestation and its subsequent status post universal salvation 

unexplained. Sri Aurobindo formulates the problem as follows:  

If his inexorable removal through the very act of illumination is the law, then the world 

is condemned to remain eternally the scene of unredeemed darkness, death and 

suffering. And such a world can only be a ruthless ordeal é53 

In placing past ascetic traditions, with their noble and mighty realizations (not to be cast aside 

easily), in his crosshairs, he pushes this point further:  

It is so that ascetic philosophy tends to conceive it. But individual salvation can have 

no real sense if existence in the cosmos is itself an illusion. In the Monistic view the 

individual soul is one with the Supreme, its sense of separateness an ignorance, escape 

from the sense of separateness and identity with the Supreme its salvation. But who then 

proýts by this escape? Not the supreme Self, for it is supposed to be always and 

inalienably free, still, silent, pure. Not the world, for that remains constantly in the 

bondage and is not freed by the escape of any individual soul from the universal Illusion. 

It is the individual soul itself which effects its supreme good by escaping from the 

sorrow and the division into the peace and the bliss.54 

 
51 This graded ascent through the Higher Mind, Illumined Mind, Intuitive Mind and Overmind is carefully 

detailed by Sri Aurobindo. This is beyond our scope here, but as we note in Part III, the graded scheme is 

relevant to anchor discussions on realizing the Supramental ideal to avoid a rash leap.  
52 See, the opening dynamic between the ómaterialist denialô and the órefusal of the asceticô in Sri Aurobindo, 

CWSA, Vols. 21-22, 1997, 8-28. 
53 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 21-22, 1997, 43. 
54 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 21-22, 1997, 43.  
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Simply put, spiritual profit in such an óescapeô is gained neither by the Absolute nor the world, 

but only, it at all, by the individual soul. But this too is unappealing, for immutable soul 

remains, by definition, unchanged by its descent and participation in the world, and thus only 

occasions needless suffering for our ego-selves: óFor my part, I think I have a right to insist on 

God giving Himself to me in the world as well as out of it. Why did He make it at all, if He 

wanted to escape that obligation?ô55 

Sri Aurobindoôs writing on this point is emphatic and characteristically piercing: he equates 

such a non-life-affirming view to óé the laws of a cosmic madhouseô.56 He notes:  

é so long as we are mad and have to remain in the madhouse, we are perforce subject 

to its rules and we must make, according to our temperament, the best or worst of them, 

but always our proper aim is to get cured of our insanity and depart into light and truth 

and freedom. Whatever mitigations may be made in the severity of this logic, whatever 

concessions validating life and personality for the time being, yet from this view-point 

the true law of living must whatever rule can help us soonest to get back to self-

knowledge é the true ideal must be an extinction of the individual and the universal, a 

self-annulment in the absolute.57  

Thus, Sri Aurobindo argues that if our óproper aimô is to depart, or more evocatively, óget cured 

from this insanityô of the embodied manifestation, such that liberation implies an extinction of 

the individual into the Absolute, then our suffering remains insufficiently explained. 58 

Following the train of his thought, if ówe é supposeô, as many accounts do, a ópreterrestrial 

existence of the soul, a fall or descent into matter and a reascension into celestial beingô, we 

shall ósee in it a place of ordeal, a field of development éô, where óthrough a protracted series 

of births é it [the soul] is destined to reascent at last into the proper plane of the Divine Being 

and there enjoy an eternal proximity and communion.ô59 This idea of the soulôs ósojourn on 

earth as a temporary passage or a department from its highest eternal nature and of a heaven 

beyond as its proper habitationô leads us, in Sri Aurobindoôs view to an world-view that 

óemphasi[zes] é the development of the ethical and spirit being as the mean of ascension and 

therefore the one proper business of life in this world of matter.ô 60 This however translates into 

an óescapeô from óthe meaningless tangle of phenomenal lifeô as the ósole rationalô option 

available to us such that ówe need é to give up the bodily life to attain to the é spiritualô.  

Taking this to its logical conclusion, if the telos of the soulôs material embodiment is a 

liberation, or escape, into its pre-existent freedom in the Divine sachchidǕnanda, this leaves 

both the original purpose of the material manifestation and its subsequent status post universal 

salvation unexplained. Sri Aurobindo paints the darkness at the end of this tunnel:  

If his inexorable removal through the very act of illumination is the law, then the world 

is condemned to remain eternally the scene of unredeemed darkness, death and 

suffering. And such a world can only be a ruthless ordeal é61 

 
55 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vol. 12, 1997, 483. 
56 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 21-22, 1997, 694.  
57 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 21-22, 1997, 694-5.  
58 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 21-22, 1997, 694.  
59 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 21-22, 1997, 699. 
60 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 21-22, 1997, 700. 
61 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 21-22, 1997, 43.  
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As a response to this view, his panentheistic and life-affirming (óintegralô) conclusion 

culminating in a descent of the Supramental, not only the ascent of the soul, thus follows: 

é mortal existence can have no base unless we recognise not only eternal Spirit as the 

inhabitant of this bodily mansion, the wearer of this mutable robe, but accept Matter of 

which it is made, as a fit and noble material out of which He weaves constantly His 

garbs, builds recurrently the unending series of His mansions.62 

Similarly, Mother notes:  

The old spirituality was an escape from life into the divine Reality, leaving the world 

just where it was, as it was; whereas our new vision, on the contrary, is a divinisation 

of life, a transformation of the material world into a divine world.63 

In doing so, Sri Aurobindo and Mother attempt to reconcile the old warring enemies, matter 

and spirit, the órefusal of the asceticô and the ódenial of the materialistô, each claiming universal 

dominion to the exclusion of the other. For long, a schismatic divide that put one to a terrible 

choice, between a life devoted to God and to the world, was de rigeur: óHe who would turn to 

God, must leave the world; He who would live in the Spirit, must give up lifeô.64 In synthesizing 

this false yet, for eminently good reasons, persistent dichotomy, Sri Aurobindo and Motherôs 

Integral Yoga charts a new terrain. There is perhaps no better call to this óadventure of 

consciousnessô than Motherôs message of 21st August, 1957, a few years before she set upon 

the journey to realize Auroville:  

 

We are now witnessing the birth of a new world; it is very young, very weak ï not in 

its essence but in its outer manifestation ï not yet recognised, not even felt, denied by 

the majority. But it is here. It is here, making an effort to grow, absolutely sure of the 

result. But the road to it is a completely new road which has never before been traced 

out ï nobody has gone there, nobody has done that. It is a beginning, a universal 

beginning. So, it is an absolutely unexpected and unpredictable adventure. There are 

people who love adventure. It is these I call, and I tell them this: óI invite you to the 

great adventure.ô  

 

It is not a question of repeating spiritually what others have done before us, for our 

adventure begins beyond that. It is a question of a new creation, entirely new, with all 

the unforeseen events, the risks, the hazards it entails ï a real adventure, whose goal 

is certain victory, but the road to which is unknown and must be traced out step by 

step in the unexplored.65 

 

v. Caution on Prematurity  

 

While the descent of the Supramental is the end goal of evolution in Sri Aurobindo and 

Motherôs vision, and indeed Aurovilleôs foundational ideal and final destination, it is important 

to emphasize the long, arduous and persistent effort that precedes this stage. We encountered 

 
62 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 21-22, 1997, 8.  
63 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 63.  
64 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 33-34, 1997, 661. This has serious implications for practice, see, Mother, CWM, 

2002, Vol. 4, 358-9. 
65 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 64-5.  
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in several conversations a discussion of the Supramental being or the Gnostic society as 

Aurovilleôs ideal, yet with an under-emphasizing of the prior steps. These, we must underscore, 

are epochal events in the truest sense of the term ï their implications may be easily stated in 

intellectual terms or romantically eulogized in high prose, yet their true meaning at the level of 

realization, of experience, is momentous.66 They require a mighty labour, one that demands 

utter sincerity, a ruthless purification of desire and complex webs of the self and an entire and 

unreserved surrender amidst the fulness and intensity of life ï the complex and daring journey 

of Savitri: 

 

All Natureôs recondite spaces were stripped bare,  

All her dim crypts and corners searched with fire  

Where refugee instincts and unshaped revolts  

Could shelter find in darknessô sanctuary  

Against the white purity of heavenôs cleansing flame. 

 

é 

Then lest a human cry should spoil the Truth  

He tore desire up from its bleeding roots  

And offered to the gods the vacant place.67 

 

This is important to state in such terms to avoid an alluring yet dangerously premature rhetoric 

in the public sphere: as Sri Aurobindo repeatedly counselled, great caution must be had against 

a bypassing of careful and rigorous mental, vital and physical development ï in itself a great 

task ï which in time leads to a psychic touch, growth and finally emergence, progressively 

illumining the instrumental nature, all of which in turn forms the basis for the later, and higher, 

spiritual and finally, in the culminating movement, Supramental realization.68 Each stage is an 

óunavoidable preparationô for the next.69 For example, he notes:  

 

The aspiration for the supramental would be premature. What you have to aspire for 

is for the psychic change and the spiritual change of the whole being ï which is the 

necessary condition before one can even think of the supramental.  

To want to be a superman is a mistake, it only swells the ego.  

One can aspire for the Divine to bring about the supramental transformation, but that 

also should not be done till the being has become psychic and spiritualised by the 

descent of the Motherôs peace, force, light and purity.70 

But if any shadow of egoism falls over this endeavour [the Divine sangha or 

community], then the Sangha will change into a sect. The idea may very naturally 

 
66 This is as crucial as it is subtle a point that requires a detailed treatment beyond the scope of our study here ï 

indeed, the advent of the new species, the Supramental or intermediary being, is a matter to be dealt with and 

spoken of with extreme care and due weight. See, See, Griffiths and Sethna, 2004, 32.  
67 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 33-34, 1997, 317-8. 
68 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vol. 29, 1997, 207-8. This is a naturally a quick and superficial description of a 

complex inner movement ï our purpose here is simply to register the depth and moment of the task at hand, 

rather than enter the complexity of the terrain.  
69 Griffiths and Sethna, 2004, 73.  
70 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 29, 56-7.  
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creep in that such and such a body is the one true Sangha of the future, the one and 

only centre, that all else must be its circumference, and that those outside its limits 

are not of the fold or even if they are, have gone astray, because they think differently. 

[a point of note in Auroville insofar as an exceptionalist self-definition results, as we 

discuss in Part IV.E].71  

The triple labour of aspiration, rejection and surrender, the silencing of the mind and the 

vital, an opening to the physic touch and the complex line of movements that accompany 

the long and minute discipline ï the subject of the Synthesis of Yoga, discussed in Sri 

Aurobindoôs Letters on Yoga and Motherôs works ï thus precede any attempt at, or we 

may suggest, even talk of the exalted Supramental. A ólarge and strong equanimityô, a 

ócalm, peace and surrenderô, are the ótrue foundationô, absent which, óall these 

óexperimentsô of yoursô, Sri Aurobindo once reminded a disciple, óare founded upon the 

vital nature and the mind in connection with itô. 72 óWorking on this foundationô, he said, 

óthere is no security against falsehood and fundamental error.ô73 Similarly, absent a 

sufficient base of purification and development of the personality, as Mother repeatedly 

noted, the risk of the expansive tendencies of the ego disguising themselves in a spiritual 

ideal are all too real.  

There are those who pretend that all they want is to serve the Divine but the ego rests 

ógros ï gros ï grosô (big-big-big).74 

Indeed, Motherôs blunt remarks on this issue in relation to some early members of the 

community are striking: 

They donôt understand a thing. Even in Auroville theyôre like that, they donôt 

understand é they come here without experience, without knowledge, without 

preparation, and they think they are going to realise the Supermind right away é Itôs 

really pathetic.75 

Havenôt I already said that the Aurovilians have to work according to the supramental 

discipline?  

[S.: Yes, Mother, but they say that regular work is not the supramental way.]  

Do they know the supramental?  

[S.: One doesnôt know, even the illumined mind, but pretends about the supramental] 

é Those who want to obey their ego and satisfy all their desires belong to a sub-

humanity and have no place here. They must return to the world which is their true 

place é As long as they have desires, they are not true Aurovilians.76 

The height of the supramental ideal must thus be preceded by a long and patient climb ï the 

ótraveller of the world-stairsô ï through the path of works, knowledge and love to transform 

 
71 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 27 (emphasis ours).  
72 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 28, 573. See generally, Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 29, 162, passim.  
73 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 28, 573 (emphasis ours). 
74 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 246.  
75 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 234.  
76 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 429, 436.  
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desire, illumine the mind and all that lies beyond. The óprincipal conditionô of the yoga of óself-

perfectionô, Sri Aurobindo notes, are: 

 

é will, self-watching and self-knowledge and a constant practice, abhyǕsa, of self-

modification and transformation. The Purusha has that capacity; for the spirit within 

can always change and perfect the working of its nature. But the mental being must 

open the way by a clear and a watchful introspection, an opening of itself to a 

searching and subtle self-knowledge which will give it the understanding and to an 

increasing extent the mastery of its natural instruments, a vigilant and insistent will 

of self-modification and self-transformation ð for to that will the Prakriti must with 

whatever difficulty and whatever initial or prolonged resistance eventually respond, 

ð and an unfailing practice which will constantly reject all defect and perversion and 

replace it by right state and a right and enhanced working. Askesis, tapasya, patience 

and faithfulness and rectitude of knowledge and will are the things required until a 

greater Power than our mental selves directly intervenes to effect a more easy and 

rapid transformation.77 

 

Accordingly, as we note in Section IV.A in reference to existing institutional practices, a 

premature leapfrog in the name of a óDivine anarchyô carries the risk of its precise opposite, 

human anarchy, a óvital subjectivismô in the name of spiritual seeking. It also bears mentioning 

here that the perhaps natural tendency to pietistically repeat Mother and Sri Aurobindoôs words, 

or the goal to which they point, is, in the least, unhelpful and in the extreme, deceptive. As we 

briefly discuss in Part IV.E, it is experience ï neither belief and pious repetition, nor emotional 

and mental óbubblingô, as Mother once called it, couched in spiritual terms ï that in the end 

alone matters. This is a subject that demands much greater attention and detail ï indeed it is 

the very core of the practice of Aurovilleôs communal yoga that cannot be subject to easy, quick 

or generic inquiry; yet we may only register the caution here that speaking of the Supramental 

yoga or Gnostic being or society, while alluring and noble, ought to be carefully weighed. As 

Mother wisely counselled, ólittle by little it will be revealed to us é and meanwhile, the best 

course is to consecrate oneself entirely to the Divine.ô78 

 

vi. Caution on Rejection 

 

While Sri Aurobindo and Motherôs distinct advance on previous traditions sets them apart, it is 

not mutually exclusive with them. It is particularly importantly here to clarify the placement of 

the Integral Yoga with previous spiritual paths, as the records at times indicate an unhealthy 

dismissal of ówhat others are doing.ô79 As Sri Aurobindo emphasized, caution must be had with 

an easy exceptionalism or superiority. Insofar as other traditions go, the path of the Integral 

Yoga is not inconsistent with other spiritual disciplines. As Sri Aurobindo notes, with a broad 

sweep of references to a range of traditions, that this project ï notably, the Divineôs project, not 

his personal sectarian project ï was anticipated by past thought:  

 
77 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 23-24, 739; see, 732-739 for a detailed discussion.  
78 Mother, 1970, para. 6.  
79 This applied both to other spiritual paths and the óordinaryô life elsewhere, a not uncommon refrain in the 

records and our interviews.  
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It is a keen sense of this possibility which has taken different shapes and persisted 

through the centuries, ð the perfectibility of man, the perfectibility of society, the 

Alwarôs vision of the descent of Vishnu and the Gods upon earth, the reign of the saints 

é the city of God, the millennium, the new heaven and earth of the Apocalypse.80  

Sri Aurobindo does not reject the lofty ascetic realizations ï the contrary, as we noted above, 

he considers them the foundation of his yoga. Rather, he considers them partial, óhalf (though 

exalted) Knowledgeô: 

Ignorance means Avidya, the separative consciousness and the egoistic mind and life 

that flow from it and all that is natural to the separative consciousness and the egoistic 

mind and life. This Ignorance is the result of a movement by which the cosmic 

Intelligence separated itself from the light of the Supermind (the divine Gnosis) and 

lost the Truth, ï truth of being, truth of divine consciousness, truth of force and action, 

truth of Ananda. As a result, instead of a world of integral truth and divine harmony 

created in the light of the divine Gnosis, we have a world founded on the part truths 

of an inferior cosmic Intelligence in which all is half-truth, half-error. It is this that 

some of the ancient thinkers like Shankara, not perceiving the greater Truth-Force 

behind, stigmatised as Maya and thought to be the highest creative power of the 

Divine. All in the consciousness of this creation is either limited or else perverted by 

separation from the integral Light; even the Truth it perceives is only a half-

knowledge.81 

Given the place previous spiritual disciplines occupy in his own project, Sri Aurobindo 

repeatedly emphasizes that they are worthy of deep reverence and not to be cast aside. He calls 

ódepreciation of the old Yogas as something quite é worthless and evidently absurd on the 

face it.ô82 In a letter dated 13 April, 1936, he responds emphatically to a discipleôs comment 

that the óold yogas stopped short at self-realization, which is not a very difficult stageô:   

Wonderful! The realisation of the Self which includes the liberation from ego, the 

consciousness of the One in all, the established and consummated transcendence out of 

the universal Ignorance, the fixity of the consciousness in the union with the Highest, 

the Infinite and Eternal is not anything worth doing or recommending to anybody ð is 

ónot a very difficult stageô! 

From where did you get this singular attitude towards the old Yogas and Yogis? Is the 

wisdom of the Vedanta and Tantra a small and trifling thing? I have said that this Yoga 

was ónewô because it aims at a change in this world and not only beyond it and at a 

supramental realisation. But how does that justify a superior contempt for the spiritual 

realisation which is as much the aim of this Yoga as of any other?83 

He goes on to note the affinities between his thought and past spiritual practice:  

I know very well also that there have been seemingly allied ideals and anticipations ð 

the perfectibility of the race, certain Tantric sadhanas, the effort after a complete 

 
80 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 21-22, 1997, 503.  
81 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 28-31, 1997, 451. 
82 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 28-31, 1997, 415.  
83 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 28-31, 1997, 415-6 (emphasis ours). 
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physical Siddhi by certain schools of Yoga, etc. etc. I have alluded to these things myself 

and have put forth the view that the spiritual past of the race has been a preparation of 

Nature not merely for attaining to the Divine beyond the world, but also for the very 

step forward which the evolution of the earth-consciousness has now to make. 

 

But óthese intuitions,ô he notes, ólacked a basis of assured knowledge.ô Had óI é found this 

method or anything like it in its totality proposed or realised in the old Yogas,ô Sri Aurobindo 

says,  

I should not have wasted my time in hewing out a road and in thirty years of search and 

inner creation when I could have hastened home safely to my goal in an easy canter 

over paths already blazed out, laid down, perfectly mapped, macadamised, made secure 

and public.   

I have never said that my Yoga was brand new in all its elements. I have called it the 

integral Yoga and that means that it takes up the essence and many procedures of the 

old Yogas ð its newness is in its aim, standpoint and the totality of its method é There 

is nothing in it that distinguishes it from the old Yogas except the aim underlying its 

comprehensiveness, the spirit in its movements and the ultimate significance it keeps 

before it é84 

Sri Aurobindo thus does not resist the realizations of earlier spiritual traditions, but only the 

claim of finality that is attached to them.85 The ófinal sense of the earth evolutionô must instead 

trace the involutionary logic of Vedanta to its conclusion: the evolution, or emergence, of the 

self-concealed Spirit in Matter through the descent of the Supramental ï in other words, a yet 

unachieved integral panentheism, where the Divine is in and of the world, in matter, and not a 

supracosmic creator outside it or one to which the soul must return by salvation: 

As there has been established on earth a mental Consciousness and Power which shapes 

a race of mental beings and takes up into itself all of earthly nature that is ready for the 

change, so now there will be established on earth a gnostic Consciousness and Power 

which will shape a race of gnostic spiritual beings and take up into itself all of earth-

nature that is ready for this new transformation.86 

This open and welcoming orientation to other traditions, spiritual and temporal, is 

encapsulated in Motherôs call:  

Auroville wants to be the bridge between the past and the future. Taking advantage 

of all discoveries... All discoveries, you know: philosophical, spiritual, moral, 

scientific, all ï taking advantage of the past ... of all discoveries from without and 

from within, it wants to boldly spring towards future realizations.87   

 

 
84 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 28-31, 1997, 401-2.  
85 For a discussion on the practical implications of this idea, a renunciation of life for personal salvation as 

opposed to earthly realization, see, Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 23-24, 324-8.  
86 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 21-22, 1997, 1002. Amal Kiranôs incisive short exchange on the uniqueness of 

Sri Aurobindoôs yoga in comparison with previous traditions serves to clarify this issue. See, Griffiths and 

Sethna, 2004, 32-4, 8-14, passim. Amal Kiranôs voluminous output in general offers fertile ground for research 

in Auroville, that we hope may be taken up in time.  
87 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 241.  



 

25 

 

This subject naturally merits a far deeper examination, yet the essential push to inclusivism 

and openness towards other traditions, and a rejection of easy exceptionalism or 

superiority, is important to place at the fore. 

 

vii. Auroville in Perspective 

 

This all too brief reconstruction of Sri Aurobindoôs thought is necessary to place Aurovilleôs 

establishment in a broad historical and philosophical perspective. In a sense, historically, the 

idea of Auroville does not begin with the óA Dreamô in 1954, or the 1968 Charter, nor is it 

simply a reaction to the environmental and economic crises of the time. Rather, Auroville is 

envisioned as the playground for the manifestation of the evolutionary spiritual impulse in 

matter, of which the long ópast é has been a preparation.ô88 This long time-scale grounds the 

ideal of Auroville, against which its progress is to be measured, and offers a stable framework 

to guard against reactionary developments to temporary stresses and shifts of the day. And 

philosophically, as Mother noted, Auroville is a place for the practice of Sri Aurobindoôs life-

affirming Integral Yoga. The panentheistic foundation of the discipline thus mandates that all 

activities be taken up and represented in the collective, without shrinking, and equally, that a 

public culture support a seeking engagement with the discipline. Particularly, general 

references to ógrowth of consciousnessô or óinner workô, common in our conversations, must 

be informed by Sri Aurobindo and Motherôs careful deconstruction of the vast landscape that 

falls within those phrases. Collectively speaking, Aurovilleôs social charter is detailed in Sri 

Aurobindoôs description of the óadvent of the spiritual ageô in The Human Cycle, the 

evolutionary culmination of a concentrated and integral movement ï in politics, art, urban 

planning, education, ethics, philosophy, commerce and industry and all provinces of human 

life ï to embody the progressive descent of the Spirit.89 This ódynamic re-creation of the 

individual manhood in the spiritual typeô, in a collective and life-affirming urban setting, is the 

ideal of Auroville, no less daunting than it is extraordinary.90 Auroville, in this perspective, is 

a place for advanced research works, advancing upon and integrating the previous and 

necessary stages in the cycle, from which one has already graduated after a full play of life, to 

be a leader in the march to the New Creation, yet to be born and indeed, incredulous to most. 

In the final analysis, it is this ósupreme and difficult labourô, a manifestation of the Divine in 

all spheres of collective life, that Auroville is to engage and against which its value and success 

is to be measured.91 If Sri Aurobindoôs integral panentheism is to be proven true, Auroville 

cannot but then accept any and all challenges to an effective manifestation, to make real that 

ófar-off promiseô of the unveiling of the óunseen and unguessedô Spirit here and now, as a guide 

to collectives elsewhere.92 

 

In the context of Auroville, this yoga is translated ï in the spirit of the famous epigram to the 

Synthesis of Yoga, óall life is yogaô ï into the four essential aspects of the Divineôs 

 
88 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 21-22, 1997, 1096.  
89 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 261-277.  
90 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 262.  
91 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 267.  
92 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 269.  
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manifestation, which encompass all areas of activity: Wisdom (maheshwari), Strength 

(mahakali), Harmony (mahalakshmi) and Perfection (mahasaraswati). Each principle is in turn 

manifested in the spatial context of the city-plan in Motherôs vision discussed below such that 

the material task of city-building, in all its tangible and intangible measures, is a space for the 

expression of the highest spirit in material form. As we discuss below, this belies any distinction 

between ócity-buildingô and óman-buildingô, a rhetorical divide that has hampered action.  

 

*  
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C. A COMMITMENT TO COLLECTIVE YOGA AND PROGRESSIVE FRATERNITY 

The second cornerstone of Sri Aurobindo and Motherôs thought is a recognition of the 

collective yoga, a communal, and not only individual, ascension to the Spirit. As Sri Aurobindo 

notes:   

It is true that the spiritual tendency has been to look more beyond life than towards 

life. It is true also that the spiritual change has been individual and not collective; its 

result has been successful in the man, but unsuccessful or only indirectly operative in 

the human mass. The spiritual evolution of Nature is still in process and incomplete, 

ï one might almost say, still only beginning, ï and its main preoccupation has been 

to affirm and develop a basis of spiritual consciousness and knowledge and to create 

more and more a foundation or formation for the vision of that which is eternal in the 

truth of the spirit. It is only when Nature has fully confirmed this intensive evolution 

and formation through the individual that anything radical of an expanding or 

dynamically diffusive character can be expected or any attempt at collective spiritual 

life, ï such attempts have been made, but mostly as a field of protection for the growth 

of the individualôs spirituality, ï acquire a successful permanence é93 

This dynamic of the tension between the development of a collective and individual life is 

explored at length in Sri Aurobindoôs Human Cycle and The Ideal of Human Unity. In these 

works, Sri Aurobindo presents a novel application of his Vedantic scheme to problems of 

collective organization. As such, they provide a detailed roadmap for Auroville. While time 

and space limit a detailed study, a brief reconstruction is helpful to understand the vision, and 

for our discussion of Aurovilleôs governance in Part III.94 A close and careful mapping of 

Aurovilleôs current evolution and current state to the Human Cycle and Ideal of Human Unity 

is an important and urgent research project ï it is yet un-attempted, or at least unwritten, to the 

best of our knowledge. The practical design of governance systems in Auroville can be 

helpfully anchored in this exercise. 

i. The Scheme of Political Vedantism 

Sri Aurobindoôs discussion charts a teleological progression of societies in time, from what he 

calls the ósymbolicô age to the ótypalô and óconventionalô ages, and finally, to the óage of reasonô 

and the óage of spiritualityô. Each stage has its characteristic forms of organization between the 

individual and the collective.95 In delineating these stages, Sri Aurobindo employs the sǕἄkhya 

theory of the three gunas or psychological modes, to relate the socio-political movements to 

the underlying spiritual evolution. This would again require a fuller discussion than we can 

offer here, yet the outline is relevant to understand the dynamics in Auroville and anticipate 

future movements.96  

 
93 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 21-22, 1997, 918.  
94 For helpful introductions, see, Chikermane and Ganguli, 2022, Chs. 20-21.  
95 See, Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 5-34; 102-123, 182-231; CWSA, 1997, Vol. 17, 285-299. Sri 

Aurobindoôs intricate discussion on this point, which we outline below, ties to long-standing debates between 

óliberalsô and ócommunitariansô, a literature with which comparative research in Auroville can be helpful. See, 

for example, Sandel (ed.), 1984; Taylor, 1985, Vol. 2, 181-203; MacIntyre, 1984; Guttmann, 1985.  
96 See, for a perceptive reconstruction of Sri Aurobindoôs óPolitical Vedantismô, Varma, 1957.  
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Briefly, Sri Aurobindo argues that the rise of democracy and individualism reflects a growing 

evolution of the rajasic or kinetic, óvitalô and enterprising psychological modality that demands 

individual freedom and growth. This itself evolves from the tamasic or inertia-laden modality 

that grounded an early-stage conservatism where the individual was subjected to the group and 

variation was discouraged, typified in the rigid strictures of the caste system, or status-based 

hierarchies elsewhere. The tamasic mode is useful for its stability and ordered production, but 

impinges on the development of the individual as the creative nodus of society, where each is 

dictated by her own unique inner law; instead, it holds them to conventions that place each in 

a customarily ordered hierarchy. This liberating tendency of the rajasic mode leads to a conflict 

of individuals, striving to emerge from pre-ordered hierarchies with each vying for a convenient 

distributive pattern. Rajas is not only enterprise and dynamism, but also power. The 

competitiveness and struggle that democratic and economic set ups are often bound up in, often 

through a right-based óordered conflictô, is a characteristic feature of this rajasic temper, that 

works through competing desire-satisfaction and an as yet unenlightened and partial reason 

which seeks to universalize its particular orientations. For example, Sri Aurobindo notes:  

The individualistic democratic ideal brings us at first in actual practice to the more and 

more precarious rule of a dominant class in the name of democracy over the ignorant, 

numerous and less fortunate mass. Secondly, since the ideal of freedom and equality is 

abroad and cannot any longer be stifled, it must lead to the increasing effort of the 

exploited masses to assert their down-trodden right and to turn, if they can, this pseudo 

democratic falsehood into the real democratic truth; therefore, to a war of classes. 

Thirdly, it develops inevitably as part of its process a perpetual strife of parties, at first 

few and simple in composition, but afterwards as at the present time an impotent and 

sterilising chaos of names, labels, programmes, war-cries. All lift the banner of 

conflicting ideas or ideals, but all are really fighting out under that flag a battle of 

conflicting interests. Finally, individualistic democratic freedom results fatally in an 

increasing stress of competition which replaces the ordered tyrannies of the infrarational 

periods of humanity by a sort of ordered conflict. And this conflict ends in the survival 

not of the spiritually, rationally or physically fittest, but of the most fortunate and vitally 

successful. It is evident enough that, whatever else it may be, this is not a rational order 

of society; it is not at all the perfection which the individualistic reason of man had 

contemplated as its ideal or set out to accomplish.97 

 

This is so until the sattvik modality, or the force of harmony, poise and freedom, emerges in 

our evolution, leading finally to the urge of transcendence in later stages. This sattvik, and 

spiritual, principle carries the power to purify and integrate our turbid and complex natures, 

culminating in a harmonious ordering of conflicting claims of individual freedom. Thus, Sri 

Aurobindo looks to collectivize the psycho-spiritual insight of the sǕἄkhya gunas, justified by 

an appeal to empiricism and not belief, to render an incisive political psychology. In doing so, 

he reintroduces a teleological reding of politics and arrives at the claim that our inner evolution 

dictates political structures, not visa-versa.  

 

  

 
97 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vol. 25, 1997, 197. 
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ii. Perfection of Democratic Systems in Philosophic or Spiritual Anarchism 

 

In this scheme of socio-political evolution, Sri Aurobindo identifies three successive stages of 

growth, each reflected in Aurovilleôs current setup as we discuss in Parts III and IV: first in a 

democratic stage, in its individualistic and second, socialistic modes, and third, in the 

consummating ideal, a óphilosophicô or óspiritual anarchismô: 

 

If we may judge from the modern movement, the progress of the reason as a social 

renovator and creator, if not interrupted in its course, would be destined to pass 

through three successive stages which are the very logic of its growth, the first 

individualistic and increasingly democratic with liberty for its principle, the second 

socialistic, in the end perhaps a governmental communism with equality and the State 

for its principle, the third ð if that ever gets beyond the stage of theory ð anarchistic 

in the higher sense of that much-abused word, either a loose voluntary cooperation or 

a free communalism with brotherhood or comradeship and not government for its 

principle. It is in the transition to its third and consummating stage, if or whenever 

that comes, that the power and sufficiency of the reason will be tested; it will then be 

seen whether the reason can really be the master of our nature, solve the problems of 

our interrelated and conflicting egoisms and bring about within itself a perfect 

principle of society or must give way to a higher guide. For till this third stage has its 

trial, it is Force that in the last resort really governs. Reason only gives to Force the 

plan of its action and a system to administer.98  

For Sri Aurobindo, the stress on individual liberty, as a reaction to the typal and conventional 

modes of organization, is proper and yet limited: either (i) in its tendency to create oligarchic 

minorities (that hold the majority in sway) and thus to recreate the infra-rational, status-based 

ordering of the conventional age in a disguised rationalism,99 or (ii) in resulting in the ótyranny 

of the majorityô restricting minority rights, or (iii) in its excesses of competitive relationships, 

demonstrated at times in market arrangements. In each case, the collective impulse exerts a 

pressure to introduce a measure of equality. This too is proper yet limited: in its tendency to 

either unduly restrain liberty and expression, or create a cumbersome and ineffective 

organization centralized in a regulatory authority. This constant tussle between the freedom 

demanded by the individual ego and unity demanded by the corporate ego, subject to careful 

examination in his works, is central to the problem of collective organization in Auroville: 

In the relations between the individual and the group, this constant tendency of Nature 

appears as the strife between two equally deep-rooted human tendencies, 

individualism and collectivism. On one side is the engrossing authority, perfection 

and development of the State, on the other the distinctive freedom, perfection and 

development of the individual man. The State idea, the small or the vast living 

machine, and the human idea, the more and more distinct and luminous Person, the 

 
98 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vol. 25, 1997, 193.  
99 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 210, bluntly captures this dynamic, a concern as we note later in 

relation to Working Groups in Auroville: óSince that is so, government by the organised State must mean always 

government by a number of individuals, whether that number be in theory the minority or the majority makes in 

the end little fundamental difference. For even when it is the majority that nominally governs, in fact it is always 

the reason and will of a comparatively few effective men and not really any common reason and will of all that 

rules and regulates things with the consent of the half-hypnotised mass.ô  
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increasing God, stand in perpetual opposition. The size of the State makes no 

difference to the essence of the struggle and need make none to its characteristic 

circumstances. It was the family, the tribe or the city, the polis; it became the clan, the 

caste and the class, the kula, the gens. It is now the nation. Tomorrow or the day after 

it may be all mankind. But even then the question will remain poised between man 

and humanity, between the self-liberating Person and the engrossing collectivity.100 

The democratic conception, whether in its individualist or communitarian forms, offers a 

marked development from the infra-rational or conventional stage. And yet, Sri Aurobindo 

notes, óthe pity of é this excellent theoryô is that it is ósure to stumble over a discrepancy 

between its set ideas and the actual facts of human nature,ô the ódouble soulô of man discussed 

in Part I above, namely the surface desire-self and the deeper psychic-self.101 

The expansive tendency of the desire-self ï only partially enlightened by reason ï brings us at 

first, by the mechanism of individualistic democratic forms, to a ómore and more precarious 

rule of a dominant class in the name of democracy over the ignorant, numerous and less 

fortunate mass.ô102 The universalism of reason ómeans in practice the fettering and 

misapplication of reason degraded into a servant of power to maintain the ruling class and 

justify the existing orderô. This oligarchic tendency, he notes, is unsustainable ósince the ideal 

of freedom and equality é cannot any longer be stifledô; the ópseudo-democratic falsehoodô, 

of representation and participation in name but not in substance, must translate into óthe real 

democratic truthô, not likely by voluntary abdication of power by the conventional elite, but by 

a ówar of classes.ô This ówarô of assertion, contained often within a rights-based framework, 

further  

develops a perpetual strife of parties é an increasing stress of competition which 

replaces the ordered tyrannies of the infra-rational periods of humanity by a sort of 

ordered conflict.103  

Thus, the idea of equal liberty of all, or democratic idealism, falls short, resulting often in the 

rule of an oligarchical minority or a competitive conflict. This, in Sri Aurobindoôs view, is 

because the ódefect from which all this imperfection springsô is manôs double nature ï a 

constant tussle between the óanimal nature of the vital and physical beingô and the higher nature 

of his spiritual being, mediated by the half-enlightening voice of his reason.104 As we discuss 

in Part III, each of these are useful cautions for Aurovilleôs governance. 

This tension leads to the birth of a third idea, that of anarchism: a free and spontaneous 

brotherhood, allowing each the space to pursue her equal liberty and creative expression in a 

harmonious whole without external imposition, either through a governmental system or 

otherwise. Here, the individual soul and the ógroup-soulô ï Sri Aurobindoôs distinct addition to 

the intellectual landscape, which we discuss below ï mingle freely in an óideal law of social 

developmentô:  

 
100 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vol. 25, 1997, 291.  
101 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vol. 25, 1997, 209.  
102 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vol. 25, 1997, 197-8.  
103 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vol. 25, 1997, 197-8. 
104 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vol. 25, 1997, 234-5. 
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Freedom and harmony express the two necessary principles of variation and oneness, 

ð freedom of the individual, the group, the race, coordinated harmony of the 

individualôs forces and of the efforts of all individuals in the group, of all groups in 

the race, of all races in the kind, ð and these are the two conditions of healthy 

progression and successful arrival. To realise them and to combine them has been the 

obscure or half-enlightened effort of mankind throughout its history, ð a task 

difficult indeed and too imperfectly seen and too clumsily and mechanically pursued 

by the reason and desires to be satisfactorily achieved until man grows by self-

knowledge and self-mastery to the possession of a spiritual and psychical unity with 

his fellow-men.105 

Motherôs repeated emphasis on unity and fellow-feeling in the óDreamô ï particularly in 

resolving differences in the early years between architects as we discuss in Part III.A ï strikes 

a similar chord: 

In short, it would be a place where human relationships, which are normally based 

almost exclusively on competition and strife, would be replaced by relationships of 

emulation in doing well, of collaboration and real brotherhood.106 

This collective ordering ï a realization of the ideals of liberty, equality, and fraternity ï reflects 

the properties of the soul, the psychic being or chaitya purusha, the causal sheath, the higher 

term of evolution, currently cloaked by the mind, life, and body, the three lower terms of 

existence. Leaving details aside for the moment, Mother and Sri Aurobindo echo, in their own 

characteristic temper, an old idea that political institutions without a virtuous life cannot solve 

our collective problems.107 To this, they add an important insight that a rational ordering or 

diffused humanism, though important and still lacking, is insufficient. A supra-rational spiritual 

progression is central to this task, as it ógoes to the root, and deals with the essential of 

conduct.ô108 

Simply put, the ideals of liberty, equality and fraternity are not native properties of the rational, 

reflective man ï they are a shadow aspiring to the greater light of our true nature, the spiritual 

self. They are unrealizable by a collective of rational selves, for the mind-body-life complex, 

the ego, is by its constitution a distorted rendering of the Truth, caught up in bondage and 

separateness, the socio-political result of the involutionary óself-revealingô of the Divine 

currently identified with the incomplete freedom of the ófallen soulô ï expressed through the 

lower terms of a mentalized bodily life ï is incomplete, a óbarriered autarchyô that óexcluded 

lightô, óflaunting its cross of servitude like a crownô, clinging to its óharsh autonomyô.109 So 

long as models of collective organization operate on a rational ordering, discord and unfreedom 

 
105 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vol. 25, 1997, 66. We discuss below the Sri Aurobindoôs further specification of 

group-souls, which is relevant to the ideal of federated organization of the zones, particularly the International 

Zone.  
106 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 51.  
107 The place of institutions and virtues in political life is subject to a longstanding debate. See, for example, 

Waldron, 2012.  
108 Swami Vivekananda, 2006-7, Vol. 5, 200. Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 236 (óThe main failure, the 

root of the whole failure indeed, is that he has not been able to shift upward what we have called the implicit 

will central to his life, the force and assured faith inherent in its main power of action.ô) 
109 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vols. 33-34, 1997, 216. 
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are unintentional but inevitable consequences: óThe whole world yearns after freedom, yet each 

creature is in love with his chains: this is the first paradox and inextricable knot of our 

culture.ô110 

This is a radical, and not lightly accepted, critique and advance of a long and hoary post-

Enlightenment tradition of rationalist political thinking, an area for rich comparative research 

in Auroville.111 If a stable and just political order necessarily requires a collective suprarational 

realization, it is on one hand a stinging critique both of the limits of rationalization and faith-

based orderings, and an epochal advance, if we use that term carefully, pointing the way to an 

as yet invisible future. Aurovilleôs collective yoga, of which governance is one practical 

manifestation, is then tied to testing the validity of this hypothesis ï óin proportion as they 

succeed and to the degree to which they carry this evolution, the yet unrealized potentiality 

which they represent will become an actual possibility of the future.ô112  

iii. The Play and Place of Reason 

The evolutionary step move from the rational to the suprarational is a defining move in Sri 

Aurobindo and Motherôs yoga, as indeed in many authentic spiritual pursuits. Collectively, this 

is reflected in the progressive move from the óage of reason and individualismô, with rajaso-

sattvik democratic systems, to spiritual anarchism, an outer reflection of the collective 

transcendence of the gunas. This move, it bears emphasis, is not anti-rational, a rejection of the 

play of reason, but supra-rational, an illumination of it. Absent the foundation of ordered 

intellectual development, through the labour of an intricate rationalization of the collective, the 

enthusiasm of the supra-rational jump is likely to flounder. As we discuss in Parts III and IV, 

one expression of this rationalization is the professionalization of development works, with 

their characteristic insistence on its insistence on empirical, data-driven and means-end 

optimization. Put another way, an ordered rationalism may rise to illumination or regress into 

a vital subjectivism ï this distinction between irrationalism and supra-rationalism is a key 

dynamic. This process demands a progressive, careful and methodical elevation of mentality, 

not an emotive rejection of it: 

But there has as yet been no long intellectual preparation of a more and more 

dominant thought cast out by the intellectuals of the age to remould the ideas of 

common men, nor has there been any such gathering to a head of the growing revolt 

against present conditions as would make it possible for vast masses of men seized 

by the passion for an ideal and by the hope of a new happiness for mankind to break 

up the present basis of things and construct a new scheme of collective life.113 

On this issue, we were met with several instances, both in our conversations and the records, 

of statements such as, óbut that is too mentalô, ówe must reject the mindô and so on. While 

naturally reason has to be transcended into the supra-rational, it is not to be rejected but 

 
110 Mother, CWM, 2002, Vol. 9, 27.  
111 See, for a survey, Frazer, 2010.  
112 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 261.  
113 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 385. 
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illumined. Statements of this nature must be examined carefully, particularly if it serves as a 

rhetorical device, as seemed to be the case at times, to avoid entering the finer details of a 

problem. 

It is reflected most centrally in the debate between organic and planned development, which 

we consider in Part II, that has resulted in long delays in the preparation of a Detailed 

Development Plan: organicity is not co-terminus with supra-rationalism, and may dangerously 

reflect an irrationalism that avoids the dictates of collective rationalization in an unsystematic 

and disordered development. Importantly, Sri Aurobindo does not reject the play of reason ï 

rather, he locates it as a necessary instrument of gradual transcendence, enlargening 

perceptions and purifying error through the experiences of life to accommodate the conflicting 

demands of individualism and collectivism: 

The reason cannot grasp all truth in its embrace because truth is too infinite for it; but 

still it does grasp the something of it which we immediately need, and its insufficiency 

does not detract from the value of its work, but is rather the measure of its value. For 

man is not intended to grasp the whole truth of his being at once, but to move towards 

it through a succession of experiences and a constant, though not by any means a 

perfectly continuous self enlargement. The first business of reason then is to justify 

and enlighten to him his various experiences and to give him faith and conviction in 

holding on to his self-enlargings. It justifies to him now this, now that, the experience 

of the moment, the receding light of the past, the half-seen vision of the future. Its 

inconstancy, its divisibility against itself, its power of sustaining opposite views are 

the whole secret of its value. It would not do indeed for it to support too conflicting 

views in the same individual, except at moments of awakening and transition, but in 

the collective body of men and in the successions of Time that is its whole business. 

For so man moves towards the infinity of the Truth by the experience of its variety; 

so his reason helps him to build, change, destroy what he has built and prepare a new 

construction, in a word, to progress, grow, enlarge himself in his self-knowledge and 

world-knowledge and their works. The second article of faith of the believer in reason 

is also an error and yet contains a truth. The reason cannot arrive at any final truth 

because it can neither get to the root of things nor embrace the totality of their secrets; 

it deals with the finite, the separate, the limited aggregate, and has no measure for the 

all and the infinite.114  

In this movement, reason stands between the infra-rational and supra rational elements of our 

nature, the two primary motives of life: it disciplines the passions on one hand and aspires to 

that which exceeds it on the other. This intellectual step ï reflected in an appropriate 

centralization of authority with a firm regulatory architecture, a professionalization of Working 

Groups and evidence-led, informed debates in the Residentsô Assembly ï is, in the context of 

Auroville, an important preparatory stage, without which attempts at philosophic or spiritual 

anarchism are dangerously premature. 

This movement of collective reason demands its due. A premature rejection of intellectual 

ordering or ethical self-restraint, until it is replaced by something higher, risks a dangerous 

intermediate stage that may regress back to vitalism, rather than progress forward to the spirit. 

 
114 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 122. 
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In Goetheôs words, óeverything that liberates our mind without at the same time imparting self-

control is pernicious.ô115 Sri Aurobindo articulates this point in his discussion on the necessity 

of social compulsion absent self-regulation:  

For in their first crudeness the infrarational instincts do not correct themselves quite 

voluntarily without the pressure of need and compulsion, but only by the erection of 

a law other than their own which teaches them finally to erect a yet greater law within 

for their own correction and purification. The principle of social compulsion may not 

have been always or perhaps ever used quite wisely, ð it is a law of manôs 

imperfection, imperfect in itself, and must always be imperfect in its method and 

result: but in the earlier stages of his evolution it was clearly inevitable, and until man 

has grown out of the causes of its necessity, he cannot be really ready for the 

anarchistic principle of living.116 

This is an all-important caution whilst designing governance systems for Auroville: the point 

is not to reject rationally ordered regulatory systems, but to illumine them. An understandable 

spiritual romanticism cannot substitute this painstaking task to refine, purify, streamline, 

illumine mundane regulations for planning, approvals, procedurally strong decision-making 

processes, review and monitoring etc. A spiritual culture, in Sri Aurobindoôs evolutionary 

phraseology, is not infra-rational ï resuscitating lost, unencumbered passions or invoking belief 

by reviving past religious formations ï but supra-rational or beyond reason. It aspires to higher 

truths that lie beyond the ken of our intellect, embodied in the mystic core of religion (across 

traditions), yet buried in religious forms of the past that cover the living, experiential truth with 

progressively distant dogma, belief systems and ceremony (the move from the ósymbolicô to 

the ótypalô and finally óconventionalô age).  

Yet, this movement, even if carried to the acme of impartial and disinterested thinking of pure 

reason (a notable advance, still unrealized in the mass in Auroville) is destined to remain 

incomplete, for two reasons, which inspire the further push to supra-rationalism.   

First, reasonôs tussle with the passions leads either to partiality of thought, serving as an 

instrument to justify vital desires, or at best, a temporary submission of life to reason, rather 

than a transformation (óall appearances to the contrary are always a trompe lôoeilô), or in an 

excessive disciplining of the vitality (a common criticism of rationalist strains of political 

thought), it leads to sterility.117 And second, its aspiration to the spiritual, whilst useful as 

philosophical preparation, is limited by its method of dialectical reasoning and can lead, by 

way of attempting to fix the infinite in its own logical terms, to a narrowing down or 

fragmentation of that which exceeds it: 

Nor can reason found a perfect life for man or a perfect society. A purely rational 

human life would be a life baulked and deprived of its most powerful dynamic 

sources; it would be a substitution of the minister for the sovereign. A purely rational 

society could not come into being and, if it could be born, either could not live or 

would sterilise and petrify human existence. The root powers of human life, its 

intimate causes are below, irrational, and they are above, suprarational. But this is 

 
115 Goethe, 1998, 504.   
116 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 217.  
117 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 237. 
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true that by constant enlargement, purification, openness the reason of man is bound 

to arrive at an intelligent sense even of that which is hidden from it, a power of 

passive, yet sympathetic reflection of the Light that surpasses it. Its limit is reached, 

its function is finished when it can say to man, óThere is a Soul, a Self, a God in the 

world and in man who works concealed and all is his self-concealing and gradual 

self-unfolding. His minister I have been, slowly to unseal your eyes, remove the thick 

integuments of your vision until there is only my own luminous veil between you and 

him. Remove that and make the soul of man one in fact and nature with this Divine; 

then you will know yourself, discover the highest and widest law of your being, 

become the possessors or at least the receivers and instruments of a higher will and 

knowledge than mine and lay hold at last on the true secret and the whole sense of a 

human and yet divine living. 

é 

The solution lies not in the reason, but in the soul of man, in its spiritual tendencies. 

It is a spiritual, an inner freedom that can alone create a perfect human order. It is a 

spiritual, a greater than the rational enlightenment that can alone illumine the vital 

nature of man and impose harmony on its self seekings, antagonisms and discords.118 

For Sri Aurobindo, to óovercome the egoism of individualistic life and bring about a perfect 

principle and rational order of society in a harmonious world,ô requires a gradual shift óupwardô 

from rational ordering to a principle higher that reason (a supra-rational, spiritual faculty). 

Reason can and must helpfully purify the vitality through ethical discipline, but only the spirit 

can transform it: 

Life must not be repressed, minimised and mechanised by the arbitrary control of 

reason. Life has greater powers in it which must be given a freer play; for it is they 

alone that evolve and create. On the other hand, it is felt that reason is too analytical, 

too arbitrary, that it falsifies life by its distinctions and set classifications and the fixed 

rules based upon them and that there is some profounder and larger power of 

knowledge, intuition or another, which is more deeply in the secrets of existence.119 

The questioning ódisenchantmentô, to use Weberôs famous phrase, of what Sri Aurobindo called 

the óage of reasonô, is necessary to cast away that detritus, and prepare for a greater re-

enchantment of our lives.120 We arrive from false religion to the true spirit through reason, 

recovering the óoldô, yet eternal, spiritual truth in new forms. It is this inner evolution of 

consciousness that grounds in its collective dimension, a free, equal and fraternal collectivity 

that is reflected in the transition from the age of individualism and reason ï the collective 

manomaya ï to that of the age of subjectivity ï the collective vijnanamaya and anandamaya. 

This ógreater psychologyô of yoga, collectivized in the Human Cycle, forms the social and 

political charter of Auroville. 

iv. The Dangerous Move from the Objective to Subjective 

In Sri Aurobindoôs scheme, this move from the rational to the supra-rational is one from the 

objective, disembodied reason to the subjective spirit ï effective governance begins to 

 
118 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 123, 220.  
119 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 123, 106.  
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substitute that which is without, rational constraints on individual behaviour for collective 

efficiency and order, to that which is within, a purification of the ego that allows for the 

expression of the self. In studying the growth of governance and institutional systems in 

Auroville, then, we may say that óbehind the economic motives and causes of social and 

historical developmentô of these institutions óare profound psychological, even perhaps soul 

factorsô ï the outer reflects the inner.121 

The ordered evolution of our moral sentiments, from animal instinct and egotistical behaviour 

to camaraderie and cooperation, born of a sense of the underlying unity of all in the Divine, is 

the ethical strain of Sri Aurobindoôs thought. As Radhakrishnan said, we are God and brute 

crossed, and some humanizing influence needs to anchor that evolution, without which 

institutional machineries are but Hobbesian restraints to maintain a simmering, patchwork 

peace.122 In considering this question ï of what are effective forms of governance to realize the 

trinity of liberty, equality and fraternity ï, Sri Aurobindo marks a transition from the óobjective 

view of lifeô ï that looks to a mechanical process óof management, of ordering, perfectionô of 

the collective, a kind of disengaged prescription of rules from without for coordinated 

collective behaviour ï to the ósubjective view of lifeô ï that looks to the developing self-

consciousness from within, an embodied vitality aspiring to the self.123  As Taylor examines in 

his incisive study of how rationalist strains entrenched in modernity subtly push us to a 

ódisenchantedô conception of our selves as transient embodied beings, this inward turn goes 

óagainst the grain of much modern thought and culture.ô124 Sri Aurobindo paints the contrast 

between the two, worth quoting on at length as it encapsulates a crucial tipping point where 

Auroville lies:  

The principle of subjectivism entering into human thought and action, while 

necessarily it must make a great difference in the view-point, the motive-power and 

the character of our living, does not at first appear to make any difference in its 

factors. Subjectivism and objectivism start from the same data, the individual and the 

collectivity, the complex nature of each with its various powers of the mind, life and 

body and the search for the law of their self-fulfilment and harmony. But objectivism 

proceeding by the analytical reason takes an external and mechanical view. of the 

whole problem. It looks at the world as a thing, an object, a process to be studied by 

an observing reason which places itself abstractly outside the elements and the sum 

of what it has to consider and observes it thus from outside as one would an intricate 

mechanism. The laws of this process are considered as so many mechanical rules or 

settled forces acting upon the individual or the group which, when they have been 

observed and distinguished by the reason, have by oneôs will or by some will to be 

organised and applied fully much as Science applies the laws it discovers. These laws 

or rules have to be imposed on the individual by his own abstract reason and will 

isolated as a ruling authority from his other parts or by the reason and will of other 

individuals or of the group, and they have to be imposed on the group itself either by 

its own collective reason and will embodied in some machinery of control which the 

 
121 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 123, 25.  
122 Radhakrishnan, 1913, 169; Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 50-65. 
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mind considers as something apart from the life of the group or by the reason and will 

of some other group external to it or of which it is in some way a part. 

Subjectivism proceeds from within and regards everything from the point of view of 

a containing and developing self consciousness. The law here is within ourselves; life 

is a self creating process, a growth and development at first subconscious, then half-

conscious and at last more and more fully conscious of that which we are potentially 

and hold within ourselves; the principle of its progress is an increasing self-

recognition, self-realisation and a resultant self-shaping. Reason and will are only 

effective movements of the self, reason a process in self-recognition, will a force for 

self-affirmation and self shaping. Moreover, reason and intellectual will are only a 

part of the means by which we recognise and realise ourselves. Subjectivism tends to 

take a large and complex view of our nature and being and to recognise many powers 

of knowledge, many forces of effectuation.125  

This passage requires a far more sustained reflection than we can provide here. But three 

point can be made. First, this shift is epistemic ï it concerns the orientation of our 

approach, a subtle and often ineffable shift within to recognize the potentialities that elude 

the intellect. In this, as Sri Aurobindo considers elsewhere in some detail, it can be 

destabilizing: the complexity of the inner worlds, subject to subtler and dynamic laws, 

places us in a long, intermediate and dangerous stage of non-rationalism, yet not of the 

self. The utility of rational ordering is not denied, yet the limits, of the óarbitrarinessô of 

our óabstract reason and willô, a kind of disembodied dictation of rules from without, is 

pointed to, as a call to silence and illumine the mind, not reject it. The careful purification 

of these intermediate worlds to the spiritual essence demands access to the greater yet 

hidden law of the being, beyond conceptual constructions. Second, it can be destabilizing. 

As Sri Aurobindo notes elsewhere, the replacement of the mental with the spiritual risks 

giving free play to the vital, a false subjectivism. A perfection of reason is necessary to 

attempt this shift, óa necessary passage to the subjective period of humanity.ô126 The appeal 

to the subjective ï vitally, as the Will-to-be or mentally, as intuition ï is an illumination of 

the mind and vital, to initiate and act ófrom the centreô, the psychic being, the self, not an 

emotive, passionate centre:  

Even, we see it in its first movement away from the external and objective method 

discount and belittle the importance of the work of the reason and assert the 

supremacy of the life-impulse or the essential Will-to-be in opposition to the claims 

of the intellect [a movement that can, as we have noted, turn into a dangerous anti-

intellectual stance if unchecked] or else affirm some deeper power of knowledge, 

called nowadays the intuition, which sees things in the whole, in their truth, in their 

profundities and harmonies while intellectual reason breaks up, falsifies, affirms 

superficial appearances and harmonises only by a mechanical adjustment. But 

substantially we can see that what is meant by this intuition is the self-consciousness 

feeling, perceiving, grasping in its substance and aspects rather than analysing in its 

mechanism its own truth and nature and powers. The whole impulse of subjectivism 
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is to get at the self, to live in the self, to see by the self, to live out the truth of the self 

internally and externally, but always from an internal initiation and centre.127 

Third, it is profoundly difficult: ófor it means that no machinery invented by the reason 

can perfect either the individual or the collective man; an inner change is needed in human 

nature, a change too difficult to be ever affected except by the few.ô128 In this, if it can be 

achieved, it carries the power to recast collective, discovering a vital brotherhood, not an 

intellectually ordered patchwork association, with significant governance consequences to 

ground the óideal law of social developmentô. At any rate, the call is made to journey the 

inner worlds, felt vaguely when the veil is briefly rent ï óóif this is not the way, then there 

is no way éô129 

Indeed, it is worth noting that Sri Aurobindo was writing not in the abstract, his hefty 

philosophical vocabulary aside, but as a response to a marked sociological phenomenon: 

the widespread sense of alienation from value and meaning in modern society, the loss of 

the intimate inner to the disengaged reason, one of the ómalaises of modernityô.130 This 

had a particular resonance in Aurovilleôs founding movement ï the search for the óGreat 

Senseô, inarticulate yet compelling, an aporetic reaction to wanting something more.131 It 

is this impulse, this search for óself-recognition, self-affirmation and self-shapingô, to give 

free play to the larger forces of life ómanagedô by the machinery of the mind, that drove 

the creativity, experimentation and enterprise manifest at the times.  

Initiating and acting from the ócentreô, or aspiring to it, is the key to Motherôs Charter, the 

ófirst discoveryô she asks Aurovilians to make. In this difficult transition within and upward 

to the centre lies the nub of the debate on governance in Auroville: 

So the State is viewed in modern political thought as an entity in itself, as if it were 

something apart from the community and its individuals, something which has the 

right to impose itself on them and control them in the fulfilment of some idea of right, 

good or interest which is inflicted on them by a restraining and fashioning power 

rather than developed in them and by them as a thing towards which their self and 

nature are impelled to grow. Life is to be managed, harmonised, perfected by an 

adjustment, a manipulation, a machinery through which it is passed and by which it 

is shaped. A law outside oneself, ð outside even when it is discovered or determined 

by the individual reason and accepted or enforced by the individual will, ð this is the 

governing idea of objectivism; a mechanical process of management, ordering, 

perfection, this is its conception of practice.132 

As we discuss in Part IV, the practical challenge of governance in Auroville lies in designing 

institutional forms that can progressively substitute restraining and fashioning rules ï 

prescribing forms of conduct for residents ï with regulatory frames that can acculture 

behaviour through appropriate incentives, guides for an inner evolution. This move is neither 

 
127 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 59. 
128 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 220.  
129 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 220.  
130 Taylor, 1998.  
131 Satprem, 1969.  
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linear nor antagonistic, as several conversants considered, but part of a natural evolution that 

must be carefully handled with a pragmatic and context-dependent use of soft and hard 

regulatory modes. The practical manifestation of governance forms in Auroville that facilitate 

this subjective turn is neither easy nor clear (notably, Sri Aurobindo does not prescribe clear 

institutional forms to accommodate it). As we discuss below, it is often laced with problems of 

an unchecked vitalism disguised as the true inward movement. Yet, this subjective move forms 

a fertile, if unstable, ground for experimentation, a journey into the óinner countriesô.133 

In an important passage that encapsulates conversations during our research, Sri Aurobindo 

references various forms of collective organization that define the political adventurism of the 

rajasic-sattwic mentality. This mentality, exhibited in fair measure in Aurovilleôs public 

discourse, on its meandering journey to the subjective is a fertile space for equally valid, and 

often interminable, arguments for and against. They are driven (i) either as rational 

justifications for a vitally desired organization that happen to benefit our current position in the 

collective or (ii) a gymnastic play of pure reason ï leading to a growing subjectivism that 

reconciles the partial truths of each through a gradual spiritual practice that translates 

intellectual comprehension and faith into óknowledge by identityô, through experience.134 This 

lengthy passage is worth quoting at length:  

The truth is that upon which we are now insisting, that reason is in its nature an 

imperfect light with a large but still restricted mission and that once it applies itself 

to life and action it becomes subject to what it studies and the servant and counsellor 

of the forces in whose obscure and ill-understood struggle it intervenes. It can in its 

nature be used and has always been used to justify any idea, theory of life, system of 

society or government, ideal of individual or collective action to which the will of 

man attaches itself for the moment or through the centuries. In philosophy it gives 

equally good reasons for monism and pluralism or for any halting-place between 

them, for the belief in Being or for the belief in Becoming, for optimism and 

pessimism, for activism and quietism. It can justify the most mystic religionism and 

the most positive atheism, get rid of God or see nothing else. In aesthetics it supplies 

the basis equally for classicism and romanticism, for an idealistic, religious or mystic 

theory of art or for the most earthy realism. It can with equal power base austerely a 

strict and narrow moralism or prove triumphantly the thesis of the antinomian. It has 

been the sufficient and convincing prophet of every kind of autocracy or oligarchy 

and of every species of democracy; it supplies excellent and satisfying reasons for 

competitive individualism and equally excellent and satisfying reasons for 

communism or against communism and for State socialism or for one variety of 

socialism against another. It can place itself with equal effectivity at the service of 

utilitarianism, economism, hedonism, aestheticism, sensualism, ethicism, idealism or 

any other essential need or activity of man and build around it a philosophy, a political 

and social system, a theory of conduct and life. Ask it not to lean to one idea alone, 

but to make an eclectic combination or a synthetic harmony and it will satisfy you; 

only, there being any number of possible combinations or harmonies, it will equally 

well justify the one or the other and set up or throw down any one of them according 

as the spirit in man is attracted to or withdraws from it. For it is really that which 

 
133 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 33-4, 488. 
134 This move from indirect, óseparativeô knowledge to óknowledge by identityô is important to stress. This 

requires a detailed discussion, beyond our scope. see, Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-2, 543-572. 
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decides and the reason is only a brilliant servant and minister of this veiled and secret 

sovereign. This truth is hidden from the rationalist because he is supported by two 

constant articles of faith, first that his own reason is right and the reason of others 

who differ from him is wrong, and secondly that whatever may be the present 

deficiencies of the human intellect, the collective human reason will eventually arrive 

at purity and be able to found human thought and life securely on a clear rational basis 

entirely satisfying to the intelligence.135 

As we discuss in Parts III and IV, this meta-dynamic is exhibited abundantly in Auroville 

ï with a veritable catalogue of plans, proposals and schemes, at times for participatory 

processes, elsewhere for centralization, at times for stronger regulation of productive life, 

elsewhere for light oversight, at times for dynamism and growth, elsewhere for a slow and 

patient march, at times for urbanization, elsewhere for the ecological imperative, at times 

for planned, systematic development, elsewhere for organic growth, at times for a vague 

mysticism, elsewhere for a level-headed realism, at times for stronger ethical controls, 

elsewhere for free play and experimentation, at times for technocratic planning, elsewhere 

for collective processes, at times for egalitarian distribution of basic necessities, elsewhere 

for liberty and diversity to self-organize, at times for sale of outlying lands, elsewhere for 

their protection, at times for phased certification, elsewhere for none, at times for an 

architectural idealism, elsewhere for a pragmatic vision, and so on. In these debates, many 

of an old vintage, come passionate appeals, often considering the other as mutually 

incompatible, with the hope, at times against hope, that some collective intelligence will 

emerge in time to arrive at a consensus.  

In that process, the see-saw, each often motivated by the partiality of desire, to which the 

mind lends its argumentative powers as servant, not master, comes an impasse and 

exhaustion without a pathway for cohesive action, palpable in many quarters. Slowly, 

perhaps too slowly, the óaccumulating stock of self-experienceô leads Auroville forward:       

His politics and society are a series of adventures and experiments among various 

possibilities of autocracy, monarchism, military aristocracy, mercantile oligarchy, 

open or veiled plutocracy, pseudo-democracy of various kinds, bourgeois or 

proletarian, individualistic or collectivist or bureaucratic, socialism awaiting him, 

anarchism looming beyond it; and all these correspond to some truth of his social 

being, some need of his complex social nature, some instinct or force in it which 

demands that form for its effectuation. Mankind works out these difficulties under the 

stress of the spirit within it by throwing out a constant variation of types, types of 

character and temperament, types of practical activity, aesthetic creation, polity, 

society, ethical order, intellectual system, which vary from the pure to the mixed, from 

the simple harmony to the complex; each and all of these are so many experiments of 

individual and collective self-formation in the light of a progressive and increasing 

knowledge. That knowledge is governed by a number of conflicting ideas and ideals 

around which these experiments group themselves: each of them is gradually pushed 

as far as possible in its purity and again mixed and combined as much as possible 

with others so that there may be a more complex form and an enriched action. Each 

type has to be broken in turn to yield place to new types and each combination has to 
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give way to the possibility of a new combination. Through it all there is growing an 

accumulating stock of self-experience and self-actualisation of which the ordinary 

man accepts some current formulation conventionally as if it were an absolute law 

and truth, ð often enough he even thinks it to be that, ð but which the more 

developed human being seeks always either to break or to enlarge and make more 

profound or subtle in order to increase or make room for an increase of human 

capacity, perfectibility, happiness. This view of human life and of the process of our 

development, to which subjectivism readily leads us, gives us a truer vision of the 

place of the intellect in the human movement.136 

The supra-rational evolution of man, the move from the objective to the subjective view of life, 

perhaps distant, yet unrealized and utopian, is the keynote to purify the passions and illumine 

the mind beyond these contraries in a unified, not uniform, whole: a óreal brotherhoodô. The 

path to that unity not linear, but a complex and accretive play, emphasizing in turn various 

elements as it builds a whole:  

Nature starts with this distortion and plays with all the combinations to which it can 

lead before she will allow it to be righted. Afterwards, she gathers up all the essence 

of these combinations into a new and rich harmony of love and freedom.137 

For Sri Aurobindo, the inner instrumentality of the psychic being can alone accomplish this 

outer architecture, and therefore, the search for subjective meaning, an inward orientation, is a 

necessary step in our collective evolution to ground an ideal model of governance. To expand 

the institutional repertoire ï necessary to organize and govern the Auroville collective ï from 

the well-rehearsed dynamics of individualism and collectivism, centralization and 

decentralization depends on the strength and purity of this collective aspiration. Institutional 

mechanism can help, and as we discuss in Part IV, are much-needed, yet, in the final analysis, 

the inner determines the outer: a change in our nature is necessary. This is Sri Aurobindo and 

Motherôs pointed and central addition to political thinking, marrying the supra-rational push of 

Vedanta to problems of collective organization, not only individual salvation.138 As we discuss 

in Parts III and IV, this intervening movement of reason from the vital to the spiritual, pleading 

the case for individualism and collectivism with equal force, is a necessary passage in the 

practical arrangement of governance systems in Auroville. It cannot be leapfrogged, as many 

interviews during our research seemed to suggest. So understood, Motherôs óDreamô for 

Auroville is placed at this intersection:  

é a place of peace, concord and harmony where all the fighting instincts of man 

would be used exclusively to conquer the causes of his sufferings and miseries, to 

surmount his weaknesses and ignorance, to triumph over his limitations and 

incapacities; a place where the needs of the spirit and the concern for progress would 

take precedence over the satisfaction of desires and passions, the search for pleasure 

and material enjoyment.139 

 
136 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 118.  
137 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 13, 206.  
138 This is a key area for comparative research. See, for a review of this question ï the relevance of natural traits 

of co-operation, violence, hierarchy, dominance etc. as applied to political thinking, Salter, 1996. 
139 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 50.  
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v. Hidden Telos of the Political LǭlǕ 

In the spiritual scheme of things, the defence of freedom, equality and liberty here is grounded 

in the evolutionary impulse, the hidden telos in the Vedantic scheme, to recover the involved 

Divinity, here applied to political arrangements. The long, meandering and often violent pulls 

and pushes of individual and class assertion to satisfy the mutually conflicting demands for 

equality and liberty, the stuff of our collective life (in Auroville as elsewhere), are then a 

political lǭlǕ. One that is destined for playful, if painful, consummation. Ontologically 

grounded as such, these demands are a native property and function of the truth of our beings, 

of the Many seeking the One and the One manifesting in the Many. This is symbolized 

beautifully in the Upanishadic image of the inverted ashwattha tree, what Sri Aurobindo 

describes as óa skyward being nourishing its rootsô.140 It is this complex play of unity in 

diversity ï óeach thing in its place and there would be a place for everythingô ï that is to be 

made a living practice in Auroville:141 

In deepest reality the infinitely One is also infinitely multiple; we are not only a 

reflection or portion of That but we are That; our spiritual individuality ð unlike our 

ego ð does not preclude our universality and transcendence. But at present the soul 

or self in us intent on individualisation in Nature allows itself to be confused with the 

idea of the ego; it has to get rid of this ignorance, it has to know itself as a reflection 

or portion or being of the supreme and universal Self and solely a centre of its 

consciousness in the world-action.142 

When the soul claims freedom, it is the freedom of its self-development, the self-

development of the divine in man in all his being. When it claims equality, what it is 

claiming is that freedom equally for all and the recognition of the same soul, the same 

godhead in all human beings. When it strives for brotherhood, it is founding that equal 

freedom of self-development on a common aim, a common life, a unity of mind and 

feeling founded upon the recognition of this inner spiritual unity. These three things 

are in fact the nature of the soul; for freedom, equality, unity are the eternal attributes 

of the Spirit. It is the practical recognition of this truth, it is the awakening of the soul 

in man and the attempt to get him to live from his soul and not from his ego which is 

the inner meaning of religion, and it is that to which the religion of humanity also 

must arrive before it can full itself in the life of the race.143 

One may thus trace the evolution of the political process along this map, with Sri Aurobindo. 

The óage of reasonô deconstructs, by way of the claim of individual liberty and right, the 

cramping effects of convention (religious and otherwise), to free the individual in his 

necessarily subjective search for the truth of his being. Briefly, this deconstruction leads to a 

period of predominantly critical and materialistic, or naturalistic, worldviews, as a response to 

the excesses of religious dogma absent their spiritual kernel. It rejects authority and demands 

empirical proof of religious and customary propositions; in finding them wanting, it proceeds 

 
140 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 33-34, 22.  
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to its own investigations and discoveries, a perilous (because unchastened) yet needed stage 

for a nascent subjectivity:  

It is this principle and necessity that justify an age of individualism and rationalism 

and make it, however short it may be, an inevitable period in the cycle. A temporary 

reign of the critical reason largely destructive in its action is an imperative need for 

human progress. In India, since the great Buddhistic upheaval of the national thought 

and life, there has been a series of recurrent attempts to rediscover the truth of the 

soul and life and get behind the veil of stifling conventions; but these have been 

conducted by a wide and tolerant spiritual reason, a plastic soul intuition and deep 

subjective seeking, insufficiently militant and destructive. Although productive of 

great internal and considerable external changes, they have never succeeded in getting 

rid of the predominant conventional order. The work of a dissolvent and destructive 

intellectual criticism, though not entirely absent from some of these movements, has 

never gone far enough; the constructive force, insufficiently aided by the destructive, 

has not been able to make a wide and free space for its new formation. It is only with 

the period of European influence and impact that circumstances and tendencies 

powerful enough to enforce the beginnings of a new age of radical and effective 

revaluation of ideas and things have come into existence. The characteristic power of 

these influences has been throughout ð or at any rate till quite recently ð 

rationalistic, utilitarian and individualistic. It has compelled the national mind to view 

everything from a new, searching and critical standpoint, and even those who seek to 

preserve the present or restore the past are obliged unconsciously or half-consciously 

to justify their endeavour from the novel point of view and by its appropriate 

standards of reasoning. Throughout the East, the subjective Asiatic mind is being 

driven to adapt itself to the need for changed values of life and thought. It has been 

forced to turn upon itself both by the pressure of Western knowledge and by the 

compulsion of a quite changed life-need and life-environment. What it did not do 

from within, has come on it as a necessity from without and this externality has 

carried with it an immense advantage as well as great dangers.144 

This movement is key ï it places the heady and important currents of collective rationality, 

often at odds with the spiritual enterprise in the disenchantment of our age, as a necessary step 

on the advance to the supra-rational, securing the foundations for a modern spirituality. As we 

discuss in Part IV, it is not an abandonment of the rational faculty, but its progressive 

illumination, that is the defining movement for Auroville to develop its regulatory and 

governance architecture. This is so particularly in the social and technological context of 

Auroville, as a cosmopolitan meeting of these apparently contrary tendencies, a óbridge 

between the past and the futureô: a modern, technologically and productively robust and 

spiritual enterprise, one that can marry the old antagonisms.  

This advance of reason, aided by the prodigious outputs of science in the last two centuries, 

yielded not only technological discoveries in the physical, but also, attempted to mould the 

ethical, mental and spiritual in that image.145 It attempted to recreate a scientifically ordered 

society, backed by a secular humanism with no need of scriptural authority, that can achieve in 

 
144 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 26.  
145 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 192-207; Taylor, 1989; Taylor, 1998; Sen, 2004. This is a fertile rea for 
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its ideal in an arithmetic blend of equality and liberty ï a valid, if ultimately ill-fated, attempt 

to perfect the óobjective view of life.ô In this movement, the unified religious communitas, with 

its internal hierarchies and status roles, gives way to a diverse ósecularô community, with plural 

and heterodox, if at times peculiar, forms of seeking that reject external (theocratic, political or 

social) authority, yet without a stable base of their own.146 A search for inward-authenticity 

drives a confused, fertile and individualist culture, with economic and productivity gains often 

casting a deep imprint on moral outlooks.147 

Interestingly, Sri Aurobindo notes that the urge for an anarchist arrangement may arise as a 

revolt against the cramping bonds of a rational and economic ordering, beneficial for its 

efficient material arrangement yet sterilizing the vital founts of life that demand variation, free 

development and above all, adventure and space:  

Thus we should have a new typal order based upon purely economic capacity and 

function, é and rapidly petrifying by the inhibition of individual liberty into a system 

of rationalistic conventions. And quite certainly this static order would at long last be 

broken by a new individualist age of revolt, led probably by the principles of an 

extreme philosophical Anarchism.148 

This was a dominant motivation for the ópioneersô in the early years of Auroville, driven by the 

growing dissatisfaction of youth-led counter-culture movements of the 1970s.149 This seems to 

have left an imprint on Aurovilleôs present: we were met in interviews with a marked, though 

at times generic and unsubstantiated, aversion to órationalistic conventionsô (rules for ordered 

management, efficient organization and resource allocation, monitoring and review practices 

etc.) in city building and socio-economic planning exercises, which are often perceived  as 

ógoing back to the old orderô. Sri Aurobindoôs description resonates with these oft-expressed 

sentiments, yet as we note below with a caution to replace this rejection with a positive vision 

still not articulated in the Auroville collective: 

Men may bear it for a time in consideration of the great and visible new benefits of 

order, economic development, means of efficiency and the scientific satisfaction of 

the reason which the collectivist arrangement of society will bring; but when its 

benefits become a matter of course and its defects become more and more realised 

and prominent, dissatisfaction and revolt are sure to set in in the clearest and most 

vigorous minds of the society and propagate themselves throughout the mass. This 

 
146 This view ï as also others reflections in this part generally ï is too broad to be accurate, yet constraints limit 

a deeper discussion. See, for a meta-historical account of this shift, Taylor, 2007, a detailed work in social theory 

which interacts, and in many cases, dovetails, with Sri Aurobindoôs analysis in the Human Cycle.  
147 See, for example, Rosthchild, 2001, 155, passim; Sen, 2002.    
148 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 22. The phenomenon of óover-rationalizedô economic technocracy has 

been incisively criticized ï it dries up political participation and solidarity, and risks in modern systems to a self-

defeating enslavement to the engines of commodified production in goods as well as mindsets. The pursuit of 

that which is to liberate us, reason, itself becomes irrational, a source of unfreedom. For a complex, and 

contested, analysis of this paradoxical movement, see, Adorno and Horkheimer, 2002; see also, for an 

examination of ómeans-end instrumentalityô in modern social systems that hinders the inward turn, Taylor, 1998, 

and for a discussion on the bureaucratic challenge to participatory self-rule, his Philosophical Arguments, 1985, 

Vol. 2, 143-144. Taylorôs analysis shares much in common with Sri Aurobindoôs, and reflects many strands of 

criticism that came up in conversations during our research of life elsewhere that motivated Aurovilians to 

migrate. In this, comparative work on Taylorôs corpus can be explored for comparative research in Auroville. 
149 See, for example, Ciconesi and Ciconesi, 2012; Majumdar, 2017; Devin, 2009.  
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intellectual and vital dissatisfaction may very well take under such circumstances the 

form of anarchistic thought, because that thought appeals precisely to this need of 

free variation in the internal life and its outward expression which will be the source 

of revolt, and anarchistic thought must be necessarily subversive of the socialistic 

order é This tendency to mechanisation is the inherent defect of the State idea and 

its practice. Already that is the defect upon which both intellectual anarchistic thought 

and the insight of the spiritual thinker have begun to lay stress, and it must immensely 

increase as the State idea rounds itself into a greater completeness in practice. It is 

indeed the inherent defect of reason when it turns to govern life and labours by 

quelling its natural tendencies to put it into some kind of rational order. 

It is in this context that Sri Aurobindoôs discussion on spiritual anarchism, and Motherôs 

reference to the Divine anarchy, can be understood. We consider the implications of this outline 

on Aurovilleôs governance practices today in Part IV, particularly in relation to the resistant 

centralization of authority and an insufficient rationalization of Working Groups, which form 

the foundation for a mature attempt at anarchism. As is the case today in Auroville, the drive 

to anarchism arises as a synthesis of the individualistic and socialistic conceptions, each pulling 

in its own direction:  

Anarchistic thought, although it has not yet found any sure form, cannot but develop 

in proportion as the pressure of society on the individual increases, since there is 

something in that pressure which unduly oppresses a necessary element of human 

perfection. We need not attach much importance to the grosser vitalistic or violent 

anarchism which seeks forcibly to react against the social principle or claims the right 

of man to ólive his own lifeô in the egoistic or crudely vitalistic sense. But there is a 

higher, an intellectual anarchistic thought which in its aim and formula recovers and 

carries to its furthest logical conclusions a very real truth of nature and of the divine 

in man. In its revolt against the opposite exaggeration of the social principle, we find 

it declaring that all government of man by man by the power of compulsion is an evil, 

a violation, a suppression or deformation of a natural principle of good which would 

otherwise grow and prevail for the perfection of the human race. Even the social 

principle in itself is questioned and held liable for a sort of fall in man from a natural 

to an unnatural and artificial principle of living.150 

In Sri Aurobindoôs meta-historical narrative, this undoubted, necessary and inevitable advance 

over the óconventional ageô yet has its limitations, the ólimits of reasonô in the Human Cycle as 

a faculty of knowing and being, unable to reconcile these contraries (óvaguely it is felt that 

there is some greater godhead than the reasonô).151 Accordingly, in the political Vedantic 

scheme of Sri Aurobindo and Mother, a defence of liberty and equality calls for the true spiritual 

foundation of these principles, to which our reason in its evolution is aspiring and must one 

day experience as its highest culmination and origin.  

vi. Mistaking Vital for Philosophic or Spiritual Anarchism 

Sri Aurobindo makes an important distinction in the passages quoted above between vital 

anarchism / unchecked, gross vital subjectivism and intellectual or spiritual anarchism. The 

former is a reactionary force against the demands of unity, looking to create space for one to 
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ólive his own life,ô while the latter is a harmonizing force that reconciles the opposites. Three 

points can be made here:  

First, the common rejection of órationalistic conventionsô in interviews during our research 

risks conflating this all-important distinction, with irrationalism disguised as an appeal to 

supra-rationalism ï this is reflected, for example, in conflating organicity with disorder borne 

of vital subjectivism, as opposed to a progressive and ordered illumination of planning and 

regulatory codes, such as the 2001 Perspective Masterplan and raft of proposals since. We 

discuss the practical implications of this distinction in our overview of urban infrastructure 

development in Part III.A, and in terms of the construction of rationally ordered authority in 

Part IV.  

Second, as we discuss below, Aurovilleôs urban challenge ï for a rich, dynamic and cohesive 

city fabric ï places this distinction in sharp relief: it exerts pressure on vital anarchism, which 

manifests currently in the loosely organized urban sprawl, by pushing for a closely knit field 

for social relations where space and resources are scarce. This is all the better, as the inward 

turn demanded by óphilosophical anarchismô is to be put to the test in a critical density. This 

may naturally create friction between individuals, but it is in that process of interchange, going 

from tolerance to camaraderie, that unity is to be developed. Sri Aurobindo makes this point 

explicit: 

Man does not actually live as an isolated being, nor can he grow by an isolated 

freedom. He grows by his relations with others and his freedom must exercise itself 

in a progressive self-harmonising with the freedom of his fellow-beings. The social 

principle therefore, apart from the forms it has taken, would be perfectly justified, if 

by nothing else, then by the need of society as a field of relations which afford to the 

individual his occasion for growing towards a greater perfection. 

é 

Afterwards, when again the individual asserts his freedom, as some day he must, he 

may have learned to do it on the basis of this unity and not on the basis of his separate 

egoistic life. This may well be the intention of Nature in human society in its 

movement towards a collectivist principle of social living.152 

This competing play was key in Angerôs early planning imagination:  

We feel that an important number of contacts between individuals is so necessary for 

a balanced community existence that, with the help of modern technology, we 

conceived an architecture which aims at inducing this cohesion, this warm mutuality. 

In short, we start with artificial platforms, terraces on which we have positioned a 

highly concentrated habitat é Redensification is today's necessity.153  

Third, in this reconciliation of competing liberties vying for space (particularly when 

unchecked by an architecture of rules as historically has been the case in Auroville), both Sri 

Aurobindo and Mother forefront the importance of fraternity or brotherhood, óthe third and 

most neglected term of the famous formula.ô To avoid a system of ócompetitive libertyô or óan 
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153 Anger, ó=1ô, 1968.  



 

47 

 

ordered conflict of rightsô, on one hand, and an unhelpful levelling down in the name of equality 

or participation, on the other (dynamics observed in Auroville, as we discuss in Part III), Sri 

Aurobindo notes that the collective pyramid must be based on a well-established fraternity born 

of fellow-feeling. His nuanced reconciliation of the conflicting demands of liberty and equality 

offers a new voice in a long and intractable debate on the issue in political thinking,154 again 

with which comparative research in Auroville is an important research area. For him, echoing 

earlier thinkers, an ideal collective requires members with cultured, reflective instinct for other-

regarding behaviour.155 This could be a calculated reciprocity (if transactional forms of 

exchange predominate in the collective), or in further stages aspiring to the spiritual (his 

contribution to the debate), the ability to generate love, affection and mutual trust.156 As we 

discuss in Part III, the progressive and graded generation of this ópsychological onenessô 

amongst the residents of Auroville, through administrative, economic, cultural and other means 

ï the subject of The Ideal of Human Unity ï requires consideration both as a matter of 

institutional design and individual reflection.  

Thus, some regulating influence, from within or without, is required. Ideally, fraternity and 

solidarity substitute the need for rules to co-ordinate and mould individual action; but absent 

either, gross vitalism risks becoming the dominant pattern of behaviour, leading to a sub-

optimal semi-autarchic organization of the collective. This has historically been a concern in 

Auroville.157 In the final scheme of things, for Sri Aurobindo, this regulating influence must 

come from an inner transformation, not an outer regulation. The problem, as we discuss in Parts 

III and IV, is not finally a question of fixing political machinery from without. That is necessary 

and underdeveloped in Aurovilleôs institutional setting, but insufficient. Rather, it is a 

development from within ï only a community of souls who have found a ótrueô and 

óunperverted human natureô, psychic beings aspiring to a gnostic life, can embody a just 

equation without the external compulsion of administrative or legal interference (órationalistic 

conventionsô).158 As Mother notes: 

The conditions in which men live on earth are the result of their state of 

consciousness. To seek to change these conditions without changing the 

consciousness is a vain chimera.159 

To the extent that Aurovilleôs organization succeeds, it is because its residents are so 

constituted, so evolved to accept its principles as a reflection of their collective inner state as 

rational or supra-rational selves. And to the extent it does not, it is because that lies in their 

forward evolution. Thus, the óhighest anarchistic idealô, for Sri Aurobindo, is a move from an 

óoriginal animal associationô to a ócommunity of godsô, with an intervening and perhaps long 

stage of the two democratic conceptions vying for dominance. It is in a reconciliation of the 

two, a perfection of the democratic ideal ï the equal liberty of all operating in a diversified 

 
154 See, for example, Ripstein, 2008; George, 1995, 83-109; Taylor, 1982, 95-139, Russell, 1934; Russell, 1936.  
155 Kant, 1991; Rawls, 1972.  
156 See, Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 2122, 201-219 for a discussion on the evolutionary pattern of these 

social forms. It is important question to ask where Auroville lies on this spectrum. 
157 See, for example, Shinn, 1984.   
158 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 217.  
159 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 42.  
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harmony ï that the subjective view of life, Motherôs Divine anarchy and Sri Aurobindoôs 

spiritual anarchism, can be prefigured. 

To sum up, we provide below a rough and simplified diagrammatic representation of the model 

of Sri Aurobindoôs evolutionary social and political scheme, which runs in step with the earlier 

representation of Sri Aurobindoôs ontological scheme. We also note here that this preceding 

ótheoreticalô discussion ï an unpopular word in Auroville from our limited conversations ï is 

relevant to ground practice. Absent theory, practice is blind, and absent practice, theory is 

sterile. Theoretical discussions can, if unchecked, become unhelpful and interminable ï yet, 

the opposite too is best avoided: 

The endless and seemingly inconsequential character of theoretical discourse has 

forced é [us] to make a virtue out of a necessity and turn towards an unreflective 

pragmatism, with the implicit assumption that the problems of theory are non-

problems é160  

 
160 Koskenniemi, 2006, 3. 
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customary obedience; submission of individual to collective. 

Tamaso-rajasic, tamas infused with rajas; expansion, growth as motivations; 

incipient individuation with dimming, questioning of obedience to customary, 

religious codes; developing division of labour.   

Rajaso-tamasic, rajas with influence of tamas. Individual in conflict with community, 

growing diversity leading to splintering unity. Mutuality, interchange on basis of 

equality develop as social forms, with specialized labour, but infra-rational power 

disguised in political, economic ordering. Experimentation, space for criticism of 

conventional religious forms, status / rank hierarchy, motivates for deepening 

individuation. 

Rajaso-sattwic, rajas mediating between downward pull of tamas and upward of 

sattwa. Scientific, naturalistic worldview predominant, with a secular humanism. 

Rational political ordering on basis of equality of all. Individual-collective in ordered 

conflict, aspiring for harmonization of rights versus collective interests (liberty v. 

equality, social v. individual democratic forms). Innovation, creativity, enterprise 

motivate, leads to productivity gains. 

Inward-orientation, yet unstable, dangerous (®lan vital, will-to-power, mystiques etc.). 

Intermediate stage, risks false vital subjectivism. Rejection of rational ordering due to 

cramping enterprise, vitality. Inspires unstable anarchism, aspiring for the spirit. 

Progressive ascension to inner states (psychic being and deeper / higher, leading to 

the Supramental) in the collective. Spontaneity, spiritual anarchism in a free play of 

the Many and the One. Harmonization of the individual and collective on a fraternal 

basis born of spiritual unity. Transcendence of instability of the gunas.  Manifestation 

of the ósymbolic ageô in spirit, with new forms. 
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vii. A Progressive Substitution of Rules with Inner Discipline 

 

a. Premature Anarchism  

In this scheme of collective evolution, Sri Aurobindo and Mother provide for the progressive 

substitution of external authority or rules with an inner discipline. Importantly, Sri Aurobindo 

cautions against a premature attempt at an anarchism that looks to restrain or remove authority 

and external constraints ï the primary discursive rhythm of our conversations on this subject 

in Auroville ï until the inner evolution has proceeded far enough:   

The principle of social compulsion may not have been always or perhaps ever used 

quite wisely, ð it is a law of manôs imperfection, imperfect in itself, and must always 

be imperfect in its method and result: but in the earlier stages of his evolution it was 

clearly inevitable, and until man has grown out of the causes of its necessity, he cannot 

be really ready for the anarchistic principle of living. 

But it is at the same time clear that the more the outer law is replaced by an inner law, 

the nearer man will draw to his true and natural perfection. And the perfect social 

state must be one in which governmental compulsion is abolished and man is able to 

live with his fellow-man by free agreement and cooperation. But by what means is he 

to be made ready for this great and difficult consummation? Intellectual anarchism 

relies on two powers in the human being of which the first is the enlightenment of his 

reason; the mind of man, enlightened, will claim freedom for itself, but will equally 

recognise the same right in others. A just equation will of itself emerge on the ground 

of a true, self-found and unperverted human nature. This might conceivably be 

sufficient, although hardly without a considerable change and progress in manôs 

mental powers, if the life of the individual could be lived in a predominant isolation 

with only a small number of points of necessary contact with the lives of others. 

Actually, our existence is closely knit with the existences around.161 

This point is crucial ï anarchism can only be practiced effectively in a collective where inner 

evolution has proceeded to a stage where external regulation is unnecessary. The default 

distrust of authority, even if legitimately constructed by agreement, in the Auroville community 

(in some cases well-articulated and reasonable and in others not so) places a greater 

responsibility on residents to chasten action to an inner authority, of the psychic self.162 If desire 

continues to dictate action and an eternal authority is rejected, the anarchism is not of the 

elevated variety Mother and Sri Aurobindo contemplated, but of a distorted human make. 

However, the two ï internal and external regulation ï are not mutually exclusive: Mother and 

Sri Aurobindoôs ideal of spiritual anarchism does not reject legitimate authority, carefully 

circumscribed in its domain of expertise. Rather, they propose a shift to the inner authority of 

each in individual matters, and a system of illumined hierarchies of competence in collective 

matters. The substitution of illegitimate hierarchy for a legitimate authority that justifies its 

actions publicly through transparent reasons is now standard course in modern political 

thinking, with a rich and complex literature that can contribute to the debate in Auroville, an 

 
161 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 217. 
162 See, for example, Hans, 2023. 
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area for future research.163 However, its translation into life and working social practices is a 

complex story.164 As a matter of principle, one may say, as Chomsky carefully puts it: 

[This] is what I have always understood to be the essence of anarchism: the conviction 

that the burden of proof has to be placed on authority, and that it should be dismantled 

if that burden cannot be met. Sometimes the burden can be met.165 

Where Sri and Aurobindo and Mother tread new ground is in an empirically verified yogic or 

psycho-spiritual analysis of the deep-seated causes of collective unfreedom and conflict, and 

the practical spiritual path forward.  Auroville is not the first óanarchistô or óutopianô setup, but 

it is possibly the first óspiritual anarchistô setup of its size and scale with a nuanced and 

thoroughly articulated philosophy of practice backing it up.166 Anarchist thinking, in a rough 

and ready description of a complex and internally variegated tradition has historically struggled 

to arrive at modes of stable and ordered organization, at workable conceptions of authority, in 

response to the standard objection of disorder and instability, the troubled debate also in 

Auroville.167 Mother and Sri Aurobindoôs move is a careful reconciliation, with an eye to life 

and practice, of these contraries. 

Several discussants expressed an unease with ómental forms of organizationô or ódemocracy as 

usualô, preferring a spontaneous and free advance to this ideal. caution of premature 

leapfrogging must be sounded here as well. The problems with democratic ordering, which we 

discuss below, are well-known, but Sri Aurobindo and Mother do not reject rational ordering 

of collectives through appropriate institutions and rules, or democratic forms per se. They are 

necessary steps of progress towards a collective spiritual ideal, not barriers:  

é the curve of the Age of Reason naturally ends by its own normal evolution and 

make ready the ways of a deeper spirit.168  

An easy rejection of reflective mentality, or of the classical virtues, which carried a rhetorical 

currency in some discussions, is different from a careful and progressive illumination of 

mentality. The point, as Sri Aurobindo laboured in many letters, is not to ó[get] rid of the 

ignorant mentality é but the divinization of the mind,ô through the progressive opening to the 

 
163 See, for helpful summaries, Christiano, 2012; Peter, 2017; Raz, 1986.  
164 This is a complex question relevant to Aurovilleôs governance, which we do not enter here. It is an exciting 

area for future research.  
165 Chomsky, 2005, 178. 
166 Devin puts it nicely, ó[the] question for an Ideal City goes back to the dawn of time. But whenever this ideal 

ï evoked by Plato in his Republic, by Thomas More in his Utopia ï ceased to be an (sic) utopia, that is to say as 

soon as men attempted to translate it into a reality, it always came up against one obstacle and one only: human 

nature. Those bold endeavours, be they Cabatôs in America or those of Fourierôs disciples in France or 

elsewhere, have generally been short-lived, as they interrupted by conflicts, schisms, and final a partial or total 

disintegration ï even if one has to recognize that they were fertile grounds rich in various useful 

experimentations.ô Devin, 25-6, in Arpi (ed.), 2018. This is an exciting and needed area for comparative research 

in socio-political thought in Auroville. For a discussion on Platoôs utopia, see, Morrison, 2007; for a discussion 

on the Spanish anarchist collectives, see, Dolgoff, 1974; for Nozickôs famous defence of minarchist 

libertarianism, see, Nozick, 1974; for Kropotkinsô view of a socialist utopia, see, Kinna, 216, Ch. 5; for a review, 

see, Chrostowska and Ingram (eds.), 2016. 
167 For a helpful summary, see, Fiala, 2021.  
168 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 207. 
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influence of the psychic being on the mental plane.169 Care must be had then to not confuse the 

well-intentioned want to operate from states of supra-rationality, yet unattained in the mass, 

with an anti-rationality that rejects the dictates of reason or refuses to submit to the labour of 

its rigorous development. An expansion of logic rather than (what at times appeared to be in 

interviews) an emotive rejection of it requires the perfection of the intellect, a demanding task 

not to be cast aside easily. As Sri Aurobindo notes: 

Ideal conditions [for a spiritual collective are] é a psychological clarity, a diffused 

reasonableness and scientific intelligence and, above all, a moral elevation and 

rectitude to which neither the mass of mankind nor its leaders and rulers have yet 

made any approach. In their absence, not reason and justice and mutual kindliness, 

but the trend of forces and their practical and legal adjustment must determine the 

working out of this as of other problems. 

é 

And, in sum, Science has already enlarged for good the intellectual horizons of the 

race and raised, sharpened and intensified powerfully the general intellectual capacity 

of mankind.170 

This means, for example, that in infra-rational modes of collective being, driven by instinct, 

desire and partiality (reflected in Auroville as elsewhere), a framework of rules and carefully 

constructed enforcement mechanisms is often necessary. Sri Aurobindo dented the claims of 

the óseverest school of anarchismô which órejects all compromise with communismô ï

understood here in the sense of a regulatory central authority ï with a practical cavil:  

difficult to see how é [this goal] can operate on a large and complex scale 

necessitated by modern life. And indeed it is not clear how even a free communalism 

could be established or maintained without some kind of governmental force and 

social compulsion or how it could fail to fall away in the end either on one side into 

a rigorous collectivism or on the other to struggle, anarchy and disruption.171  

For Sri Aurobindo, the need for legal compulsion ought not be to undervalued in idealistic 

attempts at anarchism: 

For the logical mind in building its social idea takes no sufficient account of the 

infrarational element in man, the vital egoism to which the most active and effective 

part of his nature is bound: that is his most constant motive and it defeats in the end 

all the calculations of the idealising reason, undoes its elaborate systems or accepts 

only the little that it can assimilate to its own need and purpose é172 

The necessity of rules and customs in the passage to the ideal is clear, to avoid an unregenerate 

liberty ï Sri Aurobindo encapsulates his position in these characteristically piquant aphorisms:  

The anarchic is the true divine state of man in the end as in the beginning; but in 

between it would lead us straight to the devil and his kingdom. 

 
169 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 28, 177. 
170 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 77. 
171 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 218; see also, Fiala, 2021, Part IV.A. 
172 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 218. 
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To observe the law we have imposed on ourselves rather than the law of others is 

what is meant by liberty in our unregenerated condition. Only in God and by the 

supremacy of the spirit can we enjoy a perfect freedom.173 

Mother too is clear and notes pointedly, as a comment on the first aphorism, that a Divine 

anarchy is not the rule of all by all, but of each by herself ï this perfect government is only 

possible when each is conscious of the Divine:  

The anarchic state is the government of everyone by himself.  

And it will be the perfect government when everyone is conscious of the inner Divine 

and obeys Him and Him alone.174 

In discussions during our stay, several quoted Motherôs reluctance to rule-making which seems 

to be in apparent contradiction with Sri Aurobindoôs thinking. For example, Mother makes her 

distaste for rules clear:  

I do not want to make rules for Auroville as I did for the Ashram.  

é 

I have been asked what the rules are for life in Auroville. Thank God, as yet there are 

none. As long as there are none, there is hope.175  

The second statement, often quoted (and selectively so) in our conversations, may lead to the 

conclusion that Mother did not want rules for Auroville per se. This is a partial reading. Mother 

qualifies her remark as follows:  

Itôs like a progressive victory over all constraints. So naturally é all the human laws 

é all rules, all that grows increasingly supple and finally becomes nonexistent. Yet 

it is possible to keep a regular rhythm that makes action easier ï itôs not contrary to 

this suppleness é That may be what the sages of old meant when they spoke of his 

handing the power of Nature or the power of the Prakriti over to the Purusha ï handing 

it from the Prakriti over to the Purusha.176  

Rules become increasingly supple and finally nonexistent as control is handed over from our 

desire-laden nature to the soul: outer restriction recedes as inner development proceeds, though 

with as wide as possible an ambit for experimentation, free-discovery, and error.177  Thus, 

Mother too notes a progressive substitution of rules in lock step with inner development, and 

repeatedly emphasizes that people are not in Auroville óto do what they likeô, Savitriôs óharsh 

autonomyô. Her aversion to rule-setting and enforcement is in equal measure to her criticism 

of desire-laden activity: óthe freedom we want to realise in Auroville is not license ï one doing 

 
173 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 12, 464, 442. 
174 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 61-1.  
175 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 162, 231.  
176 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 227-8. 
177 In this regard, Mother notes: óIt is Life itself, developing more and more in a progression towards Light, 

Knowledge, Power, that must little by little establish rules as general as possible, so as to be extremely supple 

and capable of changing according to need ï of changing as rapidly as habits and needs do.ô Guigan, 2018, Vol. 

1, 226. 
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what he pleases without concern for the well-being of the organisation of the whole.ô178 

Similarly, She notes:  

As it is now, all those who want an easy life and to do what they please as they please, 

say, óLetôs go to Auroville!ô It should be just the opposite. People should know that 

coming to Auroville means an almost superhuman effort for progress.179 

And again, Mother is clear that discipline towards the rules of a collective ought to come 

voluntarily ï this builds liberty, not the opposite, and avoids ódisorder and confusionô: 

Evidently if one has chosen or agreed to live in a community, one must observe the 

laws of that community, otherwise one becomes an element of disorder and 

confusion. But a discipline willingly accepted cannot be harmful to the inner 

development and the growth of the higher consciousness.180 

Motherôs aversion to rules was with the hope that they would be unnecessary in Auroville. Her 

statement is not an argumentative sword to avoid the rigours of discipline, but a shield to 

preserve space for growth. This finds expression, for example, in an interesting response to an 

early Auroville resident who wanted to live without órules and laws.ô Mother replied: 

Someone from Auroville wrote to me that he thought he had come here to obey no 

one but himself (or words to that effect), but he noticed there are rules and laws. And 

he said, óI am not going to do any of this; I am a free man and refuse to do this.ô This 

was reported to me, naturally, so I wrote to him é óOne is free only when one is 

conscious of the Divine and conscious that it is the Divine who makes decisions in 

everyone, otherwise one is the slave of oneôs desires, oneôs habits, of all conventions 

...181 

On the issue of drugs, for example, Mother is unambiguous that they are óprohibitedô in 

Auroville ï the only instance, to the best of our knowledge, where She banned an activity. 

When pressed about whether this marked a reversal of the second statement above, She replied: 

óPerhaps the Aurovilians have not yet attained the level of consciousness expected of themô, óI 

have said, no drugs in Auroville, and I do not go back on my word. This so-called experience 

warps the development and damages the consciousness; on the pathway to the Divine it is fall 

into the rut.ô182 An ideal Auroville for her will not require proscriptive rules, which is not to 

 
178 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 343.  
179 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 360.  
180 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 413.  
181 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 61. 
182 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 232, 246. We have been informed anecdotally in conversations that drug usage is 

prevalent in Auroville, either recreationally or as part of youthful experimentation. If so, this is a breach of 

Motherôs words that deserves immediate and strong action. Some discussants involved in the educational sector 

also informed us that the issue is not of individual usage, but a culture amongst sections of the youth, with adult 

acquiescence or support. We were not able to locate any reports to this effect or verify the claims otherwise; if 

this is so, the developmental effects of such a culture on minors and young adults can be serious and ought to be 

addressed on priority. Fostering a facilitative public culture, as we noted above, is all important ï the issue in 

case of the youth is not simply one of a formal ban or of imposing penalties, but a robust programme, including 

education, community discussions and support, with rehabilitation where necessary, to address the problem. 

Aside from the legal considerations, the issue is not primarily moral but of the harmful developmental effects. 

As Mother notes: óThe people who live in Auroville and insist on following all the old habits ï the old ones and 

the new ones too ï which harm the consciousness, which lower the consciousness, things like smoking, drinking 
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say that it may not need them, unfortunate as that occurrence may be, at points for well-defined 

purposes.183 

b. Perilous but Fruitful: The Move from External to Internal Authority 

Thus, the move to the Divine anarchy posits a progressive, rather than immediate, substitution 

of external authority ï with a mix of soft and hard modes of enforcement, an open and under-

researched question in Auroville today ï with an inner discipline. It is only when the sattvik 

and spiritual poise develops sufficiently in the collective ï a yet unrealized occurrence at scale, 

including in Auroville ï that such external rules can be done away with. This is not a naµve 

rejection of legal schemes, but an ideal in which they become unnecessary when replaced by 

an even more demanding inner discipline. As we discuss in Parts III and IV, this bears on 

governance practices in Auroville, particularly in the anti-rule orientation common in the 

community that has led to a resistant centralization of executive and legislative authority. 

Indeed, the move to reject external authority is reasonable and proper ï it is, as Sri Aurobindo 

notes, a characteristic of the democratic conception of óage of reason,ô to be perfected in 

anarchist setups:  

He has to rise in revolt; on every claim of authority he has to turn the eye of a resolute 

inquisition é And of all you say, still I must ask, does it agree with the facts of the 

world, with my sense of right, with my judgment of truth, with my experience of 

reality?184 

Yet, Sri Aurobindo characterizes this subjective movement as a óperilous but fruitful 

adventureô.185 The rejection of external authority does not guarantee the discovery of self-

authenticating internal authority ï to the contrary, it may result in a gross vital anarchism, 

unconstrained by the partially civilizing influence of social convention. As we note below, this 

is apparent in several fora in Auroville. A premature replacement of external compulsion 

without the corresponding inner development risks turning the idea of a free and spontaneous 

cooperation of all, the Divine anarchy, into an egoistic autarchy of many. Sri Aurobindo is 

explicit on this point: 

Manifestly, the unrestrained use of individual illumination or judgment without either 

any outer standard or any generally recognisable source of truth is a perilous 

experiment for our imperfect race. It is likely to lead rather to a continual fluctuation 

and disorder of opinion than to a progressive unfolding of the truth of things é [It] 

may end in an exaggerated assertion of the will in each to live his own life and to 

satisfy his own ideas and desires which will produce a serious malaise or a radical 

trouble in the social body é186  

 
and, of course, drugs... all that, it is as if you were cutting pieces off your being. In the Ashram, naturally, I said 

no. We want to grow in consciousness; we do not want to descend into the pit of desires. To those who refuse to 

understand, I say: the aim of Auroville is to discover a new, deeper, more complete, more perfect life and to 

show the world that tomorrow will be better than today.ô Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 162. 
183 An important distinction must be made between proscriptive rules and those geared to solve coordination 

problems. This was often elided in our discussions in Auroville, as we discuss in Part IV. 
184 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 17. 
185 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 44. 
186 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 19. 
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As we discuss in Parts III and IV, claims made to dictate collective decision-making in 

Auroville, through the Residentsô Assembly or Working Groups, must guard against this 

tendency to disguise individual preference and desire in the name of self-government or 

participatory democracy (through the requirement of consensus, for example). This tendency 

is natural in any collective, but for one that is committed to a growing subjectivism like 

Auroville, Sri Aurobindoôs distinction between true and false subjectivism is timely. A true 

subjectivism is a progressive expansion of the ego-self to the psychic being óin solidarity with 

all of his kind,ô supported by the óideal conditionsô of a ópsychological clarity, a diffused 

reasonableness and scientific intelligence and, above all, a moral elevation and rectitude.ô187 A 

false subjectivism aggrandizes the egoistic will-to-be in the disguise of an inner seeking, with 

historically disastrous consequences in the form of irrationalism.188 As Sri Aurobindo notes:  

Our object is not to remove all ólimitationsô on the expansion of the ego or to give a 

free field and make unlimited room for the fulfilment of the ideas of the human mind 

or the desires of the ego-centred life-force. None of us are here to ódo as we likeô, or 

to create a world in which we shall at last be able to do as we like; we are here to do 

what the Divine wills and to create a world in which the Divine Will can manifest its 

truth no longer deformed by human ignorance or perverted and mistranslated by vital 

desire.189 

By comparison, Sri Aurobindo places Aurovilleôs ideal before us in the following summary of 

its discussion, worth quoting at length: 

é there is a common life, a common work, a common effort and aspiration without 

which humanity cannot grow to its full height and wideness. To ensure coordination 

and prevent clash and conflict in this constant contact another power is needed than 

the enlightened intellect. Anarchistic thought finds this power in a natural human 

sympathy which, if it is given free play under the right conditions, can be relied upon 

to ensure natural cooperation: the appeal is to what the American poet calls the love 

of comrades, to the principle of fraternity, the third and most neglected term of the 

famous revolutionary formula. A free equality founded upon spontaneous 

cooperation, not on governmental force and social compulsion, is the highest 

anarchistic ideal. 

But it is also possible that our progress has not been a development in a straight line, 

but in cycles, and that in those cycles there have been periods of at least partial 

realisation in which men did become able to live according to the high dream of 

philosophic Anarchism, associated by the inner law of love and light and right being, 

right thinking, right action and not coerced to unity by kings and parliaments, laws 

and policings and punishments with all that tyrant unease, petty or great oppression 

and repression and ugly train of selfishness and corruption which attend the forced 

government of man by man. It is even possible that our original state was an 

instinctive animal spontaneity of free and fluid association and that our final ideal 

 
187 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 47, 396.  
188 See, for a review of the dangers of irrationalism, Luk§cs, 1952. In general, mistaking vital experiences for 

spiritual ones is an error Mother and Sri Aurobindo were careful to counsel against. For example, Mother noted: 

óI get ten-page letters telling me óspiritual experiencesô ï which are completely in the vital. They donôt 

understand a thing. Even in Auroville theyôre like that, they donôt understand.ô Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 234. 
189 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 30, 1313-14. 
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state will be an enlightened, intuitive spontaneity of free and fluid association. Our 

destiny may be the conversion of an original animal association into a community of 

the gods. Our progress may be a devious round leading from the easy and spontaneous 

uniformity and harmony which reflects Nature to the self-possessed unity which 

reflects the Divine.190 

He notes the ills of óselfishness which attend the forced government of man by man,ô the seed 

of the spontaneity-driven anarchist ideal outlined by Mother and reflected in Aurovilleôs 

political rhetoric at present. And yet, like Mother, he cautions that its flowering depends on a 

demanding inner evolution that alone can ground a solid foundation of brotherhood, yet to be 

achieved in Auroville today. On her part, Mother too was acutely aware of this problem: 

One lives in Auroville in order to be free from moral and social conventions; but this 

freedom must not be a new slavery to the ego, to its desires and ambitions.191  

It is worth remembering here that Mother often remarked that some early Aurovilians had 

misunderstood this distinction. For example, she noted pungently, but with characteristic 

humour, that óthereôs really a subhuman group over there,ô and lamented that ótheyôre all 

quarrelling among themselves! And some even disobey deliberately; they refuse to recognise 

any authority.ô192 Elsewhere, she laid particular emphasis on the fact that ódiscipline is 

indispensable,ô which made some óterribly angry,ô even mooting at one point (during a roving 

private conversation) a ódrasticô step to insist on óso many hours of work per day are required 

in order to be fed.ô193 And emphatically, she once noted:  

They donôt understand a thing. Even in Auroville theyôre like that, they donôt 

understand é And then quarrels over nothing é oh, a subhumanity! é You see, they 

are grossly ignorant; they come here without experience, without knowledge, without 

preparation, and they think they are going to realise the Supermind right away é Itôs 

really pathetic. Some things are é they display reactions and attitudes one would be 

ashamed of in ordinary life. They need something to straighten them out.194 

As we discuss in Part IV.E, the question of enforcement by a legitimate authority is to be 

carefully weighed against the competing interests to freedom to err and disagree ï at any rate, 

in the ideal, it is the force of the spiritual atmosphere that places pressure to align or exit, with 

hard enforcement being the option of last resort. A chastening of action to inner authority pro 

tanto diminishes the need for external enforcement; yet, rejecting the latter while the former 

has not been established is a risky affair. The issue, in practical terms, will boil down to the 

interplay of two enforcement approaches: on one hand, a flexible, yet firm, regulatory 

architecture that can guide and where necessary, proscribe, without breaching the necessary 

latitude and space for experimentation; and on the other, a public sphere that can exert pressure 

in micro-environments where daily interchange occurs, to align and mould behaviour by the 

strength of the collective consciousness. It is ultimately the force of the atmosphere, if 

consecrated, that best decides whether one is compelled. Yet, till that concentration of force is 

 
190 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 292. 
191 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 145. 
192 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 327.  
193 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 248-254. 
194 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 234.  
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built up, the twin play of outer regulation and inner compulsion will require sensitive handling 

to navigate the perilous but necessary shift from external to internal authority.   

Thus, to sum up, we note that the route to a philosophic anarchism anticipates the progressive, 

but careful and timely, substitution of external authority with inner discipline, with a wise 

cautionary note that this turn inward (i) still requires illumined authority to which the collective 

voluntary submits; (ii) must not fall foul of a false vital subjectivism or (iii) prematurely cast 

away the need for narrow crafted and sensitive legal compulsion and finally (iv) one that 

depends for its success on a spiritually vibrant and nurturing public culture that signals out 

licentious activity, with a wide margin for error, experimentation and plurality of life forms. 

 

* 
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D. ARRANGEMENT OF PRODUCTIVE LIFE 

An integral part of Motherôs vision is the practical arrangement of productive life in Auroville. 

She notes:  

Individual worth would have a far greater importance than that of material wealth and 

social standing. There, work would not be a way to earn oneôs living but a way to 

express oneself and to develop oneôs capacities and possibilities while being of 

service to the community as a whole, which, for its own part, would provide for each 

individualôs subsistence and sphere of action. 

Motherôs vision speaks of five aspects insofar as productive life is concerned, which we 

discuss briefly below: 

1. Work done as offering in the spirit of karma yoga to find and express oneôs higher 

self, rather than a transaction for wages or competitive growth. 

2. The arrangement of productive life on a mutuality of need and capacity, and not on a 

levelling-down equality. 

3. A culture of material abundance, but not excess, based on innovation-led, tertiary 

production. 

4. A progressive substitution of individual or collective ownership and possession with 

óDivine ownership.ô 

5. A governance model based on service, rather than right, with hierarchies based on 

technical and spiritual competence, rather than status. 

 

i. Work as Aspiration and Offering 

Motherôs ideal of work was labour conducted in the spirit of offering to the Divine, karma 

yoga, a means of spiritual growth to oneôs higher self, rather than a transaction for wages for 

sustenance or a óvitalô aggrandizement of achievement. The alienation and self-estrangement 

from work and a growing means-end instrumentalism, on one hand, and a culture of 

competitive success and expansion, on the other ï both discussed at length in Si Aurobindoôs 

Human Cycle as also other thinkers ï animated Motherôs mind as she spoke of rescuing labour 

(and as we note below, capital) as a tool for growth. Sri Aurobindoôs discussion on the discovery 

of oneôs svadharma in his Essays on the Gita addresses this idea ï of the link between work 

and self-discovery ï is instructive:  

At the very start it [the Gita] has spoken of the nature, rule and function of the 

Kshatriya as Arjunaôs own law of action, svadharma; it has proceeded to lay it down 

with a striking emphasis that oneôs own nature, rule, function should be observed and 

followed, ðé To follow the law of anotherôs nature is dangerous to the soul, 

contradictory, as we may say, to the natural way of his evolution, a thing mechanically 

imposed and therefore imported, artificial and sterilising to oneôs growth towards the 

true stature of the spirit. What comes out of the being is the right and healthful thing, 
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the authentic movement, not what is imposed on it from outside or laid on it by lifeôs 

compulsions or the mindôs error.195 

Conceived so, work is no longer an instrument of what Sri Aurobindo calls óeconomic 

barbarismô ï concerned solely with satisfaction of vital desires, production for the sake of 

consumption and accumulation ï but an instrument of ascension to the higher self.196 Coming 

in the wake of the ólimits to growthô and óreturn to natureô movements of the 1970s, with a 

continued though somewhat diminished appeal today, this reframing of the motives of work in 

Motherôs óDreamô ï from individual desire for gain, profit and possession to a spiritual end ï 

is radical, easily stated and difficult to practice. The placement of individual desire or self-

interest in relation to productive work has been the subject of deep debate, and a constant source 

of worry for several thinkers, as this alleged óviceô of the rajasic temper fuels activity, growth 

and innovation, and a óreligiousô devaluation of desire is at worst a falling back into tamas or 

at best, a hypocritical disguise. Sri Aurobindo is acutely aware of this debate ï he recognizes 

the need and necessity of the rajasic temper, and (as a starting point) desire-driven activity:   

é the Life within us é is the strongest kinetic motor power, but the life-power in 

earthly beings is possessed by the force of desire, therefore rajas turns always to 

action and desire; desire is the strongest human and animal initiator of most kinesis 

and action, predominant to such an extent that many consider it the father of all action 

and even the originator of our being. Moreover, rajas finding itself in a world of matter 

which starts from the principle of inconscience and a mechanical driven inertia, has 

to work against an immense contrary force; therefore its whole action takes on the 

nature of an effort, a struggle, a besieged and an impeded conflict for possession 

which is distressed in its every step by a limiting incapacity, disappointment and 

suffering: even its gains are precarious and limited and marred by the reaction of the 

effort and an aftertaste of insufficiency and transience.197  

The limitations of rajas ï its turbid functioning and imperfect attempt at possession, leading to 

competitive conflict ï are to be transcended by a purification, not rejection: 

The gunas have to be transcended if we would arrive at spiritual perfection. Tamas 

evidently has to be overcome, inertia and ignorance and incapacity cannot be 

elements of a true perfection; but it can only be overcome in Nature by the force of 

rajas aided by an increasing force of sattwa. Rajas has to be overcome, egoism, 

personal desire and self-seeking passion are not elements of the true perfection; but 

it can only be overcome by force of sattwa enlightening the being and force of tamas 

limiting the action. Sattwa itself does not give the highest or the integral perfection; 

sattwa is always a quality of the limited nature; sattwic knowledge is the light of a 

limited mentality; sattwic will is the government of a limited intelligent force. 

Moreover, sattwa cannot act by itself in Nature, but has to rely for all action on the 

aid of rajas, so that even sattwic action is always liable to the imperfections of rajas; 

egoism, perplexity, inconsistency, a one-sided turn, a limited and exaggerated will, 

exaggerating itself in the intensity of its limitations, pursue the mind and action even 

of the saint, philosopher and sage. There is a sattwic as well as a rajasic or tamasic 

 
195 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 19, 508-9.   
196 This is now a recognized concern globally, though naturally with a varying understanding of the óhigher selfô. 

See, Part III.F.  
197 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 23-24, 685. 
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egoism, at the highest an egoism of knowledge or virtue; but the mindôs egoism of 

whatever type is incompatible with liberation. All the three gunas have to be 

transcended.198 

Sri Aurobindo and Motherôs vision neither rejects desire or rajas, nor does it defang it by a 

spiritual sheen; rather, it looks to evolve or purify it ï the pranic force that impels action, the 

vǕhana or ósteed and conveyance of the embodied mind and millô ï with the promise of spiritual 

return through the practice of karma yoga.199 Commenting on the transformation, not rejection, 

of the desire-soul, Sri Aurobindo notes:  

Then again there is the é desire soul; this too calls for its own perfection. Here too 

the first necessity is a fullness of the vital capacity in the mind, its power to do its full 

work, to take possession of all the impulsions and energies given to our inner psychic 

life for fulfilment in this existence, to hold them and to be a means for carrying them 

out with strength, freedom, perfection. Many of the things we need for our perfection, 

courage, will-power effective in life, all the elements of what we now call force of 

character and force of personality, depend very largely for their completest strength 

and spring of energetic action on the fullness of the psychic prana é [But, the] desire-

soul must get rid of the clamour, insistence or inequality of its desires in order that its 

desires may be satisfied with justice and balance and in the right way and eventually 

must rid them of the character of desire altogether and change them into impulsions 

of the divine Ananda. To that end it must make no demands nor seek to impose itself 

on heart, mind or spirit, but accept with a strong passive and active equality whatever 

impulsion and command come into it from the spirit through the channel of a still 

mind and a pure heart. And it must accept too whatever result of the impulse, whatever 

enjoyment more or less, full or nil, is given to it by the Master of our being. At the 

same time, possession and enjoyment are its law, function, use, swadharma. It is not 

intended to be a slain or mortified thing, dull in its receptive power, dreary, 

suppressed, maimed, inert or null.200 

Auroville forms an experimental ground for this all-important debate, a testing field, and if it 

comes to pass, source of validation, for the principles of karma yoga in a modern city-context. 

No large city-wide collective has translated Sri Aurobindoôs clarion call, óall life is yoga,ô into 

action: that task is Aurovilleôs. As Mother notes: 

Auroville is created to realise the ideal of Sri Aurobindo who taught us the Karma 

yoga. Auroville is for those who want to do the Yoga of work. To live in Auroville, 

means to do the Yoga of work. So all Aurovilians must take up a work and do it as 

Yoga.201 

Sri Aurobindo in turn places the ideal of the óYoga of workô before us thus: 

A man, it goes on to say, who devotes himself to his own natural work in life acquires 

spiritual perfection, not indeed by the mere act itself, but if he does it with right 

knowledge and the right motive, if he can make it a worship of the Spirit of this 

creation and dedicate it sincerely to the Master of the universe from whom is all 

 
198 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 23-24, 687-8. 
199 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 23-24, 734.  
200 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 23-24, 734-5 (emphasis ours).  
201 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 467. 



 

62 

 

impulse to action. All labour, all action and function, whatever it be, can be 

consecrated by this dedication of works, can convert the life into a self-offering to the 

Godhead within and without us and is itself converted into a means of spiritual 

perfection. But a work not naturally oneôs own, even though it may be well performed, 

even though it may look better from the outside when judged by an external and 

mechanical standard or may lead to more success in life, is still inferior as a means of 

subjective growth precisely because it has an external motive and a mechanical 

impulsion. Oneôs own natural work is better, even if it looks from some other point 

of view defective. One does not incur sin or stain when one acts in the true spirit of 

the work and in agreement with the law of oneôs own nature. All action in the three 

gunas is imperfect, all human work is subject to fault, defect or limitation; but that 

should not make us abandon our own proper work and natural function. Action should 

be rightly regulated action, niyatam karma, but intrinsically oneôs own, evolved from 

within, in harmony with the truth of oneôs being, regulated by the Swabhava, 

svabhava-niyatam karma.202 

ii. Mutuality and Qualified Egalitarianism 

Motherôs arrangement of productive life operates on an easy to articulate, yet notoriously 

difficult to practice, mutuality. Echoing the communist formula (ówith a twistô), óto each is to 

give according to his need, from each according to his capacityô, Mother notes that each person 

must take up productive work (later noting for five hours per day, except Sundays) that benefits 

the community, whilst the community provides for sustenance.203 In this, Mother 

conceptualizes a distributive system that supports egalitarian access to public goods ï 

education, healthcare, civic services, etc., and aesthetic goods ï required for human 

flourishing.204 Each individual is to offer voluntarily to the collective (the ócontributionô 

system), and the collective in return is to provide an egalitarian access to the basic goods 

necessary sustenance and flourishing (the óprosperityô ideal, a form of linked social security or 

universal basic income, which is yet to be clearly specified in Auroville, discussed in Part III.F).  

Motherôs discussion emphasizes two aspects. First, that the offering to the collective is not to 

be standardized as far as possible, but tailored to individual circumstance (thus allowing for 

material diversity, which places pressure on inequality-linked solidarity concerns in the 

extreme), and second, that this offering should ideally be voluntary and not coerced. She notes 

in an important exchange in the Agenda:  

Oneôs participation in the welfare and existence of the whole township isnôt 

something worked out individually: such and such an individual must give so much. 

Itôs not like that. Itôs worked out according to oneôs means, activity, possibilities of 

production; itôs not the democratic idea, which cuts everything into small equal bits 

ï an absurd machinery. Itôs worked out according to oneôs means: one who has much 
 

202 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 19, 509-10.   
203 Interestingly, there is a parallel with Thomas Mooreôs very different utopian setup in 1516, from which 

comes the name: utopians work only six hours a day, where óleisure time is spent, not in consumption (there is 

nothing much to consume) but in ólearning joyously, in debating, in reading, in reciting, in writing, in walking, 

in exercising the mind and body, and with play.ô See, Skidelsky, 2012, 62 for a discussion on work, leisure and 

utopian ideals.  
204 Mother, 1954 (óBeauty in all its artistic forms, painting, sculpture, music, literature, would be equally 

accessible to all; the ability to share in the joy it brings would be limited only by the capacities of each one and 

not by social or financial position.ô) 
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gives much, one who has little gives little; one who is strong works a lot, one who 

isnôt does something else. You understand, itôs something truer, deeper é This 

sentence, for instance: óAll who live there will participate in its life and development 

...ô ... according to their capacities and means, not a mechanical óso much per unit.ô 

Thatôs the point. It must be something living and true, not mechanical.205 

The industries will participate actively, they will contribute. If they are industries 

producing articles that arenôt in constant need ï and are therefore in amounts or 

numbers too great for the townshipôs own use, so that they will be sold outside ï those 

industries must naturally participate through money. And I take the example of food: 

those who produce food will give the township what it needs (in proportion to what 

they produce, of course), and it is the townshipôs responsibility to feed everyone. That 

means people wonôt have to buy their food with money, but they will have to earn it. 

Itôs a kind of adaptation of the Communist system, but not in a spirit of levelling: 

according to everyoneôs capacity, his position (not a psychological or intellectual 

one), his inner position.206  

There will be no taxes as such but each will contribute to the collective welfare in 

work, kind or money. So thatôs clear: there will be no taxes of any kind, but everyone 

will have to contribute to the collective welfare through his work, in kind or with 

money. Those who have nothing other than money will give money.207  

Motherôs ideal bears as a close resemblance to Sri Aurobindoôs description of a ófree 

cooperative communismô:  

é this would seem to lead us either towards a free cooperative communism, a unified 

life where the labour and property of all is there for the benefit of all, or else to what 

may better be called communalism, the free consent of the individual to live in a 

society where the just freedom of his individuality will be recognised, but the surplus 

of his labour and acquisitions will be used or given by him without demur for the 

common good under a natural cooperative impulse.208 

Two issues are striking in Motherôs words. The first is that oneôs sustenance is not ófreeô, but 

earned reciprocally through contributions. But the nature of these contributions must be 

determined according to individual capacity and not standard metrics that would create 

hierarchies of competitive success. If A gives more than B, yet each give according to their 

capacity, no difference lies in what they get. That depends on their needs, which may not 

necessarily be in proportion to their contributions. The big practical problem of organization 

here is of a mechanism to identify these capacities and needs at-scale. And the second is that 

such contributions should be voluntary (not coerced, as taxation systems are), ideally as an 

offering in the spirit of karma yoga, but (i) Mother here does not provide guidance on free-

rider concerns and (ii) the translation of this inner offering to an outer offering under the AVF 

Act, 1988 that places all assets in the Foundation presents a further complication.   

As Sri Aurobindo discusses at length, this simple, benign formulation of the relationship 

between the individual and collective presents serious difficulties in practice, as is the case in 

 
205 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 223. 
206 Guigan, I 225. 
207 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 224. 
208 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 218. 
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Auroville, which we discuss in Part III.F. These include the identification of metrics for what 

is productive work, identification of the nature and amount of collective offering (the 

ócontributionô system), identification of the nature and amount of community support through 

the óprosperityô scheme (the ómaintenancesô system), mechanisms for assessing variation in 

needs and capacity to avoid a levelling down common to collective management enterprises 

(allocation of investment and housing stock, for example), enforcement, in case ófree consentô 

is not forthcoming, and the problem of free-riders (de facto taxation under the Code of Conduct, 

and voluntary compliance mechanics), the nature of bureaucratic ordering of the collective to 

manage affairs (the operating practices of finance-related óWorking Groupsô), the relationship 

between individual enterprise and collective management of finances, concentration of power 

in collective management, stunting enterprise and commercial freedoms common to egalitarian 

arrangements etc. The problem lies in evidence-led practical policy specifications and 

conventions, not in metaphysical debates.  

Aurovilleôs challenge here is not exceptional ï these questions are debated in a long-standing 

and vigorous literature. Yet its answer, with the practice of the collective yoga, may be so. A 

comparative historical survey is an important research need in Auroville for its own systems 

design.209 As we suggest in Part III.F, there is a felt need for an independent, empowered group 

with economic expertise to draft, consult and execute a phased economic plan that can translate 

Motherôs words, often expressed at a level of generality, into a coherent body of practices that 

can sustain a capital intensive, innovation-led knowledge-economy consistent with Aurovilleôs 

research aspirations. The challenge is in spiritualizing production at scale, navigating the 

natural ills of greed, acquisitiveness and competition, on one hand, and an egalitarian levelling-

down or stunting rejection of ómoneyô, on the other. 

That said, the ideal ï what Sri Aurobindo elsewhere calls a óVedantic socialismô ï is simply 

stated:  

The right organisation of social life on a basis of equality and comradeship ought to 

give each man his proper place in society, his full training and development for the 

common ends, his due share of work, leisure and reward, the right value of his life in 

relation to the collective being, society.210 

iii. Reclaiming Production and a Culture of Abundance 

The economic model of Auroville lends itself to an innovation-driven collaborative exchange 

that generates a sufficient surplus for a ósimply rich and beautiful life for allô, rather than a 

market-driven competitive order operating on an engine of unreflective gains in productivity. 

A natural response to the ógross vitalismô of societies devoted predominantly to commercial 

ends and consumption-led behaviour could be a relatively quetistic return to a simpler, ascetic 

 
209 See, for example, Russell, 1934; Avineri, S., and de-Shalit, A., (eds), 1992; Taylor, 1989. 
210 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 208. Sri Aurobindo puts it simply in this aphorism, pointing to a deep 

overlapping consensus among various traditions, characteristic of his syncretic approach: óVedanta realised is 

the only practicable basis for a communistic society. It is the kingdom of the saints dreamed of by Christianity, 

Islam and Puranic Hinduism.ô Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 12, 465. 
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mode, with a distaste for money exchange (a feature common in our conversations in Auroville, 

though not necessarily translated into practice). Indeed, Sri Aurobindo decries  

the reign of commercialism é increase of production and interchange, this desire for 

commodities and markets and this piling up of a huge burden of unnecessary 

necessities.211 

As we discuss in Part III.F, the under-development of the commercial sector in Auroville can 

be traced in part as a reaction to the unchecked commercialism and greed, as a reaction to 

predominantly profit and productivity-oriented market-systems elsewhere. This rejection ï of 

what Mother calls ómoney relationsô, where wealth dictates status ï is proper but partial. In an 

important and broad-ranging passage in the Human Cycle, Sri Aurobindo notes: 

His [the modern manôs] idea of civilisation is comfort, his idea of morals social 

respectability, his idea of politics the encouragement of industry, the opening of 

markets, exploitation and trade following the flag, his idea of religion at best a 

pietistic formalism or the satisfaction of certain vitalistic emotions. He values 

education for its utility in fitting a man for success in a competitive or, it may be, a 

socialised industrial existence, science for the useful inventions and knowledge, the 

comforts, conveniences, machinery of production with which it arms him, its power 

for organisation, regulation, stimulus to production. The opulent plutocrat and the 

successful mammoth capitalist and organiser of industry are the supermen of the 

commercial age and the true, if often occult rulers of its society. The essential 

barbarism of all this is its pursuit of vital success, satisfaction, productiveness, 

accumulation, possession, enjoyment, comfort, convenience for their own sake. The 

vital part of the being is an element in the integral human existence as much as the 

physical part; it has its place but must not exceed its place. A full and well-appointed 

life is desirable for man living in society, but on condition that it is also a true and 

beautiful life. Neither the life nor the body exist for their own sake, but as vehicle and 

instrument of a good higher than their own. They must be subordinated to the superior 

needs of the mental being, chastened and purified by a greater law of truth, good and 

beauty before they can take their proper place in the integrality of human perfection. 

Therefore in a commercial age with its deal, vulgar and barbarous, of success, 

vitalistic satisfaction, productiveness and possession the soul of man may linger a 

while for certain gains and experiences, but cannot permanently rest. If it persisted 

too long, Life would become clogged and perish of its own plethora or burst in its 

straining to a gross expansion. Like the too massive Titan it will collapse by its own 

mass, mole ruet sua.212  

Sri Aurobindoôs criticizes vitalism if it supports production for the sake of production, an 

unnecessary multiplication of desire for convenience driven by industrial growth, a vulgar 

utilitarianism, a competitive fight for material success and domination. As we noted above, 

this pattern of behaviour, which he elsewhere calls a óa strictly economic society,ô213 

cramps liberty in its system of ordered production and sows the seeds for its own 

replacement, giving rise to anarchist impulses looking to recover that lost liberty:  

 
211 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 607. 
212 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 80.  
213 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 22. 
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The attempt to govern and organise human life by verifiable Science by a law, a truth 

of things, an order and principles which all can observe and verify in their ground and 

fact and to which therefore all may freely and must rationally subscribe, is the 

culminating movement of European civilisation. It has been the fulfilment and 

triumph of the individualistic age of human society; it has seemed likely also to be its 

end, the cause of the death of individualism and its putting away and burial among 

the monuments of the past.214 

In this, Sri Aurobindo anticipates criticisms levelled by many in recent times against 

unchecked market growth ï for example, as Skidelsky notes in his review of economic 

policy,  

é the insatiability of human wants é produce an ethic of acquisitiveness, which 

dooms societies to continuous, objectless, wealth-creation é  

The ideal of economic growth as an end without an end é [where] there were no 

other objects of economic policy left é survives only because we have lost a sense 

of what wealth is for, a language of the good life é 

What would an economic organization geared to realizing the basic goods look like? 

It would have to produce enough goods and services to satisfy everyoneôs basic needs 

and reasonable standards of comfort. It would furthermore have to do so with a big 

reduction in the amount of necessary work, so as to free up time for leisure, 

understood as self-directed activity.215  

In this spirit, Sri Aurobindo is categorical that commerce and production are to be re-aligned 

as a óvehicle and instrument of a good higher than their own,ô ósubordinated é purified by a 

greater law of truth, good and beauty.ô In other words, commerce is not to be shunned, but 

óreconquered for the Divineô, the means made to serve proper and higher ends:  

Money is the visible sign of a universal force, and this force é is indispensable to 

the fullness of the outer life. In its origin and its true action it belongs to the Divine. 

But é it is delegated here and in the ignorance of the lower Nature can be usurped 

for the uses of the ego é For this reason most spiritual disciplines insist on a complete 

self-control, detachment and renunciation of all bondage to wealth and of all personal 

and egoistic desire for its possession. Some even put a ban on money and riches and 

proclaim poverty and bareness of life as the only spiritual condition. But this is an 

error é To reconquer it for the Divine é is the supramental way é216 

Production, enjoyment and mutuality are, as he notes, an essential part of a social body, the 

vaishya quality, if chastened to the spiritual ideal:  

The aim of its [a spiritual societyôs] economics would be not to create a huge engine 

of production, whether of the competitive or the cooperative kind, but to give to men 

ï not only to some but to all men each in his highest possible measure ï the joy of 

work according to their own nature and free leisure to grow inwardly, as well as a 

simply rich and beautiful life for all.217 

 
214 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 20-1. 
215 Skidelsky and Skidelsky, 2013, 601. 
216 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 32, 10.  
217 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 257. 
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In his nationalist days, which provide a practical orientation to this debate, Sri Aurobindo 

warned against an excessively material culture that had occupied the West in its 

industrialization. Yet, his Bande Mataram and Karma Yogin recorded an almost religious 

fervour for material progress ï he wanted to modernize, set up industry, develop technology 

and have strong urban centres. These were imperative goals where India could learn from the 

Westôs advance charge. The life-denying, ascetic form of religion that had marked the Indian 

mentality was not the ideal of the future. What he was concerned about was the greed, 

selfishness and feeling of alienation from oneôs fellow beings that market cultures can lead to, 

if one succumbs to a hedonistic excess driven by an unchecked competitive market mechanism. 

A spiritual culture, devoted to the highest good in man beyond the insatiable desire of 

individual pleasure and material gain ï relinquished with calculated concessions of self-interest 

in favour of the common good ï can use the fruits of the economy, with an equitable distribution 

of resources anchored by an inner spiritual urge to help others, siva jnana jiver seva ï the 

ethical instinct to serve oneôs fellow being as a manifestation of Divinity. 

As we discuss in Part II below, Mother similarly advocates a culture of production and 

abundance but not excess for Auroville, an economically self-sustaining city driven by industry, 

commerce and food production, rich in material terms. Importantly, her economic vision for 

Auroville is tied to its educational one. The purpose of economic production is to meet material 

needs and create sufficient comfort to free time for higher pursuits rather than engage in the 

production of óunnecessary necessitiesô:  

When I was in France, I was always asking myself, óHow can people have the time 

to find themselves? How can they even have the time to understand the way to free 

themselves?ô So I thought: a place where material needs are sufficiently satisfied, so 

that if you truly want to free yourself, you can do so. And it was on this idea that the 

Ashram was founded, not on any other: a place where peopleôs means of existence 

would be sufficient to give them the time to think of the True Thing é 

é 

Ultimately, [Auroville] must be a town for studies ï studies and research on how to 

live both in a simplified way and in a way such that the higher qualities have more 

time to develop.218 

Practically speaking, this important passage begs the question: what is base level of material 

necessities? How much is enough? How does the purification of desire for material goods and 

products interact with Aurovilleôs commercial profile? This profile, one may say, must be 

guided by an assessment of needs rather than wants, with measures to attract the right form of 

investment and talent to meet that minimum level of material necessities for all. This was a 

task that Mother anticipated in a 1968 letter to the Ford Foundation discussed below, but is yet 

to be done. As we note in Part III.F, to the extent that this reluctance to develop the commercial 

sector at scale relates to an unease with surplus or óprofitô generation in the community, it is 

not in keeping with this spirit of reclaiming, rather than shunning, capital. 

 
218  Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 28-9.  
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We may also note here that lively debates on the relationship of work, production and leisure 

to the broader goals of human flourishing ï echoing Mother and Sri Aurobindoôs words ï are 

to be found in recent scholarly literature.219 These debates are had on the future of work in the 

wake of technology-supported increases in productivity and consumption-led market 

arrangements.220 Aurovilleôs establishment was co-terminus with these debates, or in some 

cases, ahead of its time. These concerns have since been the subject of cutting-edge research. 

Meaningful dialogue with this emerging body of thought is required in Auroville to (as the 

Charter notes) take óadvantage of all discoveries,ô and to avoid a backward-looking nostalgic 

exceptionalism often expressed in our discussions. 

iv. Renunciation as Ownership 

Motherôs vision excludes ownership of property, assets or profit ï óAuroville belongs to 

nobody.ô This is a bold practical expression of the idea of Vedantic socialism, where property 

is neither individually nor communally owned. Legally, all lands and other assets vest in the 

Auroville Foundation, and any properties, housing / other infrastructure or commercial 

enterprises are ódonatedô to Auroville and managed in trust by stewards. As a consequence, 

there is no legal inheritance of assets. Practically, properties, assets and profits are managed 

through a mix of communal and individual arrangements, trusts, units and working groups., as 

we discuss in Part III.F.  

This arrangement reflects, in its ideal, a transcendence of individual possession, ownership and 

capital accumulation and a voluntary offering of all one possesses or creates to the Divine. As 

Sri Aurobindo notes:  

You must neither turn with an ascetic shrinking from the money power [expanded 

here to all forms of wealth, property, profit etc.], the means it gives and the objects it 

brings, nor cherish a rajasic attachment to them or a spirit of enslaving self-indulgence 

in their gratifications. Regard wealth simply as a power to be won back for the Mother 

and placed at her service.221 

Motherôs ideal marks a novel addition to the long-standing and intractable debate on the 

justifications for a right to private property or collective ownership. As the noted philosopher, 

Waldron, says in his detailed review, the question is simple:  

What individual interests are served by the existence of private property as opposed 

to some other sort of property regime (such as communism)? Are any of these 

interests so important from the moral point of view that they justify holding 

governments [or the collective, represented in the Auroville Foundation, in this case] 

to be under a duty to promote, uphold, and protect property-owning? Or is it rather 

the case that, taken one by one, the interests which individuals have in the matter do 

not have this level of importance, and these interests should be dealt with in the 

 
219 We were often met with the use of the term ómainstreamô and óalternateô in Auroville. While useful, it was 

often caricatured and led in our conversations to a reluctance to look outside for expertise or new developments. 

This is an unhealthy poise. We consider this briefly in Part IV.E.  
220 See, for example, Skidelsky, 2020. 
221 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 32, 10.  
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aggregate, in the form of utilitarian arguments about property institutions, rather than 

treated as rights?222 

The answers to these questions are complex and varied. Very roughly, one may trace them to 

five bases:  

i. the labour theory of acquisition: that which one has developed or created by individual 

labour and exertion belongs to one. 

ii. first occupancy: that which one has possessed first belongs to one.  

iii. the laissez-faire, libertarian approach: property as an extension of the self, held 

absolutely. 

iv. the ethical approach: property-owning leads to ethical development and inculcation of 

responsibility)  

v. utilitarian: an efficient system of allocation of capital to those with greater capacity to 

manage the property to devise appropriate incentives. 

Mixed in with these are concerns of equitable distribution, capital accumulation, historical 

rebalancing of entrenched inequalities, among others. By comparison, Motherôs ideal outlines 

a Divine ownership ï true at the spiritual level, in Sri Aurobindoôs panentheistic scheme of 

things where the Divine is all ï, with individual stewardship to manifest that underlying truth. 

It has hints of each of the bases above, except the laissez-faire approach of egoistic ownership 

which it rejects. It is in working out means to correspond the inner truth to the outer legal and 

regulatory form where the challenges arise. This presents a rich field for comparative research 

in Auroville.  

This model of ódecentralized Divine ownershipô, if we may call it that, stands in contrast to 

historical forms of Divine ownership that locate an individual or entity as possessed of the 

Divine right.223 It requires each individual to labour and create or hold property, accumulate 

assets and profits yet without a sense of possession, offering all to the Divine in the 

disinterested spirit of renunciation in karma yoga: karmaἈy-evǕdhikǕras te mǕ phaleἨhu 

kadǕchana, óyou have a right to perform your prescribed duties, but you are not entitled to the 

fruits of your actionsô.224 An ideal Auroville resident is a transparent instrument, not the doer, 

possessor or owner.225 Sri Aurobindoôs translation of the paradoxical verse in Isha Upanishad, 

enjoining each to enjoy all by renouncing all, provides the spiritual foundation of this ideal:  

All this is for habitation by the Lord, whatsoever is individual universe of movement 

in the universal motion. By that renounced thou shouldst enjoy; lust not after any 

manôs possession.226 

 
222 Waldron, 1990, 3.  
223 See, for example, for a historical review of this idea in Indiaôs political history, Varma, 1974.  
224  Bhagavad Gita, (Mukundananda, transl.), 2019, 2.47. For Sri Aurobindoôs commentary, see, CWSA, 1997, 

Vol. 19, 303-4, 458. 
225 The practical stages of this easily stated, yet supremely difficult to practice, ideal are detailed in Sri 

Aurobindo, Mother, 12-13.  
226 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 17, 5, with the associated commentary on this verse at 16-20.  
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Easily stated as a spiritual truth and moral precept, this is a radically difficult idea to practice. 

Naturally, this surrender cannot be expected to be entire from the beginning, and a de facto 

sense of rajasic ownership and possession is likely and expected (as several conversants noted 

is the case, and the records demonstrate).227 The work required to translate this ideal is still 

nascent in Auroville, and one that will become all the more challenging and exciting as 

population numbers and densities grow. As Mother notes, the practical details of the 

organization of this ideal are where the challenge lies: what does the idea of Divine ownership 

mean? Can individual stewards use, modify and alter the property exclusively? Are profits, 

entirely or partially, to be kept with the individual or enterprise for growth, reinvestment, 

legitimate personal use or given to the collective? If offered, who manages collective assets? 

How are they chosen, and what are the principles of collective management? In cases of conflict 

between individuals, or between the individual and the collective, how does one decide absent 

authority? Can residents exit Auroville with a whole or portion of lands or assets developed by 

their labour? Are assets, including housing, developed through individual moneys brought into 

Auroville from elsewhere, all part of the collective? Must offering be entirely voluntary, or can 

it be enforced (the rate of 33% contribution in the Code of Conduct, for example)? How does 

one deal with free-riders? As we discuss in Part III.E, these questions have occupied centre 

stage in the evolution of Aurovilleôs economic set up (in Pour Tous, Circles, Nandini, 

Envelopes, Central Fund, and more recently, policies of the Finance and Asset Management 

and Budget Coordination Committees, with the 2002 Code of Conduct),228 and will continue 

to do so as the economic setup matures, with a tension between centralized planning and 

enterprise freedom, voluntary and flat contributions, capital formation and the ideal of a no-

money economy, productivity increases and inequalities in individual holdings, a self-

sustaining and porous economy etc. 

Practically speaking, communal regulation usually translates into a transfer of power to a 

minority that runs the collective.229 Unless that minority is illumined, there is a risk of social 

networks dictating allocation of resources, with (perhaps veiled) negotiations over power in the 

collective. Alternatively, individual stewardship, absent communal regulation, usually risks 

inequality and concentrations of wealth or power. Legally, property belongs to the Auroville 

Foundation; yet the Auroville Foundation, and its offer-bearers, Working Groups etc., just as 

individuals, are stewards, none with an exclusive claim in Motherôs scheme. Mother anticipates 

these challenges throughout her early comments; for example, she notes:  

From this point of view, take money, for example. An ideal which may be several 

hundred years ahead of its time, we donôt know: money should be a power which 

belongs to nobody and which should be controlled by the most universal wisdom 

 
227 This is reflected, for example, in the strongly worded assessment of Lt. Governor Soundaraja, ex-member of 

the Governing Board (óAlthough Auroville has always been envisaged as a city that is meant to exist without 

personal property, certain residents have grown attached to their work, environment é This has gradually 

resulted in a landlord-like attitude and collective work has been made to run like personal businesses and is 

passed on as inheritancesô) The Hindu, 2022. A certain rajasic attachment is indeed expected and natural and a 

challenge to be progressively overcome in the yoga.  
228 See, for example, Thomas, 1997; Guigan, 1997; Aggarwal, 1997; for a narrative summary, see Thomas and 

Thomas, 2013, 126-135.  
229 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 200-7, 445-450.  
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present. Put on the earth someone who has a vision vast enough to be able to know 

the needs of the earth and precise enough to be able to tell where the money should 

go ï you understand, we are very far from that, arenôt we? For the moment, the 

gentleman still says, óThis is mineô, and when he is generous, he says, óI give it to 

youô. Thatôs not it. But there is a long way to go between what we are and what must 

be.230  

The practical working of this model depends on the specifications and conventions by which 

stewardship is regulated, and faces substantial challenges in its working out. A comparative 

survey with the rich, complex and long-standing literature on this subject is important to ground 

the experiment in past and present learnings from elsewhere, again an area that requires a strong 

tertiary research sector embedded into the practical workings of the city. To say óthe Divine 

owns everythingô is true, but to translate this into practice is difficult: (i) for individual residents 

to offer everything to the collective requires great trust in the management of that collective by 

those in-charge, and (ii) for the collective management to avoid centralized inefficiencies that 

hinder entrepreneurial activity, trust must be placed in each resident to manage and develop 

properties, assets and profits. This requires cooperation, goodwill and trust, on one hand, and 

technical expertise in economics, management, skill-development on the other.  Each of these 

issues have naturally been vocalized in Aurovilleôs community dialogue, as no off-the-shelf 

solutions are available to translate Motherôs ideal. It carries the seeds for a novel and exciting 

experiment in ownership schemes. 

v. Service-Based Governance, Illumined Hierarchies and Qualified Democracy  

Mother anticipated a service-based governance model with natural hierarchies of competence, 

rather than status-based hierarchies, monetary or otherwise. In the allocation of responsibilities, 

cast as voluntary duties rather than as rights, Mother provides the following guidance: 

é intellectual, moral and spiritual superiority would be expressed in the general 

organisation not by an increase in the pleasures and powers of life but by increased 

duties and responsibilities. 

In this place, titles and positions would be replaced by opportunities to serve and 

organise; the bodily needs of each one would be equally provided for.231  

Positions of authority, necessary for the organization of a collective even in an anarchist setup 

(a point of importance in Aurovilleôs context, as we discuss in Part III), are to be distributed 

based on the capacity to serve ï defined as a combination of technical expertise and state of 

consciousness ï, rather than as entitlements to power in the name of participatory governance. 

Mother makes this explicit in the following exchange, in the related context of distribution of 

work in the Ashram:  

I do not give positions to the sadhaks ˈ I give them work; and to all I give an equal 

opportunity. It is those who prove to be most capable and most sincere, honest and 

faithful that have the biggest amount of work and the greatest responsibility.  

 
230 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 71.  
231 Mother, 1954.  
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It is by the efficiency and the quality of the work that I will judge the workers.  

Never forget that here it is for the perfection of the work that we are striving, not for 

the satisfaction of the ego.  

In the actualities of life the power of a man does not depend on an official title, but 

on the force and the light of his inner consciousness.232 

This marks an important ideal ï a shift from interest-based governance, responding to the 

natural rajasic human instinct for expansion, possession and domination, with lobbies and 

group formations in tow, to one based on enlightened duty and service. This call in itself is an 

old ideal, but what is new is a shift from a rational to supra-rational enlightenment, backed by 

a defined form of practice to get the community there. This three step-progression is considered 

in detail in Chapter XXI of the Life Divine ï from self-preservation, expansion and domination 

(leading to power-enforced hierarchies) to mutuality and reciprocal interchange (an ordered 

conflict) and finally love (a spontaneous brotherhood, where Motherôs ódreamô of a life of 

emulation and collaboration rather than conflict and envy manifests). We do not have the space 

here to enter a detailed discussion, but it is worth quoting Sri Aurobindoôs summary of this 

evolutionary pattern, which provides a philosophical scheme to map the development of 

motivational structures in Aurovilleôs political economy: 

We have then two principles in Life, the necessity or the will of the separate ego to 

survive in its distinctness and guard its identity and the compulsion imposed upon it 

by Nature to fuse itself with others é 

The phenomenon of hunger and desire involves a struggle towards a status of 

satisfaction and security, since desire is only the stimulus by which Life tempts its 

own positive being to rise out of the negation of unfulfilled hunger towards the full 

possession of the delight of existence. The phenomenon of limited capacity involves 

a struggle towards expansion, mastery and possession, the possession of the self and 

the conquest of the environment. 

é the principle of co-operation and mutual help, the desire of others, the desire of 

the wife, the child, the friend and helper, the associated group, the practice of 

association, of conscious joining and interchange are the seeds out of which flowers 

the principle of love. 

[The] last stage é can only be reached when the two principles are harmonised, when 

the individual is able to persist in the consciousness of his individuality and yet fuse 

himself with others without disturbance of preservative equilibrium and interruption 

of survival é233 

As we noted above, the key motive-force for the development of the democratic ideal was a 

recognition of the essential equality of all, characteristic of the second stage in Sri Aurobindoôs 

evolutionary scheme. This stands in contrast to hierarchies of status dominant in the 

óconventional age,ô defining characteristics of the óinfra-rationalô stage of development, the first 

stage. Yet, the shift is gradual, and these systems are liable to oligarchic capture by a minority 

or a tyranny of the majority. We discuss the implications of this in Part III ï in relation to the 

 
232 Mother, CWM, 2002, Vol. 13, 160.  
233 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-22, 211-4. 
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working of the Residentsô Assembly, Working Groups and community participation ï but a 

brief statement is helpful here.  

On one hand, the participatory democratic my bring with it a levelling-down tendency, common 

to egalitarian thinking, where incompetent or un-informed voices carry equal weight as 

competent ones ï it may, as Sri Aurobindo notes, ócheapen thought.ô234  Democratic 

conceptions work if all members are well-informed and enlightened; if not, a cacophony often 

results. It is in this context that Sri Aurobindo emphasizes the importance of a diffused culture 

of broad-based education, as a supporting base for democratic political forms:  

The natural remedy for the first defects of the individualistic theory in practice would 

seem to be education; for if man is not by nature, we may hope at least that he can be 

made by education and training something like a rational being. Universal education, 

therefore, is the inevitable second step of the democratic movement in its attempt to 

rationalise human society. But a rational education means necessarily three things, 

first, to teach men how to observe and know rightly the facts on which they have to 

form a judgment; secondly, to train them to think fruitfully and soundly; thirdly, to fit 

them to use their knowledge and their thought effectively for their own and the 

common good. Capacity of observation and knowledge, capacity of intelligence and 

judgment, capacity of action and high character are required for the citizenship of a 

rational order of society; a general deficiency in any of these difficult requisites is a 

sure source of failure. Unfortunately, ð even if we suppose that any training made 

available to the millions can ever be of this rare character, ð the actual education 

given in the most advanced countries has not had the least relation to these 

necessities.235  

As we consider in Part IV, initiatives like the Auroville Campus Initiative, Integral Education 

Lab, the Citizensô Assembly, Aware Auroville, Working Group updates in News and Notes, 

Auroville Today, exhibitions / commentaries produced by the Auroville Archives, regular 

Youtube updates from Office of the Secretary to the Foundation, public fora like Auronet and 

others that look to generate greater awareness on matters of public concern and train the 

necessary skill-sets for informed, unprejudiced decision-making, are important attempts in this 

direction that can be strengthened and organized ï in our proposal in Part III.E in a city-wide 

embedded digital learning platform ï to generate an enlightened participation ófrom belowô. 

Absent these, a ómore democratic democracy,ô the ideal of the Residentsô Assembly and other 

collective fora runs the risk of an  

é immense waste of time and energy and confused, swaying and uncertain action 

that ómuddles outô in the end some tolerable result.236 

On the other hand, the concentration of decision-making powers in a technocratic body, which 

may be more efficient and ordered, carries the risk of translating conventional social hierarchies 

into bureaucratic forms. As Sri Aurobindo notes:  

 
234 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 90. Motherôs exchange in the Agenda on this makes for interesting 

reading: óSatprem: In democracies and with the Communists, thereôs a levelling down: everyone is pulled down 

to the same level. Mother: Yes, thatôs just the point.ô Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 226. 
235 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 198. 
236 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 473. 
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é instead of the Brahmin Shastrakara the scientific, administrative and economic 

expert é Instead of a hierarchical arrangement of classes each with its powers, 

privileges and duties there will be established an initial equality of education and 

opportunity, ultimately perhaps with a subsequent determination of function by 

experts who shall know us better than ourselves and choose for us our work and 

quality. In the place of the King himself é there will stand the collectivist State 

similarly guided and empowered.237 

This is a marked tension that manifests itself in Auroville today, between the Working Groups 

and the community, the perceived technocratic óeliteô and the demos, often leading to a 

decision-making paralysis. This is reflected, for example, in points 6 and 16-19 of the 

óelephants in the roomô in the Full Report of the 2015 Auroville Retreat, which we discuss in 

the context of current governance practices in Part IV.238 

Sri Aurobindo and Mother resolve this tension by pointing to a form of government that 

balances the twin interests of equality and liberty, of participation and technocratic competence: 

that of an illumined hierarchy, backed by a collective discipline born of trust. Mother notes:  

[Q. What should be the nature of this organization, in the present and in the future?]  

A. Organization is the discipline of action, but for Auroville, we aspire to go beyond 

arbitrary and artificial organizations. We want an organization which is the expression 

of a higher consciousness working to manifest the truth of the future.  

[Q. Until this group consciousness appears, and until we can work collectively in the 

true and right way, what should we do?] 

A. A hierarchical organization grouped around the most enlightened centre and 

obeying a collective discipline.239  

Motherôs antidote to participatory disorder, all ruling all turning into none ruling effectively (a 

complaint often made by Working Groups) and technocratic capture (a complaint often made 

against Working Groups) is a óhierarchic organisation grouped around the most enlightened 

centre and submitting to a collective disciplineô ï an essential equality of all does not translate 

ipso facto into a functional equality in matters of decision-making. This distinction between 

natural ï illumined or competence-based ï hierarchies, rather than status or entitlement-based 

ones, is central to the organization of Aurovilleôs collective decision-making processes, in its 

anarchist aspirations, such that participatory models of governance ï with each resident having 

a voice, but perhaps not a vote ï operate in tandem with a hierarchical authority comprising 

those of an óillumined will é and [an] unerring leadership.ô The óevilô of democracy, a ódecline 

in greatnessô in the name of equality, is thus sought to be avoided.240  

 
237 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 22. 
238 Full Report, Auroville Retreat, 2015, Annexure 5, 64-5, 67. 
239 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 327-8. This is an old ideal. See, for example, Platoôs famous discussion on this point, 

summarized in Lange, 1939; Kraut, 2018; for a review of modern literature, see, Berstou and Caramani, 2020. 

This is an important and under-researched area in Auroville, to inform its political practices from lessons 

elsewhere. 
240 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 12, 467. 
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Whilst Motherôs view is not incompatible with majority decision-making processes aspiring to 

consensus, it does not lean in that direction. In this passage, absent consensus, aggregative 

preferences represented by a majority vote, the democratic route, are substituted by a 

submission to the ómost enlightened centreô available at the time, albeit imperfect. This is an 

important shift, both in philosophical and practical terms. Her view invites strong participation, 

a valid democratic, egalitarian imperative, yet she advocates the legitimate authority of an 

illumined minority in decision-making when disagreements arise. As with many before, she 

was a qualified votary of democratic processes.241 As indeed of assemblies:  

Because men still imagine that in order to do anything useful, they must gather 

together in groups. It is the caricature of organisation.242 

While none can replace Motherôs leadership (really speaking, the nub of all governance 

problems in Auroville), the collective organized along illumined hierarchies can aspire to it. 

This is naturally easier said than done: (i) locating these illumined individuals may be difficult 

as an epistemic matter, even if impartiality and goodwill are assumed, or (ii) as a practical 

matter, it may result in residents picking such experts / illumined individuals on interest-based 

preferences, thus not solving the problem but introducing another one, that of representative 

capture. Appropriate organizational choices have thus to be made in Auroville responsive to 

this dynamic. We consider this in Part IV in light of past practices of the Residentsô Assembly 

and Working Groups. 

A floor-level egalitarianism, if we may call it that, to accord equal concern and respect to all, 

in material and social terms, across the board is consistent with a hierarchy of powers to some 

for their domains of expertise. This hierarchy follows the development of capacities, 

particularly the state of illumination of consciousness, and does not level down participatory 

rights to dictate collective movement, with its inevitable interest-based pulls and pushes, to all. 

Ideally, Mother envisages a dual movement: the collective discipline of all recognizes the 

authority of the illumined in their field, and the illumined serve the collective regardless of 

their own preferences.  

Indeed, the reason for Sri Aurobindo and Motherôs constant emphasis on brotherhood and unity 

as the cement on which polities effectively organize is manifest here: it serves to counteract on 

one hand the natural tendencies to envy (a common criticism of egalitarian systems) and on the 

other, competition to vie for power or impose preferences on the collective, even if well-

intentioned (a common criticism of liberal systems). Concluding his discussion in the Human 

Cycle, Sri Aurobindo points to the future along these lines:  

But if both equality and liberty disappear from the human scene, there is left only one 

member of the democratic trinity, brotherhood or, as it is now called, comradeship, 

that has some chance of survival as part of the social basis.  é 

Yet is brotherhood the real key to the triple gospel of the idea of humanity. The union 

of liberty and equality can only be achieved by the power of human brotherhood and 

it cannot be founded on anything else. But brotherhood exists only in the soul and by 

 
241 We discuss this in Part IV.B in relation to the place and limit of the Residentsô Assembly.  
242 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 215.  
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the soul; it can exist by nothing else. For this brotherhood is not a matter either of 

physical kinship or of vital association or of intellectual agreement. 

A deeper brotherhood, a yet unfound law of love is the only sure foundation possible 

for a perfect social evolution, no other can replace it. But this brotherhood and love 

will not proceed by the vital instincts or the reason where they can be met, baffled or 

deflected by opposite reasonings and other discordant instincts. Nor will it found 

itself in the natural heart of man where there are plenty of other passions to combat 

it. It is in the soul that it must find its roots; the love which is founded upon a deeper 

truth of our being, the brotherhood or, let us say, for this is another feeling than any 

vital or mental sense of brotherhood, a calmer more durable motive-force, the 

spiritual comradeship which is the expression of an inner realisation of oneness. For 

so only can egoism disappear and the true individualism of the unique godhead in 

each man found itself on the true communism of the equal godhead in the race; for 

the Spirit, the inmost self, the universal Godhead in every being is that whose very 

nature of diverse oneness it is to realise the perfection of its individual life and nature 

in the existence of all, in the universal life and nature.243 

Thus, Aurovilleôs ideal is to perfect the democratic form, leading to the nebulous (because 

ineffable) state of Divine anarchy, with the principle of illumined hierarchies as the interim 

vehicle. This is to be done by the combination of an assembly (with qualified majoritarian 

practices) and a system of efficient administration ï a separation of legislative and executive 

powers ï on the principle of enlightened hierarchies with (as far as possible, voluntary) 

collective discipline. In doing so, Mother and Sri Aurobindoôs careful detailing of the practical 

path to spiritual anarchism looks to progressively dent the standard problems attendant to such 

utopian projects ï disorder, instability, abstract ótoothlessô ideal theory divorced from practice, 

self-defeating incoherence.244 The difficult, and yet unsolved, problem to be worked out in 

Auroville ï a ógreat taskô, in Motherôs words ï is to translate the ideal of spiritual anarchism, 

through progressively illumined democratic forms, into the daily rhythms of collective life: 

What is the use of only knowing? I say to thee, Act and be, for therefore God sent 

thee into this human body.245 

But even when they see it, they have no power to enforce it. So between blind power 

and seeing impotence the world moves, achieving destiny through a mental 

muddle.246 

As we propose in Part IV, this needs to be translated into clearly defined processes for the 

working of the Residentsô Assembly and selection of Working Groups, with (i) a bicameral, 

representative and federated restructuring of the Residentsô Assembly, with (ii) rules for 

ordered and informed deliberation and (iii) a restructuring of Working Group selection, 

execution and monitoring processes. Proposals, variously worded but common in substance, 

for a óUnity Committeeô, óDynamic Residentsô Assemblyô, óActive Residentsô Assembly,ô 

óFunctional Residentsô Assembly,ô óCouncil of the Wise,ô óCity Councilô, óCouncil of Sagesô, 

óSteering Group,ô óSupreme Councilô, óVision Task Force,ô óCitizensô Assemblyô etc. ï 

 
243 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 203-4. 
244 See, for an overview of standard objections and replies, Fiala, 2021, Section 4.  
245 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 12, 471. 
246 Sri Aurobindo (eds., Nahar et. al.), 2003, 32.  
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discussed at several points since 1999, but not implemented ï are efforts in this direction to 

streamline collective decision-making processes that merit attention. 

 

*  
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E. A COMMITMENT TO RESEARCH, INNOVATION AND FREE PROGRESS EDUCATION 

Education, understood not simply in its formal sense, but as a complement to life in the 

movement from avidya, Ignorance to vidya, Knowledge, was central to Sri Aurobindo and 

Motherôs life and works. This vision ï the growth of the ósleepless Flameô of the spirit ï 

occupies prime place in Aurovilleôs charter: óAuroville will be the place of an unending 

education, of constant progress, and a youth that never ages.ô In a sense, the first and last marker 

of education in Auroville is the move to spiritual experience, a progressive knowledge by 

identity of the inner parts of oneôs being. This supra-rational search for knowledge, in and 

through life, is the path of the Integral Yoga. óUltimatelyô, said Mother, Auroville ómust be a 

town for studies ï studies and research on how to live both in a simplified way and in a way 

such that the higher qualities have more time to developô.247 

This yields a singularly important pillar of Aurovilleôs founding ideal, indeed one that envelops 

all the rest: a city dedicated to research across disciplines and orientations, cultures and 

languages, within and without. In Motherôs ideal, Auroville was a confluence, a sangama of all 

streams of knowledge mingling in its rich and diverse atmosphere, a óbrilliant passage for the 

infallible Flameô,248 pushing forward to future realizations: 

Auroville wants to be the bridge between the past and the future. Taking advantage 

of all discoveries ... All discoveries, you know: philosophical, spiritual, moral, 

scientific, all ï taking advantage of the past ... of all discoveries from without and 

from within, it wants to boldly spring towards future realisations.249 

The constitutional imprint of this seeking orientation is the driving force to all sectors of life in 

Auroville, from the sublime to the instrumental, the Divine and human, the arts to the sciences, 

commerce to politics, from food production to waste management. A city dedicated to this 

ideal, indeed consecrated so with the living presence of the Matrimandir, is pregnant with 

potential for an innovation-driven research infrastructure supported by forms of community 

living that act as a playground for discovery. The Charter proclaims:  

Auroville will be a site of material and spiritual researches for a living embodiment 

of an actual human unity.250 

Casting his glance forward, Sri Aurobindoôs words are a commentary on Motherôs Charter:   

The thing to be done is as large as human life, and therefore the individuals who lead 

the way will take all human life for their province. These pioneers will consider 

nothing as alien to them, nothing as outside their scope. For every part of human life 

has to be taken up by the spiritual, not only the intellectual, the aesthetic, the ethical, 

but the dynamic, the vital, the physical; therefore for none of these things or the 

activities that spring from them will they have contempt or aversion, however they 

may insist on a change of the spirit and a transmutation of the form. 

 
247 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 29.  
248 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 33-4, 108.  
249 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 241.  
250 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 256.  
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A revolutionary reconstruction of religion, philosophy, science, art and society is the 

last inevitable outcome. 251 

The reach of this ideal is, in the final analysis, infinite. Writing in the backdrop of the triumph 

of science, albeit in its warring avatar, the placement of Auroville as a meeting point of the two 

seemingly irreconcilable streams of human exploration, Mother envisioned the city as a site for 

tertiary or advanced research not only the spiritual but the temporal disciplines. Science, 

technology, commerce, politics too are cast within Aurovilleôs net as part of its integral and 

life-affirming orientation. Speaking of the future of science and spirituality, Sri Aurobindo 

writes, for example, of the óremarkable and suggestiveô discoveries, now pushed even farther, 

that Auroville is to ground to óreveal the full significanceô of each:  

 Not only in the one ýnal conception, but in the great line of its general results 

Knowledge, by whatever path it is followed, tends to become one. Nothing can be 

more remarkable and suggestive than the extent to which modern Science conýrms 

in the domain of Matter the conceptions and even the very formulae of language 

which were arrived at, by a very different method, in the Vedantaé And these, on the 

other hand, often reveal their full signiýcance, their richer contents only when they 

are viewed in the new light shed by the discoveries of modern Science, ð for 

instance, that Vedantic expression which describes things in the Cosmos as one seed 

arranged by the universal Energy in multitudinous forms.252 

Synthesizing the ódenial of the asceticô and the órefusal of the materialistô, in its fundamental 

and applied forms, Auroville was founded as open to all streams of knowledge ï no seeking 

orientation was rejected, all was welcome. This attitude of openness and syncretic assimilation 

is, as he notes, the ótrue sense and spiritô of Indian culture, a microcosm of the world, as is 

Auroville in Motherôs founding vision.253 Sri Aurobindoôs description of this spirit yields an 

exquisite research agenda for Auroville:  

é she has been creating abundantly and incessantly, lavishly, with an inexhaustible 

many-sidedness é philosophies and cosmogonies and sciences and creeds and arts 

and poems and all kinds of monuments, palaces and temples and public works, 

communities and societies and religious orders, laws and codes and rituals, physical 

sciences, psychic sciences, systems of Yoga, systems of politics and administration, 

arts spiritual, arts worldly, trades, industries, fine crafts, ð the list is endless and in 

each item there is almost a plethora of activity. She creates and creates and is not 

satisfied and is not tired; she will not have an end of it, seems hardly to need a space 

for rest, a time for inertia and lying fallow.254  

Nor does this endeavour exclude the intellectually oriented disciplines of the modern age, a 

pointer for Aurovilleôs research future: 

For the third power of the ancient Indian spirit was a strong intellectuality, at once 

austere and rich, robust and minute, powerful and delicate, massive in principle and 

curious in detail. Its chief impulse was that of order and arrangement, but an order 

 
251 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 226, 28.   
252 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-2, 16.  
253 We discuss Motherôs views on India and Auroville as concentrated microcosm in Part II. 
254 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 20, 7-8.  
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founded upon a seeking for the inner law and truth of things and having in view 

always the possibility of conscientious practice é  

Nor was all this colossal literature confined to philosophy and theology, religion and 

Yoga, logic and rhetoric and grammar and linguistics, poetry and drama, medicine 

and astronomy and the sciences; it embraced all life, politics and society, all the arts 

from painting to dancing, all the sixty-four accomplishments, everything then known 

that could be useful to life or interesting to the mind, even, for instance, to such 

practical side minutiae as the breeding and training of horses and elephants, each of 

which had its Shastra and its art, its apparatus of technical terms, its copious literature. 

In each subject from the largest and most momentous to the smallest and most trivial 

there was expended the same all-embracing, opulent, minute and thorough 

intellectuality. On one side there is an insatiable curiosity, the desire of life to know 

itself in every detail, on the other a spirit of organisation and scrupulous order, the 

desire of the mind to tread through life with a harmonised knowledge and in the right 

rhythm and measure. Thus an ingrained and dominant spirituality, an inexhaustible 

vital creativeness and gust of life and, mediating between them, a powerful, 

penetrating and scrupulous intelligence combined of the rational, ethical and aesthetic 

mind each at a high intensity of action, created the harmony of the ancient Indian 

culture.255  

Motherôs terse encapsulation of Aurovilleôs research aspirations in the Charter thus carries a 

world of possibilities, indeed an imperative of exploration across disciplines, assimilating the 

vast labours and learnings of past traditions as a step, indeed a necessary one, to future 

realizations. The integrality of this ideal, both deep and wide, bears on Aurovilleôs research 

landscape, which must be open to the outside and yet settled in its own soul, embodied in the 

Matrimandir. Here, Motherôs casting of all activities of life into the spatial form of each zone 

of the city gives a practical orientation to the research landscape ï as we suggest in Part III.D, 

the institution of a multi-disciplinary free-progress research university embedded into each 

sector of activity in the city across disciplines of knowledge offers one way to secure the 

material foundations for Aurovilleôs future aspirations and yet unimagined possibilities in 

tertiary research, for it grow as Mother imagined as óthe greatest sweat of knowledge upon 

Earthô.256  

Key also to this movement is Motherôs reference to a óliving embodiment of an actual human 

unityô, a reference to the spiritual researches of the collective yoga. Auroville is here tasked 

with developing and practising forms of governance and collective organization that may 

respond to the persistent ills of our communal becoming, those of disharmony, injustice and 

unfreedom. Sri Aurobindo again expands on Motherôs formulation to lay out what can be 

considered Aurovilleôs goal, a benchmark to measure its progress, against which much is yet 

to be done:  

A society that lives not by its men but by its institutions, is not a collective soul, but 

a machine; its life becomes a mechanical product and ceases to be a living growth. 

Therefore the coming of a spiritual age must be preceded by the appearance of an 

increasing number of individuals who are no longer satisfied with the normal 

 
255 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 20, 9-10.  
256 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 45.  
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intellectual, vital and physical existence of man, but perceive that a greater evolution 

is the real goal of humanity and attempt to effect it in themselves, to lead others to it 

and to make it the recognised goal of the race. [The goal being] a deeper brotherhood, 

a yet unfound law of love.257 

In this, the óschoolingô of children, was a singularly important task for Mother for the new 

world to be born. She emphasizes, in the Charter, Dream and On Education, the need for a 

progressive system of education ï one that keeps alive contact with the soul, or as Sri 

Aurobindo encapsulated in his ófirst principle of educationô, nothing can be taught from 

without, yet all can be learnt from within.   

In this place, children would be able to grow and develop integrally without losing contact 

with their souls; education would be given not for passing examinations or obtaining 

certificates and posts but to enrich existing faculties and bring forth new ones.258 

Mother here was responding to the instrumentalization of education to commercial ends, a 

substitution of the joy of learning natural to children for the enforced drain of securing narrowly 

defined metrics of success. Sri Aurobindo notes the contrast between the two and the changing 

tides of the time in which Auroville was found, pointing to future work that remains to be done: 

Behind it all the hope of the race lies in those infant and as yet subordinate tendencies 

which carry in them the seed of a new subjective and psychic dealing of man with his 

own being, with his fellow-men and with the ordering of his individual and social 

life. The characteristic note of these tendencies may be seen in the new ideas about 

the education and upbringing of the child that became strongly current in the pre-war 

era. Formerly, education was merely a mechanical forcing of the childôs nature into 

arbitrary grooves of training and knowledge in which his individual subjectivity was 

the last thing considered, and his family upbringing was a constant repression and 

compulsory shaping of his habits, his thoughts, his character into the mould fixed for 

them by the conventional ideas or individual interests and ideals of the teachers and 

parents. The discovery that education must be a bringing out of the childôs own 

intellectual and moral capacities to their highest possible value and must be based on 

the psychology of the child-nature was a step forward towards a more healthy because 

a more subjective system; but it still fell short because it still regarded him as an 

object to be handled and moulded by the teacher, to be educated. But at least there 

was a glimmering of the realisation that each human being is a self-developing soul 

and that the business of both parent and teacher is to enable and to help the child to 

educate himself, to develop his own intellectual, moral, aesthetic and practical 

capacities and to grow freely as an organic being, not to be kneaded and pressured 

into form like an inert plastic material. It is not yet realised what this soul is or that 

the true secret, whether with child or man, is to help him to find his deeper self, the 

real psychic entity within. That, if we ever give it a chance to come forward, and still 

more if we call it into the foreground as óthe leader of the march set in our frontô, will 

itself take up most of the business of education out of our hands and develop the 

capacity of the psychological being towards a realisation of its potentialities of which 

our present mechanical view of life and man and external routine methods of dealing 

 
257 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vol. 25, 263, 220.  
258 Mother, 1954.  
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with them prevent us from having any experience or forming any conception. These 

new educational methods are on the straight way to this truer dealing.259 

Auroville is thus tasked with the development and propagation of these ónew educational 

methods.ô One manifestation of it ï the ófree progressô system, detailed in Motherôs óOn 

Educationô and Sri Aurobindoôs óSystem for National Education,ô and practiced in their 

lifetimes in the Sri Aurobindo International Centre of Education ï provides the foundations for 

this work.260 It bears noting here that the call to the future that Sri Aurobindo outlined is also a 

call back to the eternal traditions of the past. Looking at the civilizational exploits of India, he 

asks, for example: 

What was the secret of that gigantic intellectuality, spirituality and superhuman moral 

force which we see pulsating in the Ramayana and Mahabharata, in the ancient 

philosophy, in the supreme poetry, art, sculpture and architecture of India? What was 

at the basis of the incomparable public works and engineering achievements, the 

opulent and exquisite industries, the great triumphs of science, scholarship, 

jurisprudence, logic, metaphysics, the unique social structure? What supported the 

heroism and self-abandonment of the Kshatriya [warrior], the Sikh and the Rajput, 

the unconquerable national vitality and endurance? What was it that stood behind that 

civilisation second to none in the massiveness of its outlines or the perfection of its 

details? Without a great and unique discipline involving a perfect education of soul 

and mind, a result so immense and persistent would have been impossible. It would 

be an error to look for the secret of Aryan success in the details of the instruction 

given in the old ashrams and universities so far as they have come down to us. We 

must know what was the principle and basis on which the details were founded. We 

shall find the secret of their success in a profound knowledge of human psychology 

and its subtle application to the methods of intellectual training and instruction.261  

The marriage of the psychological insights of the educational disciplines of the past to the vistas 

of exploration opened up in the modern age was his ideal, as indeed that of the Mother in her 

óOn Educationô, the work to be accomplished in the fulness of its details in Auroville: 

It is not our contention that the actual system of ancient instruction should be restored 

in its outward features, ð a demand often made by fervid lovers of the past. Many of 

them are not suited to modern requirements. But its fundamental principles are for all 

time and its discipline can only be replaced by the discovery of a still more effective 

discipline, such as European education does not offer us. The object of these articles 

has been to indicate the nature and psychological ideas of the old system and point 

out its essential relation of cause and effect to the splendid achievement of our 

ancestors. How its principles can be reapplied or be completed and to some extent 

replaced by a still deeper psychology and a still more effective discipline is a subject 

fit for separate treatment.262 

 
259 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vol. 25, 263, 32.  
260 As the literature on the free progress method has been discussed elsewhere, we will limit our discussion here. 

Mother, CWM, 2002, Vol. 12, contains a series of six essays outlining the core principles. For expositions, see, 

Joshi, 1999a; Partho, 2021.   
261 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 1, 369.  
262 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 1, 378. 
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A survey of Mother and Sri Aurobindoôs educational thought, or the possibilities of its varied 

manifestation in Auroville, is beyond our scope.263 Briefly, Auroville, in Motherôs ideal, is a 

site for concentrated experimentation on the free progress method, across age-groups and 

disciplines of learning, cross-fertilization with other systems of progressive education in a spirit 

of collaborative exchange and importantly, research documentation and sharing, to build a body 

of pedagogical and psychological knowledge that may sustain the educational future of the 

coming generations. This is both for Aurovilleôs youth ï building of the next generation that 

can secure its ideals, in governance and elsewhere ï and as an alternate to existing Boards of 

Education to serve India and the world. The flowering of the new consciousness begins at an 

early age, and as such, the Auroville school ï or more appropriately in Sanskrit vidyǕlaya, a 

place to discover óthe Knowledge of Onenessô ï is ground zero, the foundation on which the 

edifice of Aurovilleôs future aspiration rests.264 

 

ϝ

 
263 See, for a perceptive essay on schooling in Auroville, Tiwari, 2002. See also, Sri Aurobindo Institute of 

International Education Research, 2018 for short, insightful reflections by teachers in Auroville schools.   
264 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-22, 39. In a beautiful remark in the Agenda, Mother notes that óalmost 

allô children born in Auroville at the time were souls with a conscious being, having chosen this environment for 

spiritual growth. Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 184. 
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PART II 

THE VISION OF THE CITY 

 

A Form from far beatitudes seemed to near. 

Sri Aurobindo, Savitri 

This Part outlines Motherôs account of spiritual urbanism to suggest that the urban environment 

provides an evolutionary spatial form in which the concentrated evolution, leading to the 

emergence of a gnostic society, occurs: developing a spiritual ócityô or township, therefore, is 

part of the material raison dôetre of Auroville and not simply a coincidental, or supplementary, 

occurrence. Section A discusses Motherôs spatial arrangement of the city and early 

conceptualization.  Section B outlines the history of the Galaxy concept and its relevance to 

Auroville today. Section C relates Motherôs vision of Auroville as óthe city the Earth needsô 

and Sri Aurobindoôs views on óthe advent and progress of the spiritual ageô to contemporary 

problems of urbanism, against the background of the Perspective Masterplan 2025. It outlines 

Aurovilleôs aspirations to a óspiritual urbanismô. Section D reflects, in this light, on two 

óelephants in the room,ô namely the city-versus-consciousness and organic-versus-planned 

development debates. Section E sets the stage for Part II, which considers Aurovilleôs empirical 

development across eight sectors as against the vision. 
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A. THE QUARTET-CITY SKETCH AND CITY CONCEPT 

Mother gave a material manifestation to these four principles in the quartet-city, translated into 

a conceptual design ï the Galaxy ï by her primary instrument for the purpose, Roger Anger. 

As there exists a body of literature discussing Motherôs plan, we provide a succinct brief of the 

early conceptualization. 

i. The Constituent Zones 

In Motherôs design, the city has four zones representing the four Powers of the Supreme 

Mother, or the creative Force of the Divine, each centripetally represented in the Matrimandir, 

the soul of the city, and a surrounding Park of Unity. These are the Industrial Zone (mahakali), 

Residential Zone (maheshwari), Cultural Zone (mahalakshmi) and International Zone 

(mahasaraswati). These zones are surrounded by a Green Belt and between them lie four 

óintermediary zones.ô We lay out Motherôs vision for each zone in this section, and consider 

their progress across the seven sectors in Part III. 

 

(Early sketch of the city plan, dated June 23, 1965. Source: Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 102) 

The Industrial Zone is to develop an economically self-sustaining township, with óbig factories, 

godowns, stores and sheds é to export goods.ô It is to comprise small scale industries and 

large-scale manufacturing. This zone represents the force of strength, and is meant to actualize 

the principles of productive life outlined in Part I.B. She detailed the Industrial Zone further 

into five sectors as follows:  

There will be five Industrial zones. Some are on the sea-side where the big factories, 

godowns, stores and sheds, will be built to export goods. [NR] Small scale industries 

like handicrafts, bakeries, potteries and other workshops will be built for things of 

immediate need. Also there will be showrooms, manufacturing and displaying things 

and guiding people where things can be obtained and bought. Also there will be 

schools to learn handicrafts, offices, and this zone will be surrounded by trees and 

gardens.1  

[Elsewhere, She mentions:]  

 
1 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 244-45. 
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So right at the very end, in Indian territory, in Madras State, weôll have a large 

ceramics industry. On the other side, weôll have a little factory for firing clay. All this 

is huge. A tremendous program. 

So this industrial section would slope down to the sea, and, if it is possible, there 

would be a sort of ólanding placeô (not exactly a harbour, but a place where ships can 

berth), and all those industries with the necessary internal means of transport would 

have a direct possibility of export. And here, there would be a big hotel é to receive 

visitors from outside.2  

It wonôt be a óharbourô, but anyway. Yes, the hotel for visitors with a yacht club next 

to it é3  

Technological advances of the second half of the 20th century ï in communications, computing, 

manufacturing, automation, services, energy and allied fields ï had not yet occurred at scale, 

and naturally economic opportunities and systems today open different avenues from what 

were available at the time. The underlying import of Motherôs vision, however, is clear: a 

surplus generating commercial setup, rich and abundant yet not excessive, contributing to the 

township either through goods and services or in case of exports or sales outside Auroville, 

through money. This is an area in which Auroville has far to go. As we discuss in Part III.F, it 

is an important and yet undecided question as to what Aurovilleôs economic profile in the 

Industrial Zone will look like.  

The Residential Zone is ófor people who wish to stay in a collectivity, that is to say as 

neighbours.ô4 It comprises óindependent houses with gardensô, higher-density collective 

housing and other forms suited to purpose, old age homes, ómanagement housesô with facilities 

etc.5 This zone represents the force of Wisdom, and is meant to actualize the principles of 

progressive fraternity in close quarters, achieving high-living standards with ófull creature 

comforts and conveniences,ô a refined aesthetic sense and communal warmth in density ï a 

marriage of form and function as a response to the problems of urbanism discussed below, i.e., 

alienation, sprawl, ugliness etc.6 As Mother noted, houses were to be of various types, 

apartments, individual dwelling units, both low and high-rise ï óI am in favour of some 

diversity in the types, in accordance with the types of residentsô ï with the mantra: óBeauty in 

simplicity ï comfortable but without luxury for luxury, harmony in usefulness.ô7 

The Cultural Zone is to host cultural activities, ranging broadly from the arts and sciences to 

other disciplines of human endeavour. It represents the force of harmony and is meant to 

actualize the spiritual ideal of the Integral Yoga, in arts and aesthetics, research and education, 

providing new forms to the spirit. It comprises  

é art galleries, studios, museums, exhibitions halls, an auditorium, schools, colleges 

and so on. Musicians, dancers, painters, sculptors and other artists will have their 

 
2 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 105. 
3 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 113. 
4 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 245.  
5 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 245. 
6 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 207. 
7 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 123. 



 

87 

 

houses surrounded by natural beauties. The artists will be undisturbed and free to 

create new things.8 

é a school of photography, television and film.9 é to provide every facility to 

talented youth from all parts of the world particularly from India, who aspire to film 

careers. As the most effective means of achieving this, our program includes a 

comprehensive series of courses in every phase of motion picture production and 

management é  To provide the material setting and the inspirational atmosphere for 

this great venture, the plan calls for a self-contained New Horizon world extensive 

enough to include all the multiple activities and requirements of large-scale film 

production; to house all of the permanent staff, cast and other employees; to 

accommodate guest personnel and visitors, and to supply the entire community with 

food, health, educational, recreational and other essentials.10 

There is also a gliding club é It will be in the cultural section, on top of the hill.11 

é an auditorium (the auditorium I have dreamed of doing for a long time: plans had 

already been made), an auditorium with a concert hall and grand organ, the best you 

find now (it seems they make wonderful things). I want a grand organ. There will also 

be a theatre stage with wings (a revolving stage and so on, the very best you can find). 

So, here, a magnificent auditorium. There will be a library, there will be a museum, 

exhibition rooms (not in the auditorium: in addition to it), there will be a cinema 

studio, a cinema school; there will be óa gliding clubô.12 

And a stadium that we want to be the most modern and the most perfect possible, 

with the idea (an idea Iôve had for a long time) that é twelve years after 1968 é we 

would have the Olympic games in India, here. So we need space. 

é 

The sports are planned more for a possibility of the Olympic Games than for the 

physical education of the children.13 

The International Zone is to act as a symbolic microcosm of the major civilizations and cultures 

of the world, a concentrated experimental ground for the problems of international unity in 

diversity. It represents the force of perfection, and is meant to actualize Sri Aurobindoôs vision 

for international comity in the Ideal of Human Unity. One may consult here Motherôs 

conceptualization of óAn International University Centreô in the Sri Aurobindo Ashram, which 

was a precursor to the ideal of the International Zone. She describes it as follows: 

é the cultures of the various parts of the world will be represented here so as to be 

accessible to all, not merely intellectually in ideas, theories, principles and language, 

but also vitally in habits and customs, art in all its formsðpainting, sculpture, music, 

architecture, decorationðand physically through natural scenery, dress, games, 

sports, industries and food. A kind of permanent world-exhibition should be organised 

 
8 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 116.  
9 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 56. Mother mentions this in an earlier attempt to establish a township, but it fits in to the 

plan for the Cultural Zone.  
10 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 57-9. These are not Motherôs words, but from a brochure entitled óNew Horizon 

International ï motion pictures dedicated to a greater tomorrowô, to which Mother gave her blessings.  
11 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 113.  
12 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 106.  
13 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 124.  
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in which all countries will be represented in a concrete and living way. The ideal 

would be for every nation with a well-defined culture to have a pavilion representing 

that culture, built in a style that is most expressive of the customs of the country; it 

will exhibit the nationôs most representative products, natural as well as 

manufactured, and also the best expressions of its intellectual and artistic genius and 

its spiritual tendencies. Each nation would thus have a very practical and concrete 

interest in this cultural synthesis and could collaborate in the work by taking 

responsibility for the pavilion that represents it. Living accommodation, large or small 

according to the need, could be attached, where students of the same nationality could 

stay and thus enjoy the true culture of their native country and at the same time receive 

at the university centre the education which will introduce them to all the other 

cultures that exist on earth. In this way, international education will not be merely 

theoretical, in the classroom, but practical in all the details of life.14   

Beyond the four primary zones, the four intermediary ones, intersecting the quartet, are 

described thus:  

one [zone] for public services (the post, etc.); one zone for transportation (railway 

station and if possible an airfield); one zone for food supplies (that one would be near 

the [Osudu] lake and would include dairies, poultry farms, orchards, cultivation, etc. 

ï it would spread to incorporate the Lake Estate [a large Ashram farm at the south 

end of Osudu Lake]: what they wanted to do separately will be done as part of 

Auroville.) Then a fourth zone (Iôve said: public services, transportation, food 

supplies) and the fourth zone: shops. We do not need many shops, but a few are 

necessary to get what we donôt produce. They are like neighbourhoods, you see.15  

é [In response to the question, ówill there be modern shops like supermarkets, where 

to find whatever one needs,ô Mother replied] There will be a special neighbourhood 

reserved for shops.16 

é in the Lake Estate project, there was already an airfield é There has already been 

a lot of talk about this, there have been talks between Air India and another company, 

but then they didnôt agree ï all sorts of silly little difficulties. But all that will fall off 

naturally with Aurovilleôs growth ï people will be only too glad to have an airfield.17 

Finally, the Green Belt surrounding the city, approximately 15 square kilometres, or 75% of 

the current plan area, offers a buffer. The first reference to the belt is found in the April 1966 

brochure entitled óAuroville ï Report on a Township to be constructed in South India,ô which 

mentions an óisolating zone of great natural beauty will be maintained around the city éô18 

Elsewhere, Mother mentions:  

a school of agriculture, a modern dairy with grazing land ï thereôs a lot of agriculture, 

really a lot ï fruit orchards, large rice fields, many things.19  

 
14 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 44.  
15 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 107. The inline additions and comments are Guiganôs.  
16 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 133. 
17 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 114. 
18 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 149-50.  
19 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 56. Mother mentions this in an earlier formation, but it fits in to the plan for the Green 

Belt.  
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é fields, farms, etc., that were to supply the city.20 

We were not able to locate any at-length descriptions of Motherôs vision for the Green Belt,21 

but it appears that the space is meant to serve three functions: first, production of foodstuffs for 

the city with the aim of agricultural self-sustenance, with the remainder exported outside; 

second, to provide a protective green buffer for the four urban zones of the city to ensure a 

close-to-nature, ecologically vibrant and rejuvenating urban landscape; and third, to support 

research, innovation and education in forestry, agriculture, environmental regeneration and 

cyclical energy flows, with waste recycling and other ecological services. 

ii. Matrimandir and the Park of Unity 

Closer to the centre, the Park of Unity surrounding the Matrimandir is described as follows:  

The Park of Unity will be divided into twelve gardens, which will represent the 

Twelve Attributes of the Supreme Mother and her Four Powers. In these gardens, I 

would like to have varieties of flowers ï especially the different kinds of hibiscus ï 

the Divine Consciousness. On the other side, towards the boundary of the gardens, I 

wish to have a lake, huge trees like palms, pines, various types of ferns, neem, Indian 

cork trees, eucalyptus and many other beautiful big trees. They all represent Unity 

and Aspiration. When the lake will be dug, all the soil will be collected on one side 

in order to make it look like a small mountain where there will be fir trees. You see, 

in future there will be snow. Beneath each tall tree around the Motherôs Pavilion there 

would be small carved marble seats. People will meditate in the open and be one with 

the vastness of Mother Nature ï the Mother of the multitude and Her Creation.22 

é the surroundings will be the same [as a photo of Kyotoôs Garden Temple] ï lake, 

flowers, trees, rockeries, small waterfalls and so on.23 

And finally, as the spiritual and material centre and soul of the city, the Matrimandir, a ósymbol 

of the future realization.ô Several volumes have been written on the Matrimandir ï on Motherôs 

vision, specifications and stewardship of the early design and planning, and later phases of its 

construction, each inspiring in their own way ï and it would take several more to do justice to 

the marvel that it is. Indeed, the power and ineffability of the experience one has in the 

Matrimandir is hard to capture in words; it needs a greater language than we possess:  

Our human words can only shadow her.  

To thought she is an unthinkable rapture of light,  

To speech a marvel inexpressible.24  

We will therefore be brief, and note two points that bear on our discussion later:  

 
20 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 109.  
21 Given our time constraints, it is likely that we have missed some sources.   
22 Motherôs statement that there will be snow in Auroville is astounding. One can speculate if this was in 

anticipation of climate change, but only time will tell. 
23 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 41, fn 1.  
24 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 33-4, 662.  
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First, the Matrimandir is a symbol in every sense. Its architectural form is a symbol of the sunlit 

path ï the walk to the Inner Chamber represents effort and ascension to the spiritual ideal,25 

marked by the twelve Petal Rooms, and the Gardens, representing the twelve virtues one must 

practice in that journey.26 The guided descent of light and illumination outwards represents the 

descent of Grace. The symbolism of a lotus, in the spherical structure with twelve petals, 

represents the blooming of the soul as in Sri Aurobindoôs symbol. The golden colour of the 

outer skin represents the Divine Truth. The four pillars represent the four powers of the Divine 

Mother ï its aesthetic elegance, subtle opulence and irresistible charm represent mahalakshmi, 

its grandeur and beholding power represent mahakali, its illumination, calm wideness and 

stillness represent maheshwari, and the intricate perfection of its execution represent 

mahasaraswati. Its construction, from 1971 to 2008, was a symbol of the ófraternity of 

collaborationô between an inspiring host of dedicated and daring Aurovilians with financial, 

architectural, engineering and organizational problems and disagreements aplenty, faced and 

resolved over time in the óaspiration towards unity.ô27 The massive excavation work, often done 

manually, by intrepid Aurovilians and others of all temperaments, was a symbol of working 

with matter. Its conceptualization was a symbol of the Truth óto teach people that it is not by 

escaping from the world or ignoring it that they will realise the Divine in life.ô28 Its trajectory 

from the humble origins of a degraded, barren and hard landscape to its glorious presence today 

is a symbol of the possibilities of work. Its physical space is a symbol of consecration, of a 

concentrated Force embodied in a material object. Its substitution of rituals, ceremonies and 

credal adornments with a practice of concentration is a symbol of a spirituality leading to 

experience rather than a credal religion. Its active and vibrant presence in a zone of stillness 

and solitude is a symbol of dynamism in silence. Its (original) policy of entry was a symbol of 

work and dedication as a qualification for entry into Auroville.29 The urn, in its vicinity, 

carrying the soil of various nations and cultures is a symbol of unity in diversity. The water 

held in its surroundings, still under construction, represents a receptacle to hold the descending 

power of Grace. As Amal Kiran, a trusted disciple of the early days, notes:  

Each zone must be in relation to the spiritual centre of the town which would 

dominate the architectural ensemble and serve as a constant reminder of the very 

reason of Aurovilleôs existence. This óSanctuary of Truthô and óShrine of the Motherô, 

amidst gardens surrounded by a lake, would be the point of Unity upon which the 

four fundamental aspects of activity would converge.30 

 
25 As Professor Joshi said, access to the Chamber is the ódescription of a process of yogaô; as Guigan notes, in 

the concept that has been implemented, one does go down before starting to climb up. Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 27.  
26 See, for example, Professor Joshiôs insightful discussion on these lines. Joshi, Twelve Gardens of 

Matrimandir, n.d. 
27 This was Motherôs message at the start of excavation work. Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 235. As we note in Part III, 

the engineering and architectural disagreements amongst those involved in early design is reminiscent of those 

today. See, for example, Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 43-45.  
28 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 260.  
29 As Mother noted: óIn principle not for visitors, reserved for Aurovilians; but not everyone will be admitted. 

The first condition for those who want to go there is to ask. Those who have contributed to the construction will 

be admitted in the first place. If there are doubtful cases, they should be referred to me. All those who have a 

doubtful presence should not go. If there is the slightest doubt, the case should be presented to me. People must 

be known for their qualifications.ô Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 389. 
30 Sethna, 1992, 10. 
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Matrimandir is thus a complete symbol of Auroville. As Mother noted:  

Let the Matrimandir be the living symbol of Aurovilleôs aspiration for the Divine.31 

It is like the Force, the central Force of Auroville, the cohesive Force of Auroville.32 

Second, this symbolism can guide the development of the city today. The design was worked 

out amidst divergent architectural models attempting to materialize Motherôs vision; the 

acquisition of land was a challenge overcome; the raising of funding was difficult yet achieved; 

the physical labour involved individuals of all persuasion ï Aurovilians and villagers, resident 

engineers, architects and external experts,33 contractors and volunteers, children and adults, 

men and women of various nationalities, intellectuals and labourers ï unified even amidst 

disagreements in a common endeavour; the organization of work, including the delays in 

construction (as discussants informed us) was a symbol of how collectives can work together 

and the problems that can derail them.34 

In that spirit, as one discussant insightfully noted, óMatrimandir is a code. All our current 

problems of city-building were solved there, if only we know how to read that code.ô Not only 

its history, but the continuing Presence and Guidance of the Mother, which can be felt in its 

atmosphere, can resolve problems Auroville faces presently. As Mother said,  

I take it upon myself to make it into a very strong centre.35 

The Matrimandir is directly under the influence of the Divine.36 

iii. A Symbol for the Future 

The description of the physical manifestation of Motherôs vision above is summed up in her 

symbol for Auroville, also a quartet.37 Mother explains the significance:  

The dot at the centre represents the Unity, the Supreme.  

The inner circle represents the creation, the conception of the city.  

The petals represent the power of expression, realisation.38 

 
31 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 221.  
32 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 154.  
33 As Mother noted: óThe building of the Matrimandir now requires the support of all men of goodwill, both 

inside and outside Auroville. The help of specialised and qualified contractors, backed and supported by the 

enthusiasm and faith of the Aurovilians, is necessary for its rapid construction.ô As we note in Part III, the 

reluctance towards external expertise in several key areas may to be informed by this message. Guigan, 2018, 

Vol. 2, 282.  
34 See, Lohman, 1986, for an inspiring account; Majumdar, 2017, 156-8. 
35 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 261.  
36 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 280.  
37 In a generous gesture, the Government of India accorded special protection in July 1999 to the name 

óAurovilleô and its emblem under the Emblems and Names (Prevention of Improper Use) Act 1950. This, as we 

note below, is one of many instances of Government support for Auroville. In general, Central Government 

grants account for approximately 12% of external grants and donations from 1992-2022. 
38 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 273. 
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Let Auroville be the symbol of a progressive Unity. And the best way to realise this 

is a unity of aspiration towards the Divine Perfection in work and in feeling, in a 

consecration of the entire life.39 

In summary, Motherôs vision is:  

(i) Constitutional: it provides the basic architecture of Auroville, spiritually and 

spatially.   

 

(ii) Vast: it is comprehensive across all sectors of human activity, commerce and 

industry, farming and ecology, arts and sciences, research and education, urban 

planning and rural outreach, politics and organization. Nothing is left out, all is 

transformed.  

 

(iii) Integral: it is aesthetically inspired, in wise anticipation of governance, industrial 

and urban problems, life-affirming and powerful, and attentive to details of 

execution ï representing the four powers of the Mother. It is powerful ï more than 

a city, but a collective action to manifest and radiate the New Creation against all 

opposition. It is beautiful ï an aesthetically enlivening, rich manifestation of a 

higher form, the suprarational beauty. It is research oriented ï a city dedicated to 

the descent of Knowledge. It is balanced ï a harmonious arrangement of 

complexity.  

 

(iv) Urban: it is a high-density project, with all the trappings of modernity chastened to 

an evolutionary spiritual ideal to lead urban reform.  

 

(v) Cosmopolitan: it is a uniquely international enterprise, at a time of rising 

nationalisms, a melting pot of diversity, not only in name but in living practice. 

 

(vi) Specified: it is detailed and specified to a high degree (insofar as conceptualizations 

go), with a range of projects clearly identified (which can serve as benchmarks to 

measure progress today, as we do in Part III).  

 

(vii) Execution-oriented: as Motherôs handling of the early execution shows, it is a blend 

of spiritual idealism and pragmatism. It is charged with hope and energy for a new 

 
39 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 319.  
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world, with a practical discipline for its realization, pushing to create something 

unique, a forerunner for mid-sized aggregates elsewhere. 

 

(viii) Playful and experimental: it is pushing for innovation and creativity, for new 

solutions, without arbitrarily rejecting those from the past. Importantly (especially 

given discussions during our research), it is playful, a lǭlǕ, without unnecessary 

ósolemnities.ô40 As Mother remarked in the early design process, a timely reminder 

today perhaps, it is óa pity, men have too little sense of humour! Otherwise we could 

have great fun. Itôs a wonderful remedy.ô41 

It is, in essence, a manifestation of Sri Aurobindoôs ideal:  

We do not want to rule out any activity of the world as beyond our province. Politics, 

industry, society, poetry, literature, art will all remain, but we must give them a new 

soul and a new form.42 

A city dedicated to the realization of the Divine in Matter, through the practice of a world-

affirming and communal yoga, is without parallel. One conceptualized, consecrated, planned 

and overseen in its early execution by the Divine incarnation, an embodiment of shakti, even 

more so. Auroville is the Divine Motherôs spiritual gift to the world: 

Sri Aurobindo and I have concentrated this Force on the whole town; it is palpable, 

perceptible as a very concrete perfume which penetrates, but one must be able to feel 

it, to receive it.43 

 

*  

 
40 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 240.  
41 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 186.  
42 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 4, 362. 
43 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 261.  
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B. THE GALAXY PLAN 

Motherôs plan ï the quartet-city sketch and allied specifications ï were translated into an 

architectural and urban planning concept by the French architect Roger Anger at her invitation. 

She noted: 

I always felt [he was] the man for this project.44 

Now I have my plan of Auroville; I am waiting for Roger to make the plans because 

since the beginning I have said, óRoger will be the architectô, and I have written to 

Roger é And when he comes, Iôll show him my plan, then he will build the city.45 

In this section, we outline Mother and Angerôs early collaboration, leading to the Galaxy 

concept. 

i. Early Planning and the Galaxy 

Anger was appointed in March 1965, and first visited the proposed site for Auroville, then 

barren and unproductive, in September of that year. In that visit, he presented Mother with an 

eight-page report outlining his preliminary proposals.46 She approved of his proposal for the 

phased development of the city, with 10,000, 20,000, 50,000 and 100,000 inhabitants in 5, 15, 

20 and 30 years respectively, with a residential density of 4 inhabitants per 100 sq. metres of 

accommodation and an average of 75 accommodations per hectare (or 7500 per sq. km.), a 

óvery reasonable figure.ô This figure was changed three months later in December 1965 to a 

maximum ceiling of 50,000 inhabitants. On this, Mother noted:  

The town is planned to reach gradually a maximum population of 50,000 inhabitants.47 

Similarly, the ófirst masterplanô of 1968 makes clear: 

At its final stage of stability, Auroville will have 50,000 citizens. This population 

should permit a harmonious functioning of the town. This number has been fixed 

from the outset.48 

We consider the question of densities below. The archival records show that the work at the 

time was focussed on the identification and acquisition of lands (which we discuss in Part 

III.B), the design and construction of the Matrimandir (which is beyond our scope here) and 

the concept or design of the city itself (which we consider presently).  

 
44 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 97.  
45 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 101. 
46 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 2018, 120-4. We rely on Guiganôs translation of the original French.  
47 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 130; II, 388. There is some historical uncertainty on who first proposed this number, 

Mother or Anger. See, Majumdar, 2017, 236: óFifty thousand, it has always been 50,000. I donôt know why I 

would have given a number. If she had told me 10,000, I would have 10,000; 20,000 I would have taken 

20,000ô. Recollections may vary with time, and as not all conversations were recorded, it may not be possible to 

verify this fact with certainty. In any case, this is a moot point as Mother proposed the number expressly twice. 

Guigan notes that the conversation of July 27, 1972 is óthe only record of Mother speaking of 50,000 inhabitants 

in Auroville. Though it seems obvious that she mentioned this figure to Roger (and others) in September 1965, 

there is no record of it.ô This does not seem to be correct, as she approves it earlier in December, 1965 in a 

questionnaire with proposed answers sent to her by Gilbert Gauch®. We have not had the benefit of studying the 

original documents in their entirety, so this may require further study. 
48 First Masterplan, 1968, 2. 
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On March 8, 1966, a year after his appointment, and on his second visit to Pondicherry, Anger 

presented to Mother two concepts or models for the city ï the órectangularô and ónebulaô 

concepts. As Guigan reports, 

Mother rejects a óRectangularô concept, which is not based on her own sketch of the 

town, and accepts wholeheartedly the óNebulaô concept, which is based on her sketch 

of the town and whose road network is based on her symbol. The diameter of the 

town is 3 km.49  

 

The Nebula plan is Motherôs symbol translated into an urban design. With the Matrimandir at 

the centre, radiating out from which are four lines / paths that join an encompassing circular 

line / path (the ring). From the ring further radiated out twelve lines / path to an outer circle on 

the periphery of the city. The four inner quadrants represent Her, the Divine Motherôs, powers, 

and the twelve outside represent the twelve aspects or virtues for the work.50 Mother recorded 

her appreciation for the Nebula model two days after: 

Yesterday, I saw only the plans and models of the town that are simply wonderful, 

just as I wanted them to be é I talked with Roger only this afternoon and he told me 

all his plans of action and work which are excellent.51 

A month later, on April 23, 1966, Mother interestingly notes:  

And the remarkable thing is that I simply told Roger the broad outlines, asking him 

if he was interested. Then he went back to France and he received my formation (my 

old formation, which I myself had left asleep); he received it there. I found that very 

 
49 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 144.  
50 See, Mother, CWM, 2002, Vol. 6, 39.  
51 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 145.  
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interesting. He received it, he said to me, óIt came all at once, I seemed to be possessed 

by something, and in one night the whole thing was done.ô52 

Mother here is referring to a formation of an ideal collective she had conceived while residing 

in Paris. This was not manifested but recorded in a subtle plane. This channelling of the old 

formation into Angerôs óNebulaô concept, and the associated road networks, demonstrate 

Angerôs receptivity (which Mother explicitly accepts, as is not always the case with several 

others who report in such inspired experiences) and his alignment with her vision. He was not 

alone ï Mother also notes the contributions of Angerôs friend, Pierre Braslawski.53 As Guigan 

notes, contemporary testimony indicates that it was Braslawski who had the vision of the 

Nebula and óit is very possible that Roger then came up with the idea of basing the cityôs road 

network on Motherôs symbol.ô In either case, Motherôs approval of both the vision and the road 

network, and thus Angerôs alignment with her ideal, is clear in the passages quoted above. 

Anger, however, found the straight-line geometry of the Nebula plan too static, reminiscent of 

ómilitary cities.ô54 This dissatisfaction led to a more dynamic model, with a óspinô added to it. 

In early 1967, Anger presented Mother with a revised model for the city ï the óMacrostructureô 

Model. This is an iteration of the Nebula (working around the existing villages of Kottakarai 

and Edayanchavadi), with the curvature of the road network, still Motherôs symbol, modified 

to match the more dynamic curvature of the model. While the design is different, the symbolism 

of the circulation network is similar: an inner circle with the Matrimandir, four curved radiating 

lines between the primary zones, then a circle in the middle (the ring) and twelve radials 

spiralling out to the circle on the periphery. The Macrostructure gave a dynamic spin to the 

Nebula. Anger also reduced the diameter of the future town in this model from 3 km to 2.5 km 

óso that the future city doesnôt have to develop on top of these two villages.ô 55 Considerations 

of displacement of the villages seem to have motivated in part Angerôs planning, which seems 

to bring into doubt Guiganôs remark that óRogerôs Galaxy concept/model was entirely 

conceived in Paris, France without any consideration for any of the siteôs feature.ô56 At any 

rate, as we note below, Motherôs approval of the Galaxy Model is not subject to the same 

objection.  

 
52 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 152. 
53 In commenting on Braslawski, an architect with connections to the USSR, Mother hopes for a coming 

together of the American and Soviet factions in Auroville amidst rising tensions (now resurgent in Ukraine). The 

representative character of Auroville ï a microcosm to solve the worldôs problems ï occupied much of Motherôs 

thinking, and it is interesting to consider Aurovilleôs potential today. 
54 We rely here on the Auroville Archivesô summary. Auroville Archives, 2022. 
55 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 182. 
56 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 168. Similarly, Mario Heymannôs presentation to UNESCO in November, 1966 also 

records some limited features of the site. Heymann, 1966. 
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We could not locate any records that speak to whether this model was shown to the Mother. In 

any case, as the Auroville Archives note:  

Finding that the two massive building masses of the Macrostructure design 

[precursors to the Lines of Force] were óenclosing the Matrimandirô a bit too much, 

Anger and his team continued developing the design for the township.57 

Finally, in early 1968 (before the inauguration ceremony), with the centre of the city, the 

Banyan Tree, having been identified but the precise location of the Matrimandir yet to be 

decided (which would happen in 1970) ï Anger presented Mother with the Galaxy Model. This 

model is a further iteration of the Macrostructure concept, though seemingly without the road 

network, which was received enthusiastically by the Mother.58  

 

(An early model of the Galaxy Plan, 1968. Source: Auroville Archives, 2022) 

 
57 Auroville Archives, 2022.  
58 Nightingale notes this point an interview with Auroville Today, available on the Auroville webpage, 

óAuroville Planning and Architectureô, 2020. 



 

98 

 

It conceives a spiralling, circular movement of the galaxy, divided into four zones, with the 

uniquely curved lines of force ï high to low rise density buildings streaming out ï accentuating 

the galactic movement, with the Matrimandir at its centre.59 Mother signed the Galaxy Model 

to signify her approval, with the additional comment that it is a ómovement of nebula which 

already exists in the cosmos,ô60 which seems to indicate that the Galaxy Model is in alignment 

with the natural movement of the cosmos.  

Ciconesi and Ciconesi, who played an important role in the construction of the Matrimandir, 

reflect back on that time:  

The foundation stone of Auroville was laid on 28 February 1968, in the presence of 

some 5,000 delegates. Youth from 23 states of India and 124 countries of the world 

placed a handful of soil from their state/country into a marble-clad urn shaped like a 

lotus bud óto mingle in it without manmade divisionsô  in a symbolic gesture. It was 

during this ceremony that Aurovilleôs Charter was read in different languages: foreign 

and Indian. There was great expectation of building óThe City of Dawnô, óThe City 

of the Futureô. The ground reality was a barren plateau of red laterite earth with a few 

palm trees, peanut fields, deep canyons caused by erosion over the years, hardly any 

skilled construction labour, sleepy little villages, where bullock carts, sheep and goats 

lived amiably, braving dust storms, the blazing scorching sun in the summer and 

monsoons where the sea became red from the water runoffs. 

For Roger Anger (1923ï2008), the French architect, was invited to design this city 

sometime in 1965. Having been trained in the final post-war era of the original École 

des Beaux-Arts system, an understanding of architecture as a plastic art had been 

instilled in him. It was this penchant for formalist composition that would come to 

define the iconic vision for Auroville. 

The extraordinary Galaxy masterplan of Auroville that evolved from a sketch made 

by The Mother in 1965 has been an inspiration for many. It came at the right time: 

the youthful idealism of the 1960s was strong and change was in the air: the hippie 

movement, the studentsô revolution and the heroic period of the Modern Movement 

was coming to an end. Young people were searching for new forms to embody a new 

consciousness é [It] reflected the zeitgeist of the time.61 

The following was Motherôs inaugural message, in French and English, read out at the 

Inauguration on 28th February, 1968. The ceremony started with Mother reading in French a 

welcome message and then the Charter. She was in her room in Pondicherry at the time and 

the message and the Charter were broadcast to Auroville by All India Radio. Thereafter, the 

Charter was read in sixteen languages. During this reading the soil from 124 countries and 23 

Indian states was placed by chosen youth representing each culture in a raised marble urn, next 

 
59 Ciconesi and Ciconesi, 2012. 
60 Majumdar, 2017, 236.  
61 Ciconesi and Ciconesi, 2012.  
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to the site for the Matrimandir, as a symbol of human unity. The vitality, hope and promise in 

the photos from the inauguration shine through.62 

 

(Source: photos and copy of Motherôs message from <https://sri-

aurobindo.co.in/workings/audio/auroville/index.htm>) 

The Galaxy Model was thus fixed, with ï to the best of our knowledge ï only one change in 

July 1971, when Mother rotated the Galaxy by 50 degrees counterclockwise on Angerôs 

suggestion. This was done to accommodate the construction of Bharat Nivas in the 

International Zone, as money for the project had been sanctioned by the Government of India 

yet the land for it in the original formulation of the Galaxy Model had yet to be acquired.  

We may note here Motherôs and Angerôs collaborative ethic, speed of work and sense of 

urgency (completing the work, with four iterations in three years, alongside other proposals 

and work on the Matrimandir), whilst maintaining a high spiritual and aesthetic ideal ï a point 

which we consider in Part III.A, in relation to the slow growth of the urban environment and 

planning disagreements since. Indeed, we note that Motherôs trust in Anger (óthe man for this 

projectô), whilst naturally not a marker of infallibility, requires us to accord great weight to his 

 
62 For a beautiful record of the Inauguration Ceremony, see, Majumdar, 2017, 62-9.  

https://sri-aurobindo.co.in/workings/audio/auroville/index.htm
https://sri-aurobindo.co.in/workings/audio/auroville/index.htm
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views as her chosen instrument for the work.63 At various points, she admires, supports and in 

some cases, on the issue of the design of Matrimandir, provisionally defers to his views. For 

example, she notes:  

I told you already that I am waiting for the architect of Auroville who is coming at 

the beginning of September and we shall do together the plan of the town. I shall 

explain to him what I want and things will be done accordingly é 64 

Now I have my plan of Auroville; I am waiting for Roger to make the plans because 

since the beginning I have said, óRoger will be the architectô, and I have written to 

Roger é And when he comes, Iôll show him my plan, then he will build the city.65 

And it will be a small building, not a big one, with just a meditation room downstairs, 

with columns and probably a circular shape (I say óprobablyô because I am leaving it 

for Roger to decide).66 

It is Roger who will lay the first stone of the Pavilion [of the Mother] é67 

[When asked, óWhen is the beginning of the construction planned to be?ô, Mother 

replied:] Nothing can be said without consulting Roger.68 

ii. Features of the Galaxy 

As basic constituents of the Galaxy Model have been discussed in detail elsewhere, we will 

keep our discussion brief. In interviews with Auroville Today in 1988 and 1992, Anger 

explained the concept as follows:  

Mother had given a couple of parameters: the division of the city into four areas, or 

zones, and the number of people for whom the city is envisaged (50,000). The 

division into those four zones (industrial, residential, international and cultural) is 

unique and has no precedent in town planning. On the basis of this scheme, we, the 

architects and town planners, started to make suggestions to her. This was done in 

several stages, and finally, the Galaxy came out and was presented as a model to 

Mother, and accepted by her as a plan that answered her parameters. She inspired and 

guided the work. When I talked to Mother one day about Auroville, she said that the 

city already exists in a subtle level, that it is already constructed, that it is only 

necessary to pull it down, to make it descend on earth. The galaxy plan shows the 

four zones, which are interconnected through the óCrown,ô the second circular road 

around the Matrimandir. From the Crown, twelve roads radiate outwards as part of 

the infrastructure. Some of them are accompanied by a succession of high-rise 

buildings, which constitute the so-called óLines of Forceô, essential for the framework 

of the city and for the integration of all access to the city centre. But the plan is not 

finished. On the contrary, the city is still to be invented, everything has still to be done 

through the daily experience and rhythm of the Aurovilians. Apart from these lines of 

force, everything is flexible, nothing is fixed.69 

 
63 Again, we did not study Angerôs personal archives, which may lead to further reflections.  
64 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 119. 
65 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 101.  
66 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 103.  
67 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 125.  
68 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 130.  
69 We could not locate originals of the interview. See, Auroville webpage, óGalaxy Concept of the Cityô, n.d. 
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Insofar as the basic constituents of the Galaxy Model go, two points can be noted: Motherôs 

unambiguous approval and natural flexibility within the model.  

a. Motherôs Approval of the Galaxy Model 

The Galaxy concept translates Motherôs quartet-city plan into physical form, with clearly 

identified zoning. Motherôs enthusiastic reception of the Nebula Model, her signed approval of 

the Galaxy Model and appreciative comments subsequently demonstrate an unambiguous 

óyes.ô Some have argued that Motherôs signature, and short comment, need not necessarily 

signify an approval cast in stone today. This is unconvincing, and three short comments are in 

order.  

First, as Anger points out, and the Mother repeatedly notes, the city already exists on a subtle 

plane, waiting to descend: her approval for the Galaxy Model then indicates that it is aligned 

with (perhaps even inspired by) that subtle creation. This is important because it signifies that 

the form of the Galaxy Model carries spiritual significance ï Motherôs vision and will 

represents in this key area is not just one creative choice out of many, that can be revised, even 

with the best of intentions, by individuals today, but one that carries a significance of the 

descent of a higher form as defined by her. Tellingly, Angerôs self-testimony describes the 

design process that led to the Galaxy Model in these terms as well:  

If the Galaxy has a force, it is because she inspired it. To conclude I can affirm, that 

this Galaxy is in fact Her realization, Her will é I did not bring anything to it 

personally ï only being a kind of instrument.70 

While dogmatism is to be avoided and plasticity is necessary to adapt to changing 

circumstances, adherence to the core structure approved by Mother ï which we must consider 

to be thorough and well-thought out, not a choice made lightly, especially as it concerns the 

all-important architectural mould of Her city ï is neither dogmatic, nor does it preclude 

plasticity. Rather, as we discuss below, it pushes to find creative solutions to manifest her vision 

for the future.  

Second, shortly after Angerôs presentation of the plan, on 20 April, 1968, Mother noted that a 

photo of the galaxy (of stars, not the Model) sent to her is óidentical to Aurovilleôs planô and 

represents the ófuture.ô Commenting on the photo, Mother remarks that it ï and by extension 

the identical Model ï is ólovely.ô71 We may note here that some argued that Motherôs age at the 

time of approving the Galaxy Model must be kept in mind, as She was relying entirely on her 

advisors and instruments rather than making independent decisions or inquiries. This objection 

does not hold water ï Motherôs attention to detail and precise oversight, including a rejection 

of earlier models, is amply demonstrated in the Agenda. Indeed, Mother anticipated and 

mischievously replied to this objection at the time:  

 
70 Majumdar, 2017, 238.  
71 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 282. 
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You see, they say, óMother is old, she doesnôt go out any more, she canôt see any 

more, she doesnôt know whatôs going on.ô But I know whatôs going on ï I have other 

ways of seeing! (laughter).72 

Third, as the figures below demonstrate, the Galaxy Model was an iteration of the Nebula, 

which Mother admired in no uncertain terms. Her signature on the Galaxy Model is to be read 

with earlier comments on the Nebula concept. As such, her approval is clear.  

  

 
72 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 270. 
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Iterations of the Nebula Concept, leading to the Galaxy Model: 

 

(Model of the Nebula plan. Source: Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 144) 

 

(Model of the Macrostructure Model, with its road network. Source: Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 

181) 

 

(The Galaxy Model, and a model of the centre. Source: Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 282) 



 

104 

 

Some doubt was raised during our research that the absence of the road or circulation network 

in the Galaxy model in contrast with the Nebula concept indicates that this was a later inclusion 

without Motherôs express approval. We were not able to access Angerôs personal archives to 

clarify whether the road network of the Nebula concept is to be read as part of the Galaxy 

Model, or if this was an express departure. However, this conclusion seems unmerited from the 

records we were able to study. As the Auroville Archiesô helpful and lucid summary of the 

design process notes:  

 

Models made of the Galaxy Plan in the first few years of its existence do not show 

any road network at all. This is because the models are massing models, showing the 

general massing and layout of buildings. Even though photographs of these models 

are what have made the Galaxy Plan so iconic, and in many cases have compelled 

people from all over the world to come here and dedicate their lives to Auroville, 

these models do not have the detailing to show things like road networks. However, 

as soon as Anger and his team started to develop the road network for the Galaxy, it 

became obvious that the Galaxyôs circulation network is descendant from the Nebula 

and Macrostructure Plans. Seeing this progression of the circulation network of the 

Nebula, Macrostructure and Galaxy Plans [see figures below], it becomes clear that 

the Galaxy Planôs circulation network is based on the Motherôs Symbol, with a 

dynamic óspinô to it!ô73  

 

Iterations of the Circulation network, demonstrating the continuity from the Nebula plan to 

the Galaxy Model, with no roads or paths in the first models of the latter: 

 
 

 
73 Auroville Archives, 2022.  
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(Top, transition from Macrostructure to Galaxy designs, emphasizing the circulation network. 

Middle, layout of the circulation network of Galaxy Plan, 1968, emphasizing the circulation 

network. Bottom, comparison of the basic circulation network of Nebula Plan (1966, left) and 

Galaxy Plan (1969, right). Source: Auroville Archives, 2022) 

 

The continuity between the models, and successive iterations of the symbol approved by the 

Mother, lead to the reasonable conclusion that she approved the circulation network (three 

circles, including the Crown, with four plus twelve) in the later Galaxy models. Her approval 

of the first Galaxy model and subsequent detailing work by Anger is best seen in light of the 

approval of the circulation in the Nebula.74 

 
74 We can note here that Angerôs discussion with Mother on the need to replace cars came after the approval of 

the Galaxy Model: Anger suggested óanother é more healthy, less clumsy and noisy and aestheticalô alternative, 

to which Mother pointedly replied, ósmall size electrically powered vehicles, capable of transporting about 200 

kg at a speed of 15 km/hourô. Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 121. This seems to indicate that roads with a mobility 

function are part of the Galaxy Model, but as with other elements, the form must avoid the pitfalls of bad 

mobility planning, and travel beyond ójust a roadô in keeping with the aesthetic and spiritual ideal. The debate 

seems to be whether the Crown and Radials are roads only, or something more than roads, an óurban arteryô 

(roads +). As various architects, planners and mobility experts we discussed the issue with notes, the mobility 

provided by a road network and the urban artery are not mutually exclusive. This harmonizing position seems to 

be in line with the limited comments by Anger we have studied. Nightingale seems to suggest this ï óthe Galaxy 

Model is a concept model, itôs not meant to answer all the questions straight away é itôs our task to tease out 

solutions from it.ô As we note below, it demands creative solutions for its manifestation, and Nightingaleôs 

caution that one must not ódown complex aspects into lowest common denominator solutionsô is important. See, 

Auroville webpage, óRaising the bar on mobility and urban planningô, 2020.  
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b. A Framework with Flexibility: the Galaxy Today 

The Galaxy Model specifies three óessentialô aspects, in addition to the primary zones ï the 

Crown, twelve Radials and the Lines of Force.75 It consciously leaves open all else to future 

decisions. It marries ï in a dynamic and aesthetically inviting vision ï the need for flexibility 

and organic development, which the Masterplan later translates into a planned and systematic 

approach embodied in the core framework of the concept approved by the Mother.  

The relevance of the Galaxy Model has always been at the centre of debates around Aurovilleôs 

development. For example, Mr. Denino, member of the International Advisory Council, notes: 

Several respected experts and groups within and outside Auroville have worked hard 

to prepare this DDP over the years, and have proposed solutions to adapt the Master 

Plan to ground realities é This will therefore require integration of the ground 

situation along with the projection of future scenarios é  Instead of welcoming these 

initiatives, my understanding é is that a due process of dialogue, consultation and 

adaptation was discouraged and eventually scuttled, apparently under the belief that 

the original Galaxy plan must stand unaltered in every respect. Such a dogmatic line 

takes no account of the five decades that have elapsed since the Galaxy plan was 

formulated.76  

Over the years, some have creative objections to the model and have proposed alternate 

conceptualizations. Others have pointed out practical difficulties with its manifestation ï 

particularly as regards to existing developments on the ground, village settlements in the plan 

area, environmental hotspots and other constructions, both housing and communal buildings ï 

suggesting suitable modifications or changes to the 1968 Model. Yet others have insisted on an 

exact translation. The divides are often blurry, with a range of views falling within this 

spectrum.  

c. A Middle Ground 

Resolving the long, fractious debate on the Galaxy concept is key to planned developments 

going forward ï to work towards some semblance of unity and fraternity in action ï to avoid 

further delays. We consider this issue in Part III.A with reference to planning studies on the 

point. Unfortunately, in our conversations, the unhelpful rhetorical extremes of órigid planningô 

and óentirely organic development,ô which seemed to carry currency in the community, tended 

to obfuscate the deeper agreement. In this, the Final Report of the 2015 Retreat, offers a helpful 

reconciliation in the following terms. We consider this point, the so-called óelephant on the 

room,ô in Section D below.  

 
75 It is worth noting here that the Lines of Force offer an interesting ground for experiment on energy 

efficiencies, social cohesion and density management in high-rise versus low-rise buildings. 
76 Danino, 2021, 2; see also, Majumdar, 2021. 



 

107 

 

 

(Source: Full Report, Auroville Retreat, 2015, 51) 

The two positions are not antagonistic: the Galaxy plan provides, to the best of our 

understanding, a flexible mould, that can be creatively interpreted but not broken. Challenges 

in that enterprise are naturally aplenty (as experts agreed across the spectrum): yet, viewing the 

Galaxy as an invitation to create, rather than an imposing constraint to somehow build, seems 

to be in the spirit of Motherôs lǭlǕ, a laboratory of experimentation. This harmonizing and 

creative sentiment is reflected, with a varying emphasis, across the board in the available 

literature and in our discussions: the framework is firmly decided, not the precise details of its 

manifestation, which require expertise and imagination today to work with the ground realities 

in a spirit of play. The Full Report of the 2015 Retreat too suggests this approach:  

 

(Source: Full Report, Auroville Retreat, 2015, Annexure 5, 64) 

This integrative approach has been a consistent refrain in planning discussions in Auroville ï 

given our disciplinary limitations in urban planning and architecture, we quote a selection of 

five voices involved at various points and capacities in Aurovilleôs planning, Anger, Legrand, 

Revi, Doshi, Nightingale and Heymann, who point along these lines.  

First, this seems to be Angerôs understanding of the Galaxy.  

We could situate Auroville at the opposite end of the traditional approach of 

contemporary urbanism: in our urban conceptions, we conceive of a city on paper, 

however intelligent the conception may be, then we ask people to come and inhabit 

the city. Here, the approach is reversed: people live the experience, and from that 

experience, their living conditions and environment will be created and established.77 

 
77 Danino, 2021 (translation is Daninoôs). 



 

108 

 

Speaking in 1968, when the Macrostructure model was in play, Anger emphasized the 

need for óthe most plastic formulaô, óthe evolution of the town in timeô, within the body of 

the macrostructure:  

Auroville will be a totally unprecedented psychological, social, educational and 

architectural experiment which, as with all experiments, might reveal errors. In truth 

not errors, but lacunae in man's urban consciousness. We would like Auroville to be 

a progressive, an evolving town, full of meaning, never to be ófinishedô. This 

continual growth does not refer to the number of inhabitants, which will not exceed 

fifty thousand, but to an evolution of the physical body, of the life of Auroville, of its 

society and also of its genius. This is why the most plastic formula will be the best 

from the urbanist's viewpoint. Here, by the way, we come to what will be the principle 

of tomorrow's urbanism: giving the town basic lines of power, main penetration 

channels, through a macrostructure that shapes the outlook and facilitates an inner 

direction. Then, just as with a bottle-rack, a mobile macrostructure is fitted in, and 

can be changed, modified according to the needs of the town, the zone, as well as the 

individuals. Urbanism cannot be separated from plastic, open-ended architectural 

vision. Both are striving after an environment where man can live and evolve with 

joy. A macrostructure, like a mountain, cannot easily be changed. The macrostructure 

is an arrangement of space involving an underworld of sewage pipes, of water and 

electricity connections, main circulation ways wandering through the surface relief, 

natural or artificial climatic conditions bathing the whole complex. Once the 

macrostructure is positioned, everything becomes possible. On this structure is laid 

an outer skin, changeable and plastic so that it may be stretched, so that its color may 

suddenly be altered all along an avenue by a play, let us say, of revolving panels. Such 

an approach is the only one that will allow an evolution of the town in time and within 

a given space. The clothing of the town may be changed, renewed without drastic 

destruction.78 

Second, Nightingale playfully notes:  

If sheôd [Mother] wanted us to build something easy, she could have simply chosen 

the first Grid Model. It would have been finished years ago é The Galaxy Model is 

a nightmare from a planning point of view, and thatôs exactly the point. It has amazing 

qualities and amazing depth to it, which is what weôre being asked to explore. We 

should be collectively going as high and as wide as we can, to work out how that 

would look today, including all the ecological and technological advances that have 

been made in the meantime.79 

Similarly, Majumdar quotes Legrand, a member of the early Town Planning Group: 

The Galaxy canôt be understood just as another functional architectural plan é [the] 

plan has to be understood as life and as a tool to create a culture for the future. Without 

that, even the best plan will become a series of row housing and practical buildings 

but not the city of the future that the Galaxy meant when Roger worked on it.80 

Next, at a presentation given to UNESCO in the early design stage on November, 1966, eight 

months after Anger presented the Nebula plan to Mother, his associate, Mario Heymann 

 
78 Anger, ó=1ô, 1968.  
79 Auroville webpage, óRaising the bar on mobility and urban planningô, 2020. 
80 Majumdar, 2017, 226. 
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welcomed architectural diversity, and attempted to resolve the problem of divergent 

conceptions whilst maintaining the original idea: 

We are working on a second version now based on the same programme:  

Here the four zones are expressed more clearly. The intention of creating a more 

supple and dynamic plan has dominated this study at the expense of a multiplicity of 

architectural forms. The project has the ability to ensure for the town a very 

characteristic shape. Parallely, we have made architectural research with the aim of 

defining different forms of construction and atmospheres that we will have to create 

é To integrate the buildings with the ground é Set the two essential qualities to 

Auroville ï Unity, Diversity. I want to insist on the last point. Ancient cities found 

their variety naturally, through hundreds of builders who built and by the centuries of 

construction. Their unity was assured by materials, traditions and ignorance of other 

styles. For Auroville, the application of a simple guideline for urbanism will permit 

variety but can lead to chaos without a lack of coordination (as in Parisian suburbs). 

Alternately, the construction of the whole town by a single team of architects will 

bring a strong risk of the opposite: a uniformity that is mistaken for unity. The 

difficulty consists in integrating as many brains as possible without losing the 

original ideas. 

For problems in general we propose the following solutions: creation of a 

macrostructure constituting artificial floors, supported by a very large web of 

anchoring points. It is on these hanging floors the building could be integrated in a 

frame already structured and could be built by many architects. This macrostructure 

should minimize the cost on transportation. 

Here are some advantages of this system: 1. The urbanist as an organizer of life is 

free to use 3 dimensions and can think in volume, even regarding circulations. 2. The 

silhouette of the town can be sketched on this artificial site. 3. This macro-structure 

suggests ideas to architects for their building yet gives them suppleness and freedom 

of expression. The urbanist will have to essentially ensure the coordination between 

architects by a dialogue based on sensitivities and not by the application of rigid 

regulations. 

 

Auroville is destined to shelter men and women who seek to evolve and realize 

themselves. For Auroville to be a worthy example of this aspiration it is essential that 

its creation be a model without precedent of cooperation between people.81 

 

Similarly, Revi incisively locates the problem in the context of urban planning, with a call to 

raise the bar in Auroville to intuit forms that can hold the power of the galactic symbol with 

movements in time:  

Very few settlements have been created to serve as vehicles for evolution. Auroville 

is one of them. It is therefore, both a living system and an evolving one. A new 

language of building will therefore need to be intuited to articulate this journey. The 

galactic symbol; the material celebration of the emergence of the supramental from 

the subconscient; the four aspects of the Mother; her crown and lines of force provide 

an arena in which many forms of this music of transcreation will be played over this 

 
81 Heymann, 1966 (we were not able to verify the contents as against the original; emphasis ours). 
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century. Our challenge will be to find the appropriate human instruments, the 

aspiration and lucidity to express them truthfully in material form.82 

Finally, commenting on this debate, and the delays in manifesting the Galaxy model, BV Doshi, 

the celebrated architect and former member of the Governing Board implored ï in his last 

interview on 2 September 2020 before his passing ï a return to idealism, innovation and the 

big picture beyond individual complaints, echoing again the same sentiment that the Galaxy 

concept is sufficiently plastic within its basic framework. Given his eminence and long-time 

involvement with Aurovilleôs planning, we quote his words at length:  

The thing that I found was that Rogerôs plan of the Galaxy ... to me it suggests a whole 

lot of visions. Visions of connectivity, potentials, diversities, huge amount of choices 

ï including the potentials of getting a place for everybody. It was really the city of 

the universe. And why it is not happening, why it is not moving, I have no idea at all. 

So the question is: should we talk of it as a city, or should we talk about ógalaxyô? 

Thereôs a big difference between the words ócityô and ógalaxyô. I think we are talking 

about very small, micro level ï and we are talking about Mother. Itôs a big paradox, 

a huge difference between the two statements. 

So when you look at the Galaxy ï and I remember, often when I saw the model, and 

when I had been thinking there, and when there was a discussion going on ï first 

thing is, ówhat is galaxy?ô Galaxy is the magnet of the universe in which things move, 

and they move in a dynamic balance. That is what I know. And Iôm just guessing. 

And everything can be absorbed, and everything can manifest, and everything adds 

its own value and ability to regenerate, revitalize. And I think that is ógalaxyô. Galaxy 

is not a small house with a compound wall. Itôs a fluid thing, it has interconnections. 

It has many levels, it goes up and down, etc. 

When the model was made, the model was not really representing the kind of galaxy 

that I had seen in Rogerôs plan. And I think the first thing we should know is: are we 

really talking about a building? Or are we talking about celebration of life? Thatôs 

what I think Mother was talking about. How do you charge the souls to manifest their 

subtle existence and the purpose of their existence. Do we talk about this at all? Or 

are we talking about ómy kitchen is not working,ô or óthe costs are like this,ô or óI have 

no road,ô or óI have no water supplyô... I think the issue is first, we should remove 

these words of architecture and building. We should talk about how do we celebrate 

life on this planet, and make a model. 

So when you talk about celebration, you are talking about total sustainability 

relationships, potentials, expanding our ideas, expanding our horizons. And I think 

this is not happening. So we start talking about little things é What Mother must be 

thinking!          

And I think that plan shows you the micro, macro, all the levels of housing etc., can 

be built there. é when I saw the Auromod¯le houses which he had done in the 

beginning... you could see how this person who comes from Paris to be here [Anger], 

who had a large practice, gives away everything and does these little things here... 

and he talks about climate, he talks about fluidity, he talks about visions, and he talks 

about lightness. And I think those are the things which are pioneering works. 

 
82 Revi, 2007, 7. 
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Earlier photographs which I had seen, from Piero and others, thatched buildings and 

thatched houses, when the land was absolutely dry, barren land ï there was an 

aspiration. There was a vision. And there was an idealism. And it was not talked about, 

ówhat is the populationô. We always look at it as if it is a part of the universe. We are 

global. We are not local, we are not regional. We are not small people. I think this is 

where the first difference to me is. 

And that should be removed. And we should talk about saying, óhow do we 

understand what galaxies areô. We donôt even know (I donôt know at all), but when I 

imagine, when I think about it, there is a dynamic balance, and that balance generates 

energies, and those energies help the whole cosmic order of the universe. In this, 

health and hygiene things come ï but more than that, the inner sensitivities which 

Mother is talking about, come out.83 

In this understanding, one may suggest a relationship between manifesting the Galaxy and the 

yoga: manifesting the complex and dynamic features of Motherôs vision in a challenging and 

resistant terrain, with varying architectural and planning viewpoints, is an instrument (not just 

a pleasing metaphor) for spiritual growth, to overcome similar psychological challenges of that 

nature that present themselves in the process of the collective yoga. Manifesting the Galaxy is 

an outer reflection of the inner process. Anger captures this sentiment:  

Auroville will undertake a perpetual search for the future with beings of high quality 

who will have, for a great deal, overcome their limitations, achieved a true 

communication, a true fraternity, based on openness, and an understanding of the 

other in a beautiful and harmonious environment within the context of an exceptional 

city ... I believe Auroville will finally become reunited to an inner law and then it will 

be like a lighthouse ï an unbelievable fire.84 

We approach this subject with caution as we are not urban planners. Errors in our understanding 

are possible. We consider this issue in light of Motherôs words, and insights provided by those 

trained in these fields in Auroville and outside, who largely, but not uniformly, agreed that there 

are no insuperable difficulties and the Galaxy Model presents a creative challenge that is 

capable of manifestation today. Manifesting the Galaxy is not an easy task ï as Ciconesi and 

Ciconesi beautifully put it, echoing a common sentiment:  

Not surprisingly, every architect, town plannerðevery Aurovilian, in factðbegins at 

some point to ask themselves: óHow does one merge the Galaxy concept with the 

ground realities without losing its essence? What should the process of its building 

be? Are we going in the right direction? What is our role in the region, India and the 

world? What is in fact the raison dôêtre of Auroville? Is this why I came here?ô And 

there are as many answers as there are Aurovilians, and each one has a place in the 

total puzzle that is Auroville. 

Finally, it is not only the ófinished productô but also the óprocessô followed, both 

within and without, that is most important in Auroville. It is about living in the present 

and yet aiming towards a future that seems impossible. Ideally then, the process of 

building becomes a means of learning and experience wherein all aspects of manôs 

 
83 Auroville City Conversations, 2020. 
84 Aware Auroville, 2023.  
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natureð physical, vital, mental as well as the spiritualðare developed and 

perfected.85 

It stands to reason that ï the Galaxy concept having been approved by Mother in her wisdom 

ï all efforts must be made to bring, as far as possible, the higher manifestation down, rather 

than to alter the manifestation itself. The descent of higher forms into the physical is a 

constitutive part of the spiritual process ï this is naturally met with resistance and difficulties 

in the physical (in this case challenging parts of the terrain), but they have to be progressively 

and creatively overcome. Motherôs approval of the Galaxy plan read with the contemporaneous 

remark that the ócity already existsô in the subtle plans, waiting to descend, is probative 

evidence that supports the view that the form of the Galaxy is central to the planning mould of 

Auroville: if the Galaxy plan existed (i.e., already óbuiltô) in the subtle in 1968, waiting to 

descend (slowly or quickly), that naturally forecasts its future mould relevant for us in the 

present. The logic of Motherôs statement indicates that we must bring it down now (unless the 

subtle creation is itself modified, a point on which argument is near impossible). Anger 

recounts Motherôs view on this point:  

She always said that the city existed already and that it only needed to be brought 

down on the material plane. She kept saying, her face, I remember, with her face 

turned upwards with her two arms raised, She said: óbut the city, my child, it is made, 

it exists, one has to bring it down.86 

Elsewhere, Anger emphasizes this point, locating the Galaxy plan as an expression of Motherôs 

vision, not an architectural imposition of his own:  

I strongly wish that we would stop referring to the Galaxy plan as Roger Angerôs plan. 

I would like to clarify this once and for all. It is not my vision, but the logical result 

of the research of a whole team over many months, and of the Motherôs presence in 

particular. Her inspiration and influence gave birth to the concept of the Galaxy. You 

cannot shake it off. Iôd say it is not the image of the Galaxy that imposes itself on 

Auroville; it is the necessity of the city corresponding to Motherôs guidelines that 

leads us to the Galaxy.87 

It is natural for creative differences to exist in architectural, planning and aesthetic visions ï 

indeed, each may want to plan a city, or particular zones, in their own way. But with Motherôs 

backing and approval, it is apparent from the archival record that the Galaxy Plan is central to 

her spatial constitution of the city, which is authoritative. As Anger astutely notes:  

Is it for us to plan the city? Does the concept of this city refer to her vision or to our 

will? This the whole question.88 

  

 
85 Ciconesi and Ciconesi, 2012.  
86 Aware Auroville, 2023.  
87 Aware Auroville, 2023. 
88 Majumdar, 2017, 237 (emphasis ours). 
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d. Ecology versus Geometry Debate 

The óecology versus geometryô debate, óthe big issue now in Aurovilleô, invited much debate 

in our interviews.89 Briefly, the outstanding issue, from the 2003 Direction for Growth Report 

onwards, has been on detailing urban development guidelines to marry the Galaxy plan with 

ground realities:  

The urban form for the City will generally correspond to the original galaxy plan 

shape. If it has to be modified in order to suit topography or to overcome unforeseen 

constraints, it will be through wide-ranging discussion. Within this framework, 

further detailing has to be carried out.  

 

One of the most important aspects of this detailing process is to prepare urban design 

guidelines with special emphasis on the features which carry the essence and spirit of 

the galaxy plan, namely the Lines of Force, the Crown area, and the development 

along major roads to achieve a harmonious built environment.90 

 

On the issue of the sacred geometry of the Galaxy, there are good though not conclusive reasons 

to believe so. Motherôs exchange with Anger points in this direction ï particularly, the 

channelling of Motherôs inspiration on Angerôs part, the alignment of the model with the 

natural, dynamic movement in the cosmos and the manifest power of Motherôs symbol, which 

she spoke of on several occasions. Symbols hold a living power, and though the Infinite Divine 

is not bound by them, they are helpful tools for ascension.91 Some have thus cogently argued 

that the Galaxy plan is an instrument or yantra ï a geometric form to invoke the descent of 

higher grades of consciousness ï that should not be distorted at human hands. That said, as we 

do not have any direct textual evidence in Motherôs words to that effect, divining her latent 

intentions or occult truths (especially claiming Divine truth to end debates) is a risky exercise 

that demands caution as we do not have privileged access to her vision. For example, we may 

confuse imagination for true inspiration or revelation, or read meaning into uncertain signs. 

Here, in line with the principle of óillumined hierarchiesô outlined in Part I above, if there are 

members of the community who do speak to this issue from interiorized states of experience, 

their opinion should be accorded the greatest weight. At a minimum, all else being equal, every 

effort ought to be made to manifest Motherôs symbol in the urban design, which both Anger 

and Heymann recognized as the ideal. 

Contrary to this view, some conversants argued along the lines that óif Mother was here, She 

would have changed the concept éô and noted that the Galaxy Concept is dated, reflective of 

the architectural and planning vision of the time when other grand city projects were being 

conceived (Chandigarh, Brasilia etc.). As we noted above, Motherôs approval of the planning 

mould of the city was not lightly made, subject to basic revision later, as opposed to flexibility 

with particular areas of implementation that were left open, which are abundant. She accepted 

the concept with foresight, addressing problems of village relations and resettlement, energy 

 
89 See, for example, Auroville Today, May, 2023; see also, Residentsô Assembly, General Meeting, August, 2022 

for community discussion on this point. 
90 Masterplan Directions for Growth, 2003, 28.  
91 This requires a fuller discussion which is beyond our scope here.  
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and water shortages, regional development, property speculation etc., and as such, anticipated 

future problems. One naturally cannot prove a negative, i.e., rule out the possibility that she 

would have changed the concept, but as all available textual evidence points otherwise, such a 

conclusion, argumentum ex silentio, seems unmerited. Motherôs response in relation to a 

proposal for re-zoning may equally apply to revising other primary features of Galaxy Model: 

Well I am not an architect or an engineer, I wrote what I saw. Now it is up to you 

people to realise that.92 

I have written what I saw; now it is for you to realise.93  

The Masterplan pre-empts such objections as well, noting the continued appeal of the Galaxy 

plan today:  

This concept is as practical as it is visionary. The way in which this concept lends 

itself to international, national and local thinking is extraordinary. It is as modern 

today as it was innovative when it was expounded some thirty years ago. (Refer 

sketches) The concept envisions close interaction between Auroville and its 

surroundings to create a holistic model of development in which urban and rural 

settlements will complement each other and are not seen as separate. This concept is 

now being widely recommended to move towards balanced sustainable 

development.94 

In reflecting on this debate, we were not able to identify reasons that exist today that were not 

factored in at the time of Motherôs approval, nor do the records contain an indication that she 

anticipated a basic revision. Quite the contrary ï as Mother emphatically said, we may suppose 

anticipating delays through quarrelling:  

To the architects and engineers ï you are not here to discuss the project. You are 

here to build the city.95  

Naturally, circumstances on the ground have changed in the last fifty years (with socio-

economic developments in the bio-region, a greened landscape with sensitive environmental 

hotspots etc.), but these are part of the anticipated process of development and not 

constitutional changes. In relation to the geometric form of the Crown and environmentally 

sensitive areas that overlap, all possibilities to explore the natural width designed in the Crown 

corridor (not just as a road, but more) can be explored for creative design solutions to maintain 

the overall geometry whilst weaving in environmental concerns ï Nightingale, for example, 

points to such an approach.96 As we discuss in Part III.A, several studies ï the Land Suitability 

 
92 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 351 (emphasis ours). 
93 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 352 (emphasis ours). 
94 Perspective Masterplan, 2001, para. 2.4.1.  
95 We were not able to locate this message in the Auroville Archives. We were informed that it was found in the 

Archives of the Sri Aurobindo Ashram. A photo of the original is available online, though without a date or 

reference. See, Auroville, the City the Earth Needs, 2019. It is also referenced by Majumdar, 2022.  
96 Auroville website, 2020. Again, our understanding in this area is limited, and as such, our discussion is 

informed by available documents and conversations with experts in Auroville well versed in the matter. Many of 

these conversants noted that the Crown can accommodate environmental concerns whilst preserving the 

symbolism encoded in the Galaxy if the natural width of the Crown is used as a design lever and the imagination 

of the Crown is expanded beyond a road-mobility network, which seems to be in line with Angerôs proposal.    
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and Land Use Study, Crownway Study, Dreamweavers forum, Feduchiôs Draft Proposal for 

Residential Zone Sectors 1 and 2, International Zone Strategic Plan etc. ï offer solutions to 

integrate the Galaxy concept with ground realities.  

At any rate, there will naturally be some loss of green cover in the area designated for the 

Crown in particular sectors (though the Masterplan zoning for the Crown covers less than 2% 

of the plan area). However, as long the overall ecosystem of the entire plan area (which stands 

at more than 50% green cover) is maintained, the important ecological imperative to work with 

nature can be preserved. As the Full Report of the 2015 Retreat notes, several plantations and 

constructions were made in earlier years with a view to land regeneration and servicing 

immediate needs of time, necessary at the point given the denuded condition of the land. If 

some of these need to give way to the needs of today for the next stage of growth, with 

appropriate relocation and alternate plantations to maintain the overall green-cover in a spirit 

of mutual accommodation for a shared city to develop, then that is part of the anticipated 

process. As such, the model of stewardship does not generate exclusive use or ownership rights 

over lands inhabited or worked upon, but equally, respect for those who laboured to develop 

and green the land, or have generated close links to it through long association, is important. 

The Terms of Reference of the Town Development Council, adopted by the Residentsô 

Assembly in 2017, clarifies this point: 

Relocation / rehabilitation can be offered in cases where there is a requirement to 

displace people in case of a conflict of land use. The extent of this needs to be defined. 

e.g. in which cases can it considered not necessary (for example, when someone has 

signed an agreement accepting temporary stewardship of the space). In all such cases, 

the wider interest of Auroville as an evolving township will override personal 

preferences or attachments.97   

The records show that a similar situation arose in Aurovilleôs early days, when residents of the 

Silence community were requested to vacate for the development of other, collective projects. 

Motherôs guidance at the time suggests that constructions legitimately made earlier, when plans 

were not at hand, may need to give way to ósuit the overall programô stewarded by those in-

charge of organization (today the Working Groups), as long as it is done sensitively and with 

reason. This naturally involves discomfort and some sacrifice, but if dealt with in a spirit of 

fraternity, with alternates provided to them, it in the interests of the whole: 

The residents of Silence will go on vacating their places for Bharat Nivas without 

causing any delay in the work. They will help in the quicker construction of the 

Matrimandir Workers Camp so that some of them can shift there and some will be 

accommodated in the huts on the border of Silence not immediately required for 

Bharat Nivas. These too will be vacated as soon as needed. The residents of Silence 

wish to set up some cottage industry like ceramics and tiles and live near Kottakarai 

village and work for the development of this village and better relations with the 

people of this village. A concrete scheme will be made by them in such a way as to 

 
97 TDC, Terms of Reference, 2017, para. 2.2.1.1. 
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suit the overall Auroville program in consultation with Shyam Sunder and Roger and 

placed before the Mother for approval and blessings.98 

Resolving this long-standing dispute ï the óecology versus geometryô debate ï to draft a 

common action plan is essential for city-development. We consider this in more detail in Part 

III.A. This will require a flexible, expert-driven and consultative (yet time-bound) process for 

the Detailed Development Plan for the City Centre / Crown (still lacking today, despite draft 

proposals by Kundoo, the Crownweaving and Dreamweaving initiatives among others) that all 

involved are ready to contribute to and abide by once decided. This is a priority task. As part 

of this process, an environmental audit to clearly determine which areas can be developed / 

replaced / rehabilitated through interventions elsewhere, and which are essential, can allow for 

this exercise to take place in an informed and time-bound manner.  

In some cases, as we were informed by several discussants, there have been deliberate 

constructions and plantations to avoid the manifestation of the Galaxy.99 If so, this naturally 

does not give reasons to modify the Galaxy Model but to state these facts publicly and remove 

those constructions urgently, sensitively (as time as passed since the original event, with a 

changed institutional and community memory) and peacefully, with community buy-in on all 

sides. Designated common spaces, such as those for the Cown, must be recognized as such: 

All project holders will have the freedom to try out innovative developments as long 

as the basic parameters of the Master Plan (Perspective: 2025) are met. The Planning 

Group envisaged under the Master Plan (Perspective: 2025) will be in charge of 

ensuring that all future projects conform to these regulations.100 

In sum, as it appears from Motherôs words, the Galaxy concept ï with the four primary (or five, 

including the Peace Area) zones, four intermediary zones and three essential integrative 

elements ï forms part of the basic, non-negotiable spatial architecture of Auroville, within 

which the space for technical creativity, innovative design-thinking and flexibility is provided 

and indeed required. By all assessments, Ciconesi and Ciconesi, Anger, Doshi and others, this 

is a difficult task given complex ground realities ï yet, that is, as Nightingale playfully suggests, 

the challenge Mother has set. The following remark by Mother, though made in a different 

context, seems to encapsulate the matter: 

I am blaming nothing, nor anybody and know that each one does the best he can. It is 

evident that the job is very difficult. But are we not here to conquer difficulties?101 

Records show that the debate on the Galaxy goes back at least thirty years and been a constant 

hindrance to decisive action. As such, as a practical matter, (i) given Motherôs express approval, 

and the absence of countervailing reasons today, and (ii) the flexibility and openness of the 

Galaxy concept, its acceptance and urgent work to manifest it can emerge from an overlapping 

consensus on particular projects to start with and need not be held hostage to agreement on all 

 
98 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 268-9. 
99 See, for example, Auroville Tomorrow, 2022, 4. (óIt has become clear that a few people wanted to block the 

implementation of the master plan of Auroville. This was done by placing the Youth Center kitchen in the way 

of the Crown road.ô) 
100 Masterplan, 3.1.2. 
101 Mother, CWM, 2002, Vol. 13, 159.  
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counts.102 As we discuss in Part III.A, slew of studies commissioned by the TDC to blend the 

Galaxy plan with geophysical ground realities, with the latest Dreamweaving process in 2022 

which attracted participation from all quarters and the encouragement of the Governing Board, 

have proceeded on this integrative basis with what appears to be a significant overlapping 

consensus.  

 

*  

 
102 See, Sunstein, 1995. Such óincompletely theorized agreementsô allow for decision-making and action amidst 

disagreement, preserving plurality and respect for opposing views, whilst building common ground through a 

network of small actions.  
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C. óTHE CITY THE EARTH NEEDSô: AUROVILLEôS SPIRITUAL URBANISM 

 

i. The Urban Question 

Motherôs vision of the New Creation, progressively realized and culminating with a gnostic 

society guided by the descent of the exalted Supramental, is Aurovilleôs ideal. The question is 

of the spatial form within which this ideal is to embodied. Motherôs view is not rural or ascetic, 

but urban and rich. Her response is clear:  

The step which is being added now Sri Aurobindo has called the Supramental. It is a 

work in the consciousness, a work of connection between the Supermind and the 

material being é Once however, the connection is made, it must have its effect in the 

outward world in the form of a new creation, beginning with a model town and ending 

with a perfect world.103 

The ómodel town,ô a precursor to a perfect world, must accept and transform in a microcosm 

all extant problems of human aggregates: óa model for those who aspire for a better and higher 

collective life everywhere.ô104 Thus, Aurovilleôs ideal must define its problems from what is 

happening elsewhere ï it cannot avoid them, even if it presents an easier route. Its uniqueness 

lies in devising solutions to those problems, as a living research laboratory. This follows from 

Aurovilleôs representative character ï that it is symbolic of world-movements and their 

difficulties:  

India has become the symbol representing of all the difficulties of modern humanity. 

India will be the land of its resurrection, the resurrection of a higher and truer life 

And the clear vision: the same thing which in the history of the universe has made the 

earth the symbolic representation of the universe so as to be able to concentrate the 

work at one point, the same phenomenon is occurring now: India is the representation 

of all human difficulties on earth, and it is in India that there will be the ... cure. And 

it is for that ï it is FOR THAT that I was made to create Auroville.105  

[Q: Is Auroville the only solution to the misery of mankind and the disorders of 

society?] Not the only solution. It is a centre of transformation, a small nucleus of 

men who are transforming themselves and setting an example to the world. This is 

what Auroville hopes to be.106 

This requires all challenges, including urban ones, to be faced in this microcosm. It is only so 

that Auroville can become the ócity the Earth needs,ô and not necessarily one its residents may 

(legitimately) want as a matter of personal preference. 107 The purpose of Auroville is not 

defined by individual will or interest, but by the Divineôs Will manifest through Motherôs 

words.108 As Mother noted:  

 
103 Mother, CWM, 2002, Vol. 3, 178 (emphasis ours).  
104 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 228. 
105 Guigan, 2018, 1, 237.  
106 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 433.  
107 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 433.  
108 This sentiment was often expressed in our conversations. As one early resident noted, representative of 

debates at the time: ówe canôt change the whole master plan [referring to the Galaxy Model] can we? The chief-
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None of us are here to ódo as we likeô, or to create a world in which we shall at last 

be able to do as we like; we are here to do what the Divine wills and to create a world 

in which the Divine Will can manifest its truth.109 

Put another way, Aurovilleôs spiritual mission ï the Divine Will manifest through Motherôs 

vision ï is cast into a concrete spatial form, an urban environment or ócity,ô which is its material 

mission. This reflects a synthesis of the material and the spiritual which, as we noted above, is 

the centrepiece of Mother and Sri Aurobindoôs work. This view is reflected in the context of 

Auroville, for example, in Motherôs letter to the Ford Foundation dated 13th March 1969, which 

we discuss below. Mother sets out Aurovilleôs urban mission thus: 

In a way at Auroville all the problems of urbanization will be faced at the very outset 

é Similarly, over time as industrialization progresses with the development of the 

country, urbanization will also continue increasingly within the country ï presenting 

complex town planning problems, which have to be resolved. It is here that the 

researches and applications of systems engineering at Auroville can contribute a 

wealth of material in solution of problems related to the development of complete 

townships, and partly to the existing towns.110 

This passage makes it clear that Motherôs vision of Auroville came amidst an inflexion point 

in urbanism, and must therefore, be understood within that context. The letter situates Auroville 

as an exemplar of an urban environment, not as an exception to it, such that other townships 

can learn from it. Equally, the letter emphasizes the urgency of the task, noting that urban issues 

are to be dealt with at the very outset, anticipating problems that were to arise during Indiaôs 

development. This raises the question: what are defining features of an urban environment? 

ii. A Sketch of Aurovilleôs Urbanist Aspirations: Harmony in Density 

We can reconstruct an answer to this question from three sources: Sri Aurobindoôs Ideal of 

Human Unity, Angerôs interactions with Mother and a brief overview of contemporary urban 

studies literature, read with the Perspective Masterplan 2025 and the ófirst master planô of 1968. 

a. Dense City-States in Sri Aurobindoôs Thought 

Though Sri Aurobindo does not discuss urbanism by name, the Ideal of Human Unity discusses 

the question of agglomeration and association of human aggregates, which bears on this 

question. He notes:  

é in this organisation of nations and kingdoms those which have had the most 

vigorous life have gained it by a sort of artificial concentration of the vitality into 

some head, centre or capital, London, Paris, Rome. By this device Nature, while 

acquiring the benefits of a larger organisation and more perfect unity, preserves to 

 
architect, Roger, has done it in consultation with the Mother. After Motherôs approval he has done it. The 

execution has been decided. Now the whole thing canôt change.ô Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 168-9. That said, while 

the essential purpose, the constitutional cast, of Auroville is defined by Motherôs words, the details of the 

manifestation and crucially, evolution within that broad framework are not only required but anticipated. This 

requires significant choices to be made where direct guidance is not to be had in the text, but in the continuing, 

if veiled, presence of the Mother, if the collective yoga can access it.  
109 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 139.  
110 Mother, 1969 (emphasis ours).  
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some extent that equally precious power of fruitful concentration in a small space and 

into a closely packed activity which she had possessed in her more primitive system 

of the city state or petty kingdom. But this advantage was purchased by the 

condemnation of the rest of the organisation, the district, the provincial town, the 

village to a dull, petty and somnolent life in strange contrast with the vital intensity 

of the urbs or metropolis.111  

This óvital intensityô of the urbs, reflected in early city-states, reflects an urban concentration, 

óclosely packed with activity.ô112 Natureôs experiment, which forms the ideal of Auroville, is 

an attempt at synthesizing two opposites, the urge to unite distinct and sporadic elements whilst 

retaining their diversity and creativity, all within a ósmall space.ô The question, one may infer, 

is one of managing population densities. As Sri Aurobindo notes, though in a different context 

of the Roman empire, this organization must navigate the conflicting impulses of individualism 

and collectivism:    

The advantages are admirable organisation, peace, widespread security, order and 

material well-being; the disadvantage is that the individual, the city, the region 

sacrifice their independent life and become mechanical parts of a machine; life loses 

its colour, richness, variety, freedom and victorious impulse towards creation.113 

This vitality of city-states is an experiment in living intimacy, subject to the hazards of 

congestion and uniformity, and free variation, subject to the dangers of an urban sprawl and 

disorder. Sri Aurobindoôs thought recognizes this play of integration and dissipation at several 

points, both ontologically in the Life Divine and socially in Ideal of Human Unity. He notes: 

In life also the Consciousness-Force begins with infinitesimal forms of vegetable life 

and infinitesimal animalcules; it creates an original plasm and multiplies it, creates 

the living cell as a unit, creates other kinds of minute biological apparatus like the 

seed or the gene, uses always the same method of grouping and association so as to 

build by a various operation living organisms é114  

As Life here establishes and maintains its operations with difficulty on a foundation 

and in an environment of general Death, first in infinitesimal points of life, in quanta 

 
111 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 283.  
112 This discussion is not to be confused with the idea that Auroville will have an extra-territorial status, a 

proposition floated by Mother, yet never worked upon seriously.  Interestingly, as Sri Aurobindo discusses Paris 

and London, rough estimates indicate that the population density of London and Paris in 1921 (right after the 

publication of the Arya) was 380 and 276 persons per hectare respectively, far higher that averages today. He 

also discusses at length the Greek city-states and Italian collectives: estimates vary, but range between 150-200 

persons per hectare. As a matter of historical interest, Bairoch notes that in Greek city-states óas a general rule, 

as soon as a city approached a population of 20,000 ï 30,000, it decided to found a new city rather than to 

continue the original cityôs development.ô He quotes Platoôs discussion on this point, for whom óthe ideal 

republic would have 5,040 citizens. If one interprets citizen as being equivalent to head of household, this 

implies a population on the order of twenty thousand people é He argues, then, for cities of very restricted size. 

But his concept of the city remains ambiguous in that the ideal republic in his system depends on the integration 

of the rural and the urban, thus blurring the distinction between them. In any event, for Plato and Aristotle, by 

far the most important criterion for determining the size of cities is political in character, and it is intimately 

linked with the problem of communication. The city must remain sufficiently small to permit the holding of 

public meetings with all of the citizens present.ô Bairoch 1991, 74-6. Studying historical urbanization practices 

is an interesting historical research task for Aurovilleôs research landscape. 
113 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 283. 
114 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-22, 862.  
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of life-form and life-energy, in increasing aggregates that create more and more 

complex organisms, an intricate life-machinery é115 

The administrative, political, economic organisation of mankind in aggregates of 

smaller or greater size is a work which belongs at its basis to the same order of 

phenomena as the creation of vital organisms in physical Nature é To build a strong 

and durable body and vital functioning for a distinct, powerful, well-centred and well-

diffused corporate ego is its whole aim and method. In this process, as we have seen, 

first smaller distinct units in a larger loose unity are formed; these have a strong 

psychological existence and a well-developed body and vital functioning, but in the 

larger mass the psychological sense and the vital energy are present but unorganised 

and without power of definite functioning, and the body is a fluid quantity or a half-

nebulous or at most a half-fluid, half-solidified massed plasm rather than a body. This 

has in its turn to be formed and organised; a firm physical shape has to be made for 

it, a well-defined vital functioning and a clear psychological reality, self-

consciousness and mental will-to-be.116 

In building collectives, there is, as Sri Aurobindo notes, a progression from small, discrete units 

coming together in time in a ólarger loose unityô ï a nebulous arrangement to begin with ï 

leading to a firm shaped through an organized process of integration. Spatially, this translates 

into a ófirm physical shapeô for this vital concentration, i.e., urban environment with a critical 

density. Sri Aurobindo in fact notes that had the old city-states endured to ócreate larger free 

aggregates without losing their own life in the new massô ï a challenge they could not meet ï 

many problems ómight have been solved with a greater simplicity é which we have now to 

settled in a complex and cumbrous fashion éô Auroville, the modern avatar of the city-state, 

is tasked with solving this problem.  

As we discuss in Part IV.A, an important governance issue in Auroville today is how to bring 

together the loosely organized mass of customs developed over its early years as a response to 

the needs of the time into a ócarefully thought-out law and ordered regulation,ô a question of 

unified living in a high-density framework: in short, how óintelligent organisation replaces 

natural organism.ô117 

b. Motherôs Consideration of the Urban Challenge 

Motherôs description, particularly in conversations with Anger, bear a close resemblance to Sri 

Aurobindoôs discussion on city-states and emphasizes the urban element, explicitly affirming 

the need for high population densities. 

In a 1965 document sent by Anger to Mother, he had suggested that Auroville should avoid 

óthe trap of a city cold (sic) because it feels like a desert due of excessive separation,ô and 

address this ódifficult problem of urban groupingô. To this, Mother tellingly replied, óvery 

important.ô Similarly, Anger noted:  

é. [what should] also be avoided the trap of a city cold because it feels like a desert 

due of excessive separation. It is indeed essential very important not to create a city 

 
115 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 21-22, 310.  
116 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 366-7. 
117 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 462.  
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that would be too scattered. What one has to reflect on and succeed in dealing with it 

is the difficult problem of urban grouping and thus avoid falling into the trap of 

ódormitory-towns,ô of known new towns and of large American óindividualô housings 

areas.118 

Here, the Mother underlined the phrase óavoid falling into the trap,ô marked the last two 

sentences and commented: óVery important.ô  Elsewhere, Anger remarked on the play of 

integration and independence for Aurovilleôs residential areas:  

The manner in which the homes will be treated plays an essential role in the image of 

Auroville é It is therefore necessary to re-discover urban warmth by creating 

contacts as permanent as possible between residents, while still making it possible for 

them to withdraw completely.119 

In an interview given at around that time, where Angerôs creative inspiration is on display, he 

paints an unmistakeably urban environment ï with a concentration of commerce, markets, 

public spaces, both silent and with recreational activity, hotels, sports grounds, all blended in 

an aesthetic exquisiteness, in which óredensification is todayôs necessityô:  

The ring [later the Crown] ï itself encircled by a hundred metre-wide canal where 

artificial islands will provide a rhythm, a dwelling place for various aquatic birds, 

where 21st century gondolas will leisurely circumnavigate ï will be the intersection 

of all sectors, the townôs centripetal focus. This is where, in addition to the fairy-like 

charm of canals, the main commercial centre will be located. Here one will find 

theatres, sports grounds, recreation halls, gardens for meditation, forums for 

meetings, hotels ... visitors galore, of course, since Auroville is not a closed town, but 

a town open to the world and the urbanist [town planners] must never forget this 

essential openness. 

é 

We are approaching the ring and the canal of the Great Curve where thousands of 

waterfowl play freely, and we go over one of the townôs few bridges. As in a fairy-

tale, we start climbing intriguing staircases rising and turning so softly and 

capriciously against the sharp edges of great terraces that one may promenade for 

hours, contemplating all the faces of the town. Strolling along covered passages we 

discover handicraft makers and artists holding continual exhibitions; we play hide-

and-seek with light and shadows, with activity and tranquillity, stopping at last at the 

edge of a sculptured open space. At the foot of this regal balcony, on the inner side of 

the ring, stretches the Garden of Unity, encircling a shining lake whose running waters 

supply Aurovilleôs canals, waterfalls, fountains and paddy-fields. From this lake rises 

a symbol of all manifestation, the intersection of all intersections, an unattainable 

white and golden island, burning like a high flame. This is the centre of Auroville, 

not a geometrical centre, but the core around which the ring gravitates in two waves, 

two helicoid movements trying to catch each other like Yin and Yang, like two facing 

complementary galaxies, a symbol of Aurovilleôs deepest dynamism.120 

 
118 Anger, 1969.  
119 Anger, 1969.  
120 ó=1ô, 1968. 
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Similarly, we may look to the 1956 brochure for the óNew Horizon Internationalô, which was 

part of the Sri Aurobindo International University Centre, a precursor to Auroville, that had 

Motherôs blessings. Here, the idea was to be ómodern in every respectô, with provisions for 

urban amenities: 

Designed and landscaped with an eye to the aesthetic, this residential community will 

be modern in every respect, including among other amenities: a non-sectarian temple 

for worship; recreation areas for swimming and other sports; playgrounds for 

children; indoor recreation and dining halls; community administration offices; health 

facilities; schools and grounds; a cinema; a modem shopping centre; cold storage and 

food processing plants; bakery; community laundry; water works; electric power 

plant; maintenance buildings; sewage disposal plant; general air conditioning.121 

Finally, and importantly, Angerôs density proposal of September 1965, which Mother approved, 

envisaged approximately 40000 inhabitants per square kilometer and 7500 accommodations 

per square kilometer, with an average house plot size of 300 square meters, in the Residential 

Zone.122 As we note below in comparison with other cities, these are relatively high-density 

figures that point again to Motherôs core vision for a lively and bustling urban environment, 

not a semi-urban or rural settlement: population density is an all-important urban marker, and 

a major problem to be solved insofar as Auroville is to serve as a model for others. As we note 

in Parts II.A and B, the question of densities has been a major hurdle in planning discussions 

that needs urgent attention. 

c. Characteristic Markers of Urbanism: Benchmarks for Auroville 

Six key features emerge defining an urban environment in contemporary urban studies 

literature: (i) population density, (ii) increased productivity and agglomeration benefits, (iii) 

scarcity of resources and distributional conflict, (iv) migration, plurality and heterogeneity, (v) 

rural-urban linkages, and (vi) sustainable development, ecological and aesthetic concerns.123 

Each of these is explicitly mentioned by Mother, in wise anticipation of characteristically urban 

problems.  

A nascent and insightful literature on urbanism in Auroville has emerged in the last few 

years.124 A fuller examination of this literature and urban studies scholarship in general is 

necessary, but beyond our scope here. We enter a brief discussion to mark some important 

features to understand Aurovilleôs urban future.  

1. Population Size and Density 

 
121 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 59. Two years earlier, in 1954, Mother referred to an ideal city with two thousand 

residents, which would be óbuilt according to the most modern plans.ô Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 48. 
122 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 122, fns 1, 4. See, Part III.C below for some discrepancies on these figures.  
123 We do not mean to enter the debate on the criteria for defining urbanism, but simply to identify some 

characteristic features. See, for a fuller discussion, Bairoch, 8 et. seq; at p. 21, the discussion on the important 

comment that óthe chief distinguishing feature of cities, and especially of cities in traditional societies, is their 

individuality.ô This is particularly true for Auroville. The Masterplan recognizes this. See, Masterplan, para. 

1.6.1. 
124 See, for example, Woiwode C and Bhati, 2018; Venkataraman et. al., 2022; Walsky, et. al., 2013. We may 

note here that the óeco-villageô characterization in some literature is worrying. 
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First, rapid urbanization is a clear and defined trend globally, as the letter to the Ford 

Foundation anticipated in defining Aurovilleôs ideal.125 Urban populations across the world 

have increased from 36% in 1968, the year of Aurovilleôs founding, to 55% in 2017,126 with 

projected increases to 67% by 2050. This translates to a 340% increase in absolute numbers in 

urban residents over the last half century. In India, as a proximate example, the number of 

towns grew from 5161 in 2001 to 7935 in 2011, accounting for a 50% urban growth rate. 

Similarly, the urban demographic grew in China from 17.9% in 1978 to 58.52% in 2017.127  

 

 

(Urban population trends. Source: Our World in Data, 2019) 

 

(Share of Total population living in urban areas. Source: Our World in Data, 2019) 

  

 
125 Mother, 1968.  
126 Ritchie and Roder, 2019.  
127 Jiang et. al., 2019, 652; see also, Fang et. al., 2016. 
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This trend is likely to continue, particularly in Asia and Africa, in Fragkiasô synthesis of 

global urbanization projections:  

 

(Urban population projections for different world regions. Source: Fragkias et. al., 412) 

Second, this shift is marked by a rise in population densities. As Bairoch notes in his 

examination of urban evolution, cities are defined by a ópopulation of sufficient size and, above 

all, density.ô128 The United Nations óWorld Urbanization Prospectsô programme similarly 

defines the term óurban agglomerationô as a  

population contained within the contours of a contiguous territory inhabited at urban density 

levels without regard to administrative boundaries.129  

The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (óOECDô) divides the causes 

of increasing urbanization into three buckets, each demonstrating increasing densification 

given data since 1975: growth of existing townships into cities, lateral growth of existing cities 

and increased densities within existing cities. Interestingly, the OECD considers 50,000 as the 

threshold for this occurrence, placing Aurovilleôs maximum population at the city threshold.   

Globally, the population density of cities has grown since 2000 practically 

everywhere, due to widespread population growth. In general, the growth of the city 

population can occur in three ways. First, new cities can emerge from towns and other 

smaller settlements by reaching a population of at least 50 000 inhabitants. Second, 

cities can expand through the emergence of new dense neighbourhoods at their edge. 

Finally, city population can grow through densification within existing city 

boundaries (i.e., densification). Over the last decades, the city densification has 

gained further importance as the main source of city population growth [see figure 

 
128 Bairoch, 1991, 24, 454.   
129 Department of Social and Economic Affairs, United Nations, 2018.  
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below]. Between 1975 and 1990, densification accounted for 50% of the global city 

population growth, while its contribution increased to 60% in 2000-15.130 

 

 

(Sources of Population Growth, 1975-2015. Source: OECD 2020b, 103) 

In terms of absolute numbers, 16% of the population in India lives in agglomerations of more 

than 1 million, up from 8% in 1960. Globally, this figure has increased by approximately 9% 

from 14.13% in 1960 to 24.62% in 2021 ï the increase being markedly higher in low to middle 

income countries. The average population density of the hundred most prominent urban 

settlements across the world in 2014 was 74.5 persons per hectare, with a median of 61 persons 

per hectare.131 In India, again as an example, taking the 2011 National Census, the average 

population density of an urban settlement was 35 persons per hectare (a relatively low figure), 

with more than two-thirds living in towns with over 100,000 residents.132 As the OECD notes, 

as of 2020, 

On average, cities in low-income countries have the highest densities in the world, 

close to 10000 inhabitants per km2 compared to 7200 in lower-middle-income 

countries, 5300 in upper-middle-income and only 2800 in high-income countries 

[100, 72, 53 and 28 persons per hectare, respectively]. These differences in population 

density are also noticeable by world regions. In North America, the world region with 

the lowest density, cities have on average 1700 inhabitants per square kilometre, 

which is significantly lower than in the second least densely populated region, 

Europe, where cities have close to 4000 inhabitants per square kilometre [17 and 40 

persons per hectare, respectively]. In contrast, cities in South Asia and Sub-Saharan 

 
130 OECD, 2020b, 102.  
131 We have calculated the average from datasets available at Our World in Data, 2014. 
132 We take the average of ócensusô and óstatutoryô towns.  See, Population Finder, Office of Registrar General 

and Census Commissioner, Ministry of Home Affairs, Government of India, 2011. 
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Africa are the most densely populated, with an average of 8000 inhabitants per square 

kilometre.133 

 

 

(Population Density by City Size and Income. Source: OECD, 2020a, 141) 

In comparison, Aurovilleôs maximum population density at 50,000 residents will be 33 persons 

per hectare (including the Green Belt), and its current population density is 1.4 persons per 

hectare.134 We consider the question of slow population growth rates, and their impact on 

Aurovilleôs urban aspiration, in Parts III.A and IV.E below. The regional context of Auroville, 

available as of 2001, records the density contrast. 

 
133 OECD, 2022b, 102 (inline comments ours).  
134 The updated Register of Residents was not available to us at the time of writing ï we have guestimated a 

population of 2750 as the average of the ranges communicated to us, though Suhasini et. al., estimate it at 3073 

for 2019. The density figures can be re-calculated accordingly. Neither figure includes the population of the 

villages within the Masterplan area. These ought to be added, but we were unable to locate reliable data. Ideally, 

for reasons we note below, it would be helpful to calculate densities separately for the city area, the Auroville 

urban agglomeration (including the Green Belt and villages in the plan area) and neighbouring bio-regions (to 

be defined), to get a more textured understanding of the urban demographics, which will assist in appropriate 

planning policies. As we note in Part III, the quality of demographic data in Auroville appears to be poor, which 

affects proper assessment and planning ï we propose an Auroville and bio-regional survey, to be conducted by 

the proposed Data Services group in Part III. 
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(Population distribution, 2001. Source: Kalra et. al., 2012, 39. As of 2011, 

Pondicherry and Cuddalore, the two closest urban agglomerations, operate at 2900 

and 704 persons per sq. km. as of 2011, and the Villupuram District, predominantly 

rural, has 481 persons per sq. km.) 

For Auroville to develop a new urban archetype, population density is a constitutive feature. 

This is important because consequences flow both in terms of benefits and challenges that 

urban environments characteristically face. The idea is not to increase density for its own sake, 

or to invite problems, but rather, to be representative of urban settlements for which Auroville 

is to serve as a model.135 At its current density, Auroville is a proto-urban settlement, that does 

not admit of problems faced by other mid-sized urban aggregates identified below. As such, it 

cannot be a model for them in this regard. The maximum density of 33 persons per hectare will 

be in the average range of urban settlements ï this does not include the local village or peri-

urban population, which will drive up the figure fairly close to the median by our guesstimate.  

National definitions of what constitutes an óurbanô area are divergent: 

 
135 See, Majumdar, 2017, 229-230 for a short discussion on this point.  
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There is currently no universal definition of what óurbanô means. The UN reports 

figures based on nationally-defined urban shares. The problem, however, is that 

countries adopt very different definitions of urbanization. Not only do the thresholds 

of urban versus rural vary, but the types of metrics used also differ. Some countries 

use minimum population thresholds, others use population density, infrastructure 

development, employment type, or simply the population of pre-defined cities.136 

That said, if we take three reasonably representative and well-articulated definitions, (i) the 

definition of a ócensus townô in the Indian National Census of 2011 (5000 inhabitants or more 

with at least 4 inhabitants per hectare), (ii) the OECDôs 2020 definition of a ófunctional urban 

areaô (a cluster of contiguous high-density grid cells with a population above the population 

threshold of 50,000 with more than 15 persons per hectare), (iii) the United Nations Habitat 

Projectôs 2020 definition of a ócityô using built up area density,137 Auroville does not yet classify 

as a city. Applying the OECDôs regional typology chart, Auroville will qualify at its current 

levels as a ópredominantly rural areaô (and not óintermediateô or ósemi-denseô), unless it is 

considered part of the Pondicherry urban agglomeration.138 The precise definitional threshold 

may not be as relevant here as the core point that Auroville does not yet possess urban 

characteristics per the OECDôs definition (or others). As we note below, this is not a target to 

be achieved without reflection, but a reasonable standard to assess whether agglomeration 

benefits and challenges that flow from this minimum density threshold are in play, given 

Aurovilleôs representative character. 

The early vision, interestingly, anticipated greater densities and was fairly detailed in this 

respect ï the ófirst masterplanô of 1968 outlined the following.139 

Zone Area in 

Hectares 

Residing Population Density (persons 

per hectare) 

 

Residential Zone A 31 17672 570 

Residential Zone B 26 10107 388 

Residential Zone C 26 8020 308 

Residential Zone D 25 4486 179 

Residential Zone E 28 2800 100 

Residential Service Zone 17 1400 (*working 

population figure) 

82 

 

Average residential density: 281 

Average working population density: 82 

 

Cultural Zone ï University 

and Research 

67 5000 75 

 
136 Ritchie, 2018.  
137 UN Habitat, 2020, 3.  
138 OECD, 2021. This is will require information on links between Auroville and Pondicherry; from our 

understanding that there is a limited flow of people, services and goods between the two at this point, this seems 

unlikely. In any case, this points to the importance of bio-regional planning with neighbouring urban centres, as 

discussed in the INTACH-PondyCan Report. See, Part III.C below.  
139 The drafting history of this document, and whether it was approved by Mother, is unclear. In any case, it is a 

useful historical benchmark. 
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Cultural Service Zone 5 700 (*working 

population figure) 

140 

 

Average residential density: 75 

Average working population density: 140 

 

Economic Low Zone 64 5000 (*working 

population figure) 

78 

Economic High Zone 10 5600 (*working 

population figure) 

56 

Economic ï Technical 

College 

11 - - 

Economic Service Zone 9 700 (*working 

population figure) 

78 

 

Average residential density: NA 

Average working population density: 120 

 

International Display Zone 67 2000 30 

International Zone 

University of Peace 

6 3000 (*working 

population figure) 

500 

International Service Zone 8 700 (*working 

population figure) 

87 

 

Average residential density: 30 

Average working population density: 264 

 

Administration 8 1500 (*working 

population figure) 

187 

Green Area ï Residential ï 

Cultural 

30 - (green buffer) - 

Green Area ï Cultural ï 

Economic 

34 - (green buffer) - 

Matrimandir Complex 30 - (zone of silence) - 

Green Area - International 8 - (green buffer) - 

 

(Population spread and densities under the 1968 Masterplan. Source: First Masterplan, 1968, 

12-3) 

Interestingly, in Heymannôs aptly titled talk óthe Urbanism of Aurovilleô at UNESCO at the 

time, he notes that ó4 zones ï two of high and two of lesser densityô are ógivens.ô140 He 

references Varanasi as a ógood example of the compact é urbanism,ô and then says in 

unambiguous terms:  

It should be noted that the notion of density in cities seems to be an essential factor 

of urban life in all climates. 

 
140 Heymann, 1966 (emphasis ours). 
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é 

From our research we have identified general urban principles that can serve as a 

base to study this project of synthesis. 1. Structure of the urban fabric at a high 

density following traditional cities é 141 

The density ranges in (i) Angerôs proposal approved by Mother, (ii) the 1968 masterplan plan 

and (iii) contemporaneous testimony are thus far higher than current levels. Angerôs caution to 

avoid an urban sprawl that Mother specifically underlined and approved is reflected in 

Auroville today ï this issue of sub-optimal utilization of land is now recognized across the 

board,142 and is a major concern for Auroville, as we discuss in Part III.A. The question of 

optimal (and quality) density is one for deliberate planning policy on Aurovilleôs appropriate 

demographic future, informed by developments elsewhere.  

Interestingly, the United Nations Report of the International Conference on Population and 

Development in 1994 noted a trend towards smaller collectives:  

é there are already signs of a changing pattern of population distribution, in the sense 

that the trend towards concentration in a few large cities is giving way to a more 

widespread distribution in medium-sized urban centres. é This movement is also 

found in some developed countries, with people indicating preference for living in 

smaller places.ô143  

Some estimates support this view today:  

In addition to these megacities [with a projected population of 630 million], about 

400 million people will live in cities of 5-10 million people, and just over 1 billion 

people are expected be living in cities of 1-5 million. However, most of the worldôs 

urban population will still live in cities of less than 1 million people.144 

While we expect increasing numbers of megacities (i.e., cities with population of over 

ten million people), they are expected to contain approximately the same proportion 

of the worldôs urban population ï around 15 %. The majority of future urbanites will 

live in rapidly growing medium-sized or small developing-world cities, subject to 

many present-day urban pathologies.145 

If these projections hold, Auroville well positioned with its maximum population and density 

to serve as a model for these cities in the future. Interestingly, Anger hints at this view ï óI think 

it [50,000] was the number required for the experiment to have a complete reality.ô146 

 
141 Heymann, 1966 (emphasis ours).  
142 See, for example, Niti Aayog, 2021, 10; Quito Declaration, 2016, para. 13: óInadequate planning practices: é 

Difficulties in regulating the growing demand for land in a fast-urbanizing world create urban sprawl and 

uncontrolled peri-urbanization processes. A common reaction among municipal governments has been to 

attempt to regulate peri-urban areas with traditional urban planning instruments. However, such tools have 

proved incapable of dealing with the complexity of fragmented space distribution processes, which in turn affect 

socioeconomic and environmental sustainability. The result is uneven development between centrally located 

urban spaces and those positioned in peri-urban interfaces.ô 
143 Report on the International Conference on Population and Development, 1995, para. 9.1. 
144 ESPAS Ideas Paper Series, 2020, 1.  
145 Seto et al., 2011, 412-3.  
146 Majumdar, 2017, 236.  
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2. Agglomeration Dynamics 

Urban settlements are usually accompanied by agglomeration benefits and challenges, both in 

cultural and economic terms. Economically, the dynamism of urban centres is well-recorded, 

with urban economies generating more than 90% of global Gross Value Added.147 This 

including high-density economic activity on the back of productivity increases due to 

technological and scientific innovation, in turn driven by the specialization of labour, shorter 

trade and transit links and better utilization of human capital and shared infrastructure.148 The 

literature on the effects of high density clustering is complex, and as Auroville proceeds, its 

systems design and experience presents a fertile area for research and innovation. We discuss 

this in the context of Aurovilleôs housing and economic setup in Parts IV.D and F, where these 

dynamics are not yet activated with a relatively dissipated organization.  

These issues were discussed, albeit briefly, by Mother, who refers to the benefits of scale at one 

point and Sri Aurobindo, who addresses the importance of the proper organization and co-

ordinated economic growth to avoid the pitfalls of being too small.149 He also hints at the 

evolutionary mechanics of the division of labour, and the need for specialization, key to the 

urban political economy, but does not consider the issue in detail:  

The settled state of society and the expansion of the community which a more 

prosperous and stable life brings with it, involve an increasing complexity of the 

social organization. Specialization of function becomes pronounced, for the larger 

needs of the community demand an increasing division of labour. Rank and private 

property begin to emerge; inequality has begun. The more various activities, the more 

varied experience, the less primitive range of desires and the need of a wider 

knowledge of things and men create a greater mental alertness and increased mental 

differentiation. This in its turn means the growth of individuality.150  

The complex links between economic productivity and urban development have been discussed 

at length in the literature. Whilst increasing productivity generally leads to urbanization, the 

causality does not necessarily run the other way; nor is urbanization necessarily an unmitigated 

good.151 Chen et. al. identify the problematic, relevant to Aurovilleôs own urban design and as 

importantly, to regional planning, insofar as policies for conscious urbanization / development 

of spatial form must proceed apace with quality productivity increases: 

Industrialization leads to the direct output of economic growth, which further gives 

impetus to a vigorous process of urbanization in both developed countries and newly 

industrialized ones, mainly via a specialization of labor and the unprecedented 

development of non-agricultural sectors é Numerous studies have previously found 

that the level of urbanization is closely correlated with the level of GDP per capita. It 

is generally accepted that economic growth promotes the expansion of modern 

 
147 Fragkias, in Elmqvist et al. (eds.), 2013, 409.  
148 See, for example, Lehman, 2019, 79. 
149 See, Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 72. (óWell, now there are thirty of you, it is difficult, isnôt it? When there are thirty 

thousand of you, it will be easier because, naturally, there will be many more possibilities.ô). See generally, Sri 

Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 445-50. 
150 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 17, 288. 
151 See, for example, Zhang, 2016.  



 

133 

 

industries and an increase in the urban population; in turn, urbanization also promotes 

economic growth to some extent.  

Much of the literature on the urbanization process and the pronouncements of policy-

makers have both hailed growing urbanization as a sign of progress. However, the 

essence of this interaction is something quite different and more complex. Our 

understanding of cities is being transformed and, via the new disciplines of 

complexity science and self-organization theory we now see them as biological 

systems rather than as mechanical systems. Cities have a strong sense of order and 

pattern, and are no longer regarded as being disordered systems beneath the apparent 

chaos and diversity of urban spatial form. Urbanization and urban concentration have 

a positive impact on economic growth while urban primacy has a negative impact. 

The argument that urbanization promotes economic growth has recently been 

challenged by a report showing that there is no evidence that urbanization level affects 

economic growth rate. This research highlights the importance of re-examining the 

relationship between urbanization and economic growth, and makes us rethink 

profoundly the popular ideas and practice of accelerated urbanization in developing 

countries. More recently, Turok and McGranahan have also argued that it is not 

urbanization or city size per se that induces economic growth, but rather 

infrastructure and institutional settings. Compelling evidence is still currently 

lacking, however, and needs to be compiled.152  

Based on their findings, they report that urban concentration may not by themselves be 

sufficient for productivity increases, unless supported by an appropriate institutional and 

cultural infrastructure sensitive to Aurovilleôs cultural and research profile:  

In the long run, the increasing level of urbanization is a natural consequence of 

economic development as many rural populations flow to non-agricultural sectors 

and urban areas. Reasonable urbanization generally also has a positive impact on 

economic growth é In the medium to short term, urbanization speed has little effect 

on economic growth rate é It is interesting and noteworthy that a higher speed of 

urbanization does not, as a rule, lead to more rapid economic growth é Previously, 

it has been reported that there is no simple linear relationship between urbanization 

and economic growth. We argue that the result is robust. While urbanization per se 

may not lead to economic development, relative or other factors have played an 

important role in inducing economic growth and raising living standards. For 

example, urban concentration, agglomeration economies, and expansion of built-up 

areas related to urbanization may help to stimulate economic growth and 

development. Recent cross-country evidence also shows that the potential of 

urbanization to promote growth is likely to depend on removing barriers to ruralï

urban mobility, supportive policies, markets and infrastructure investments. To 

explain the between-country differences, on the other hand, more factors need to be 

considered, and these may be summarized as geography, history, cultural tradition, 

governmental management, and institutional setting, which vary between nations. 

Different countries have aggregated a diverse set of properties.153 

These complex links between growth and sustainability, density and productivity follow from 

characteristically urban agglomeration dynamics ï an area in which Aurovilleôs movements are 

 
152 Chen et. al., 2014, 1-2. 
153 Chen et. al., 2014, 1-2 (óDiscussions and Conclusionô). 
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yet incipient, and where its experiments and experience holds potential for the future, to guide 

other collectives.154 This is important because it resonates with Motherôs vision for an 

appropriately-developed economy in an appropriately-managed urbanization process for a 

mid-sized aggregate, infused with the evolutionary drive of Aurovilleôs spiritual mission. 

However, Aurovilleôs current demographics, and institutional limitations, do not seem to allow 

for a sufficient division of labour, specialization-based innovation, productivity increases or 

capital surplus for growth. The benefits and challenges of scale, key to the urban environment, 

are not represented in Auroville. Insofar as Aurovilleôs urban aspirations go, a thorough 

comparative study with the rich and insightful literature on the dynamics of urbanization ï 

social, economic, political and environmental ï is important to identify causes and 

consequences of demographic planning strategies appropriate to its spiritual aspiration. 

3. Distributional Questions and Spatial Justice 

Increased densities lead naturally to distributional conflicts in resource scarce environments. 

The scarcity of resources, as Rawls notes, is one of the preconditions of the problem of politics 

(understood in its refined sense, a constituent element of the collective yoga): this requires a 

society to identify just and stable arrangements for the distribution of material resources, 

including land, housing, water, food etc.155 As the literature demonstrates, urban densities 

intensify that concern, the ówicked problems of urban planningô, with widening wealth and 

income inequality, socio-economic exclusion, gentrification and variable standards of living.156 

Critically, urban environments require special attention to be paid to problem of spatial justice 

that arise due to agglomeration dynamics:  

[We] need to assert the status of the city as a concrete, localized, scalar articulation 

within the space economy é identifiable by reason of é its specialized land uses, its 

relatively dense networks of interaction (including its daily and weekly rhythms of 

life), and the ways in which it shapes not just economic processes (such as the 

formation of land, housing and labor prices) but also socialization dynamics, 

mentalities and cultures. 

The discussion é identifies a major aspect of the urbanization process as being rooted 

in the spatial concentration of production and é cumulative dynamic of clustering 

and sorting é This is because the supply of space at any given point in the city is 

always strongly inelastic so that preferences in regard to access and separation (or, 

alternatively, proximity and avoidance) can almost never be fully satisfied, a 

predicament that is magnified by differences in ability to pay and the locational 

rigidities that are intrinsic elements of the built forms of the urban land nexus. 

Firms and households represent the foundational elements of two broad divisions of 

the urban land nexus, identifiable respectively as the production space of the city 

where work and employment are concentrated, and the social space of the city as 

manifest in residential neighborhoods, typically differentiated by variables such as 

income, race and class. In addition, a third space can be detected, namely, the 

 
154 There is a vigorous literature on the subject. See, for example, Peak Urban, 2023.  
155 Rawls, 1997, 110, 126, 226.   
156 See, for example, Soja, 2010; Soja, 2009; Manjeya et. al., 2023; Bibri et. al., 2020, for a review of 

opportunities and challenges of ócompact citiesô.  
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circulation space of the city, which is represented by the infrastructures and arterial 

connections that facilitate intra-urban flows of people, goods and information. 

é 

The overarching conditions of political authority and power leave deep traces on 

urban development in any given society. These conditions typically define the scope 

of local government and urban planning activities, and hence influence the detailed 

spatial functioning of the urban land nexus, just as they almost always have strong 

implications for the dynamics of local political contestation.157 

At its current density, Auroville does not represent these problems and as such, cannot be a 

model town in that regard. As many have noted, Aurovilleôs image as an elite bubble relates, 

and not without reason, to this factor. 158 An increased density ï leading to 33 persons per 

hectare ï will bring into play the important issue of spatial justice for deliberation and 

resolution.159 This experiment will become all the richer given the plurality and heterogeneity 

of Aurovilleôs demographic make-up. Indeed, it is interesting to query how the growth of 

consciousness and transcendence of material desire relates to Aurovilleôs urban planning 

choices, in terms of the nature and amount of production of food, goods and services, the kinds 

of social infrastructure that one would find in the city, particularly on the Crown, and the social 

calculus of distribution of scarce resources, including housing, water, maintenances, 

employment, educational and other opportunities. 

4. Migration and Heterogeneity 

Fifth, urban centres are defined by migration, plurality and heterogeneity. As Scott and Storper 

note: 

Agglomeration as process and outcome goes far beyond the narrow question of the 

technical foundations of economic geography, for it is a quasi-universal feature of 

human existence. Agglomeration touches many social, cultural and political/ 

administrative dimensions of human life; and as a result, it has powerful feedback 

effects not only on economic development, but also on society as a whole.160 

This presents both challenges and opportunities.161 Cultural heterogeneity allows ethnic, 

cultural, linguistic, class and in Aurovilleôs context, national barriers to be broken, generating 

tolerance and mutual understanding while aspiring to the spiritual ideal of human unity in 

diversity, the keynote of Sri Aurobindoôs discussion in the Ideal of Human Unity and Motherôs 

vision for Auroville. We discuss this utopian ideal of a rooted cosmopolitanism in Part III.A. 

On the flipside, anonymity and fragmentation of social interactions increase with size and 

density, secondary contacts are substituted for primary ones, traditional bases of social 

solidarity are strained, pressure is put on closely-knit and intimate neighbourhoods, increasing 

the chances of cultural conflict and driving competition. As we note in Parts III and IV, each of 

these are reflected in Aurovilleôs rich social dynamics given its uniquely international 

composition. Today Auroville has residents of approximately 58 nationalities. However, 

 
157 Scott and Storper, 2015; 7-8, 10; see generally, Soja, 2010. 
158 See, for example, Kundooôs remarks in Majumdar, 230; Revi, 2007, 2.  
159 See, for example, Dikec, 2001.  
160 Scott and Storper, 2015, 6.  
161 See, for example, Umemoto and Zambonelli, 2012; Morris, 2013; Wirth, 1938.  
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critical density and representation are yet to be reached. This was a nascent trend in 2001, and 

still so today ï as the Masterplan noted:  

The population growth till now has been rather slow. However, it may be observed 

that since a critical mass has already been formed and the development activities are 

picking up, Auroville will attract a large number of people from various countries in 

the years to come.162 

In this regard, Auroville presents exciting possibilities, realized in seed-form today, that can 

serve as a model if cultural unity in diversity is developed. But to manifest a living unity in the 

vital intensity of the Auroville urbs, contrasted with an eco-village setting, Auroville must take 

on and resolve this problem ï unity in intimate quarters ï at a critical density. In this regard, 

we note here that (in 2008, with guestimates today in the same range) 68% of the population 

was concentrated in three nationalities ï Indian, French and German ï and 80% in six 

nationalities ï adding the Italian, Dutch and American residents, with 25 of 43 nationalities 

having 10 or less representatives.163 For Auroville to be a living manifestation of the ideal, and 

particularly for the robust development of the yet-underdeveloped International Zone, a critical 

mass of diversity across nationalities and cultures is important in planning for future population 

increases.164   

5. Rural and Urban Linkages 

A common concern across urbanization processes is the link between rural and urban centres. 

Urban transformations are helpful for rural development, poverty reduction, employment 

generation, capital extension and technology transfer, provision of tertiary education, 

healthcare and civic facilities etc. (an area in which Auroville has done substantial work 

through its outreach programmes, as we note in Part III.C), while rural development benefits 

the urban system through ecosystem services, provision of material resources and agriculture, 

natural beauty and connectedness and rich, local cultural traditions (an area in which 

Aurovilleôs Green Belt has recorded remarkable work, as we note in Part III.G, with work to 

be done in agriculture and rural integration). At the same time, urban environments can 

impoverish neighbouring rural regions through extractive practices and uneven migration 

flows, a point Sri Aurobindo mentions in his short discussion on metropolitan settlements. 

There is a deep literature on the subject, which is beyond our scope. Tacoliôs review of literature 

is helpful to place Motherôs ideal of the Green Belt and integrated rural development in 

perspective: 

Rural-urban linkages include flows of agricultural and other commodities from rural-

based producers to urban markets, both for local consumers and for forwarding to 

 
162 Perspective Masterplan, 2001, para. 1.6.4. 
163 Thomas and Thomas, 2013, 331-2.  
164 Revi, 2007, 3 had raised this concern earlier (óWhile there is wide international representation, there are few 

Arab, East Asian Aurovilians and no Chinese.ô) See also, Auroville Today, January, 2014, 294 (óWhich bring me 

to the question of whether Auroville is truly óinternationalô. If we assume that you need at least ten members of a 

nationality for critical mass - and ten is setting the bar low as some of those may be babes in arms - we can only 

claim that 17 nationalities are genuinely represented in Auroville today. No less than 12 nations have only one 

representative at present, not enough to share a cup of tea and chat about the old days back in, say, Ecuador or 

Ireland. As to the nationalities we have lost this year, according to the figures we have been given there are no 

more Estonians, Greeks, or Taiwanese. Where have they gone? And why? The weather? The food? More 

casualties of the housing crisis?ô) 
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regional, national and international markets; and, in the opposite direction, flows of 

manufactured and imported goods from urban centres to rural settlements. They also 

include flows of people moving between rural and urban settlements, either 

commuting on a regular basis, for occasional visits to urban-based services and 

administrative centres, or migrating temporarily or permanently. Flows of 

information between rural and urban areas include information on market 

mechanisms ï from price fluctuations to consumer preferences ï and information on 

employment opportunities for potential migrants. Financial flows include, primarily, 

remittances from migrants to relatives and communities in sending areas, and 

transfers such as pensions to migrants returning to their rural homes, and also 

investments and credit from urban-based institutions. These spatial flows overlap 

with inter linkages between sectors both at the household level and at the level of 

local economies. They include back-ward and forward linkages between agriculture 

and manufacturing and services, such as production inputs and the processing of 

agricultural raw materials. Most urban centres, especially small and intermediate 

ones, rely on broad-based demand for basic goods and services from surrounding 

populations to develop their secondary and tertiary sectors. Overall, synergy between 

agricultural production and urban-based enter-prises is often key to the development 

of more vibrant local economies and, on a wider level, to less unequal and more ópro-

poorô regional economic growth. 

é  

Increased access to information on different and often distant places has an important 

role in younger generationsô desire to migrate to experience the wider world, and to 

move out of farming in favour of more ómodernô types of employment in services and 

ï albeit less so ï manufacturing. Changing employment opportunities can have a 

profound impact on traditional social structure é In South India, young men from 

landless low castes, who find employment in urban centres, openly defy the caste 

system as they are no longer dependent on their upper caste, land-owning employers 

for a living. Whilst these transformations clearly encourage individual independence, 

and should be welcomed forbreaking up social relations based on power imbalances, 

their economic and social consequences are far reaching and still not sufficiently 

understood é 

Several papers é point to a process of increasing social polarization, whereby 

wealthier households use both rural and urban resources as part of an accumulation 

strategy, whereas poor and vulnerable households and individuals negotiate the ruralï

urban continuum for survival. 

Indeed, one of the main reasons for the failure of many policies that, since the 1960s, 

have attempted to draw on ruralïurban linkages to promote regional development, is 

that they were based mainly on assumptions which did not necessarily reflect the real 

circumstances of specific locations and the people living and working there. By 

contrast [the literature] show the importance of tailoring interventions to the specific 

environmental, social, economic and institutional context of each urban centre and its 

surrounds é [a] decentralized approach that is driven by local demands and priorities 

with the participation of a wide range of stakeholders in planning and implementing 
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initiatives. Put differently, policies that support the positive aspects of ruralïurban 

linkages need to be based on strengthening local democracy and civil society é165  

This characteristically urban concern resonates with Motherôs repeated emphasis on integrated 

rural development. As we note in Part III.E, these factors are variously at play in Aurovilleôs 

regional context, and will be placed in sharp relief as population numbers grow (as also by 

local speculation and socio-economic growth in the bioregion). The Green Belt offers an 

opportunity to engage rural-urban linkages in a Rurban setting to develop a sustainable model 

for other cities. In this vein, the Masterplan places Auroville as a site for experimentation at 

this intersection:  

Till recently, urban growth was considered undesirable and all policies emphasized 

preventing migration from rural areas. However, these policies have not succeeded 

and urban areas are growing rapidly and becoming more and more degraded. 

Presently, both national and international opinions are in favour of urbanisation, as 

they have become engines of development, and emphasise policies that promote 

urbanisation. Taken too far, these policies may also become untenable, because of the 

heavy toll urban areas impose on limited natural resources and their unbridled growth 

is liable to disrupt the food security of the entire nation. This is why planners today 

are talking of establishing strong rural-urban linkages.166 

6. Ecological and Aesthetic Concerns 

Finally, urbanization processes have strained ecological limits, in some cases to a breaking 

point. There is a dense literature on the topic, that considers impacts in terms of deforestation, 

habitat loss, biodiversity harms, climate effects, land erosion and decreases in soil quality, 

modification of hydrologic and biogeochemical cycles, with degradation of water resources, 

including overextraction of freshwater, pollution, congestion and associated medical effects, 

inflation of energy demands driven by unsustainable consumption and production habits and a 

range of other concerns.167 As the Quito Declaration summarizes:  

Sustainable urban development, as framed under Sustainable Development Goal 11, 

involves rethinking urban development patterns and introducing the means to make 

urban settlements more inclusive, productive and environmentally friendly.168 

This has led to a widespread recognition for sustainable development both nationally and 

globally, with massive investments to course-correct, and in some cases, a more radical 

realignment with our natural roots. Aesthetic concerns too have been prominent in criticisms 

of urbanization, with a loss of beauty and harmony to unchecked utility. This drive to 

sustainability and aesthetic sense, and indeed even more, a deep reconnect with our spiritual 

roots to nature and form, is intricately connected to Mother and Sri Aurobindoôs vision. It is 

widely reflected in Aurovilleôs community discourse today, and as the Perspective Masterplan 

notes, the ideal is óto make Auroville the most eco-friendly city.ô169 It is in reconciling, or 

synthesizing, the urban and ecological imperatives that Aurovilleôs challenge lies, and where 

its success will be measured, neither in an idyllic ruralism or eco-village setting nor an 

 
165 Tacoli, 2003, 4-5.  
166 Masterplan, 2001, para. 2.4.3.  
167 See, for example, Quito Declaration, 2016; Seto et al, 2011. 
168 Quito Declaration, 2016, para. 5.  
169 Masterplan, 2001, para. 1.1.2. 
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unreflective, congested urbanism.170 The current density levels and sprawl dent Aurovilleôs 

aspirations to sustainability, denting the benefits of the exemplary green works undertaken. As 

Kundoo pungently notes: 

We need to understand that Auroville is more sustainable than sustainability. In 

sustainability the most important thing is an integral thinking. As a term sustainability 

is newer than Auroville but that doesnôt mean that Auroville, as envisioned, is less 

sustainable. As a living experiment of integral yoga, no aspect is left out in its vision 

or its city plan. The most important thing that environmentalists and others must 

realize it that the sprawl and lack of density we now have it the most unsustainable 

model according to all international standards, specially in the Indian context, where 

many people often live on little land, and the agricultural space is diminishing. Today, 

Auroville can absolutely not be considered a sustainable model no matter how many 

buildings are made with earth blocks, or how much we treat our waste water. It is an 

elitist model. We need to support many more people on the land.171  

Sustainability concerns have been a key concern, and often a fault-line, in Aurovilleôs 

development debate, particularly in relation to the preparation of the Detailed Development 

Plan. Auroville has thus witnessed a resistant and slow phase shift from the first phase of 

environment regeneration to the second phase, post 2001 ï at the level of the ideal, it is clear 

that Auroville was envisioned to be an ecologically vibrant city, a relatively dense yet 

rejuvenating, ecologically rich living environment. The practical challenge of Motherôs vision 

is precisely to transcend the polarities. The Full Report of the 2015 Retreat, which we consider 

below, offers a helpful, practical integration: 

 

(Source: Full Report, Auroville Retreat, 2015, Annexure 5, 65) 

In sum, our short and summary discussion of the characteristic markers of the urbanization 

process maps on to Motherôs vision for Auroville ï it indicates quite clearly that her vision 

anticipated characteristically urban problems and planned for Aurovilleôs development on the 

lines of urban reform. This account of spiritual urbanism, if we may call it that, suggests that 

the urban environment provides an evolutionary spatial form in which concentrated evolution 

occurs, leading to the emergence of a gnostic society: developing a spiritual ócityô or township, 

therefore, is part of the material raison dôetre of Auroville and not simply a coincidental, or 

supplementary, occurrence. If Auroville is to lead the evolution, and hasten the advent of a 

 
170 Masterplan, para. 1.1.2.  
171 Majumdar, 2017, 230.  
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spiritualized city, it must accept and solve urban density problems in their fulness.172 Adapting 

this to Sri Aurobindoôs schema, we may suggest that each individual resident and the Auroville 

group-soul collectively is a óconsenting agentô ï though the consent of the inner being is hidden 

from our view ï to this creative task, not despite but because of the challenges it brings for a 

fuller realization. 

iii. What the Earth Needs: Aurovilleôs Urban Future 

Casting a quick historical glance, Auroville founding came at the head of a nascent shift in 

urban thinking, years ahead of its time. It was co-terminus with the United Nations Conference 

on Human Settlements in Canada in 1976 (Habitat I), which recognized the problems of 

óuncontrolled urbanizationô and associated ósocial, economic, ecological and environmental 

deterioration.ô173 This was reiterated in Turkey in 1996 (Habitat II) and the New Urban Agenda 

of the Quito Declaration on Sustainable Cities and Human Settlements in 2017 (Habitat III), 

adopted unanimously by the General Assembly in 2018, signalled a growing recognition of 

urbanization as óone of the twenty-first centuryôs most transformative trendsô.174 It notes in 

response:  

We commit ourselves to working towards an urban paradigm shift for a New Urban 

Agenda that will  

(a) Readdress the way we plan, finance, develop, govern and manage cities and 

human settlements, recognizing sustainable urban and territorial development as 

essential to the achievement of sustainable development and prosperity for all; 

(b) Recognize the leading role of national Governments, as appropriate, in the 

definition and implementation of inclusive and effective urban policies and 

legislation for sustainable urban development, and the equally important 

contributions of subnational and local governments, as well as civil society and other 

relevant stakeholders, in a transparent and accountable manner; 

(c) Adopt sustainable, people-centred, age- and gender-responsive and integrated 

approaches to urban and territorial development by implementing policies, strategies, 

capacity development and actions at all levels, based on fundamental drivers of 

change, including: 

(i) Developing and implementing urban policies at the appropriate level, including in 

local-national and multi-stakeholder partnerships, building integrated systems of 

cities and human settlements and promoting cooperation among all levels of 

government to enable the achievement of sustainable integrated urban development;  

(ii) Strengthening urban governance, with sound institutions and mechanisms that 

empower and include urban stakeholders, as well as appropriate checks and balances, 

providing predictability and coherence in urban development.175  

 
172 Sri Aurobindoôs biting humour, speaking to the vitality of the Prophet Muhammadôs spiritual enterprise, 

resonates here: óMahomedôs mission was necessary, else we might have ended by thinking, in the exaggeration 

of our efforts at self-purification, that earth was meant only for the monk and the city created as a vestibule for 

the desert.ô CWSA, 1997, Vol. 12, 443.  
173 Habitat I.  
174 Habitat II; Quito Declaration, 2016.  
175 New Urban Agenda, 2017, 8. 
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In the past few decades, these concerns have occupied national and global fora, with a host of 

ósmart cityô and urban redesign programmes aggressively addressing problems identified 

above, backed by a vigorous academic literature on the ónew urban scienceô.176 We may 

reference, in India and Tamil Nadu as proximate examples, the 2015 Smart Cities Mission and 

the 2021 Report on Reforms in Urban Planning Capacity by the Niti Aayog, the New 

Jawaharlal Nehru National Urban Renewal Mission and the G-Square Integrated Smart City 

project in Tamil Nadu; Singaporeôs 2021 announcement of an óeco-smart-cityô, ósmart cityô 

proposals in New York, Chicago, London, Barcelona, Singapore, Hong Kong, Dublin San 

Francisco and Seoul between 2013-15, and a host of other projects focussing on urban 

innovation and reform across sectors that speak to substantial developments globally. Very 

broadly, these include matters of central concern to Auroville: urban governance restructuring, 

environmental solutions, including climate mitigation and adaption, investment flows to 

sustain energy transitions with autonomous green energy production that do not unfairly 

externalize costs to rural areas, inter-disciplinary and decentralized approaches to urban 

planning, improved mobility frameworks with electrification of urban transportation systems, 

efficiency gains in land use arrangements, low-cost and high-density housing, with improved 

energy efficiency in building and construction strategies, addressing migration flows through 

rural and semi-urban capacity development, leveraging technology, incentivizing innovation 

and entrepreneurship through appropriate policies, developing circular waste economies, 

localizing food production with efficient supply chains etc.) 177 Despite these movements, the 

Quito Declaration Notes:  

We are still far from adequately addressing these and other existing and emerging 

challenges é there is a need to take advantage of the opportunities presented by 

urbanization as an engine of sustained and inclusive economic growth.178 

This background is relevant because it provides todayôs context for Auroville ï it tells us what 

óthe Earth needs,ô a living laboratory, an experimental ground for other mid-sized aggregates 

to follow. As Mother noted, ópeople should want Aurovilleô. As such, Auroville is tasked with 

developing a new urban archetype, a unique form and solution to problems faced elsewhere, to 

lead the New Urban Agenda for a ówell-managed urbanizationô.179 Arpiôs beautiful introduction 

to Auroville: Smart City of Another Kind which maps the ósmart cityô idea to Aurovilleôs 

founding: 

Like the famous Bourgeois Gentilhomme of Molir̄e, who marvelled when he 

discovered that without even knowing it he had always been speaking in óproseô, it 

dawned upon me that being a smart city is what Auroville, in its own unique way, has 

been attempting to realize since 50 years. Whether in the field of environment, 

alternative energy, a ófree progressô education, a more collective economy, organic 

agriculture, industries respecting the environment, sustainable individual 

consumerism [and other areas] é or, most importantly, an integral development of 

the individual, are we not endeavouring to be ódifferentô, if not smart? é Probably 

the Mother would not have liked the expression ósmart cityô; she would have preferred 

a óconscious cityô é conscious of the future of the planet, conscious of the importance 

 
176 See, for example, Keith et. al., 2020. 
177 See, for example, Joss et. Al; Yin et. al.; United Nations Global Smart Cities, 2020; Almihat et. al., 2022. 
178 Quito Declaration, 2016, para. 4.  
179 New Urban Agenda, 2017, iv. 
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to be a model that could be replicated elsewhere: óThere should be somewhere on 

earth éô It is still the dream which attempts to take shape. An integrally different city. 

A city which at least tries é That could be a better definition of ósmartô.180  

In addition to Arpiôs mapping of the smart city idea to Motherôs Dream, this also flows from 

Motherôs conception of Auroville as a microcosm of India, which itself is the órepresentation 

of all human difficulties on earth é [and] it is in India that there will be the ... cure.ô181 It for 

that ï the resolution of difficulties faced elsewhere ï that Auroville was created.  For Auroville 

to meet these expectations, to be an urban model, it must address the six concerns identified 

above at critical size and density, sooner than later. 

Needless to say, this ideal of spiritual urbanism presents a challenging task. But as Sri 

Aurobindo notes, an individual devoted to spiritual ends in the path of the Integral Yoga must 

take on additional problems ï a collective like Auroville even more so: 

Accepting life, he has to bear not only his own burden, but a great part of the worldôs 

burden too along with it, as a continuation of his own sufficiently heavy load. 

Therefore his Yoga has much more of the nature of a battle than others; but this is not 

only an individual battle, it is a collective war waged over a considerable country. 

é 

The hope of an integral transformation forbids us to take a short cut or to make 

ourselves light for the race by throwing away our impedimenta é Life then we must 

accept in our Yoga in order utterly to transmute it; we are forbidden to shrink from 

the difficulties that this acceptance may add to our struggle. Our compensation is that 

even if the path is more rugged, the effort more complex and bafflingly arduous, yet 

after a certain point we gain an immense advantage.182 

This sentiment is writ large in Sri Aurobindoôs thought. In the passage below, he outlines a call 

to arms to face the órevolvings of the great wheelô, to óstay firm in the storm and the race and 

the battleô in the attempt to harmonize the ills of life with the transmuting touch of the spirit in 

the fulness of their opposition, not to reject them. Whether for the ólowerô reason of óweakness 

that shrinks from the struggle, the disgust and disappointment of the soul baffled by the great 

cosmic labour, the selfishness that cares not what becomes of those left behind us so long as 

we personally can be free from the monstrous ever-circling wheel éô, or the óhigherô reason 

of wanting personal salvation óuntroubled by the labour and the struggleô of the world, a world 

which Auroville was formed to lead, he notes: 

For the sadhaka of an integral Yoga none of these reasons are valid. With weakness 

and selfishness, however spiritual in their guise or trend, he can have no dealings; a 

divine strength and courage and a divine compassion and helpfulness are the very 

stuff of that which he would be, they are that very nature of the Divine which he 

would take upon himself as a robe of spiritual light and beauty. The revolvings of the 

great wheel bring to him no sense of terror or giddiness; he rises above it in his soul 

and knows from above their divine law and their divine purpose. The difficulty of 

harmonising the divine life with human living, of being in God and yet living in man 

 
180 Arpi, in Arpi (eds.), 2018, 14. 
181 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 71, 237, 259.  
182 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 23-4, 77, 74. For a fuller discussion, see, Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, 

Vol. 31, Part IV. 
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is the very difficulty that he is set here to solve and not to shun. He has learned that 

the joy, the peace and the deliverance are an imperfect crown and no real possession 

if they do not form a state secure in itself, inalienable to the soul, not dependent on 

aloofness and inaction but firm in the storm and the race and the battle, unsullied 

whether by the joy of the world or by its suffering.183 

As a vehicle of collective evolution, synthesizing the elevated spiritual with the routine 

material, Auroville is to ground the ideal human settlement, an arena to which others can look 

for guidance and inspiration. Mr. Menon, the Minister of Human Resources Development, 

echoed this sentiment during the passage of the AVF Act, 1988, whilst securing Aurovilleôs 

autonomy:  

Auroville is to be looked upon as a vision which has a great potentiality, and this can 

be of tremendous service to India and the world at large.184 

Dr. Jagmohan, Minister of Urban Development and Poverty Alleviation highlights this vision 

in his foreword to the Masterplan: óIts [Aurovilleôs] development may provide a good model 

for emulation in other towns and cities as well.ô185 The text of the Perspective Masterplan too 

places this idea at the front:  

The relevance of Auroville to the country as a whole is to use all the researches carried 

out here diligently and with commitment, individually and collectively, in order to 

raise the overall quality of life.186 

And back in 1920, after the publication of the Arya, Sri Aurobindo anticipated Auroville, then 

an unnamed Divine sangha, with the following letter to his brother:  

What I am aiming at is not a society like the present rooted in division. What I have 

in view is a Sangha [community] founded in the spirit and in the image of its oneness. 

It is with this idea that the name Deva Sangha has been given ï the commune of those 

who want the divine life is the Deva Sangha. Such a Sangha will have to be 

established in one place at first and then spread all over the country.187 

In Motherôs vision, the key to the riddle is an elevation of consciousness ï this spiritual aim 

married to practical problems of urbanization is where Auroville can be an exemplar.  As 

Woiwode and Bhati note, insofar as contemporary models of urban planning and sustainability 

are ólargely of a socio-technical nature,ô looking to resolve problems through technological or 

managerial machinery, the inward-turn and spiritual emphasis here offers a unique and much-

needed platform for a deeper resolution.188  French planner Gastebois similarly locates the 

smart city mission not only in technology driven improvements, where innovations have to be 

adopted or made through an appropriate scientific research infrastructure (an area yet to 

develop in Auroville), but beyond:  

 
183 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 23-24, 327 (emphasis ours); see also, the important discussion on this 

point in his Essays on the Gita. Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 19, 54-5.  
184 Lok Sabha Debates, 1988, 477-8.  
185 Masterplan, 2001, 3. 
186 Masterplan, para. 1.2.10. 
187 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 27.  
188 Woiwode and Bhati, 2018. They also float the interesting thesis ï following Patrick Geddes ï that 

urbanization itself is an evolutionary feature, creatively translating Sri Aurobindo and Motherôs schema to an 

applied urbanism. Exploring this issue further is an exciting research area for Auroville. 
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Today, there is real pressure for India to find itself. If this smart city programme 

succeeds, it will be others who come to India looking for ideas. This is the 

challenge.189 

Auroville has marked a beginning in this direction. As Doctor-Pingel poignantly notes, the 

inspiring and exemplary early efforts of the pioneers that have led to the creation of a hospitable 

and enriching environment deserve recognition and gratitude: 

Gratitude towards Auroville, that it exists even after 50 years, through all its struggles 

and limitations, and continues to be an ideal, a concept, a city in the making, nurturing 

the lives of those who converge here from all over the world. Gratitude also towards 

those pioneers who came to the barren red plateau and had the conviction to follow a 

dream, who gave their youth to make it what it is today: a green haven with 

opportunities for all. 

é 

These pioneering architects [and this may be extended to other professionals] have 

chosen different ways to express themselves é their commitment and dedication to 

Auroville for a major part of their lives and careers is a common thread. Those works 

é have created a sufficient body of works in Auroville é [which] demands serious 

documentation, analysis of highlights and failures, and assessment of areas of 

replicability and relevance; not only for Aurovilleôs own further development but also 

for India and the rest of the world.  

é 

Over many years of living and building in Auroville, I have come to appreciate ethe 

foundation that these pioneers have laid for us é The spirit these pioneers had in 

those years, of not accepting ónoô for an answer and persevering against all odds to 

achieve a perfection that is a critical part of the óIntegral Yogaô of The Mother and Sri 

Aurobindo has made it possible for us to enjoy today the benefits of the seeds they 

sowed so many years ago.190 

Similarly, Thomas and Thomasô historical overview of the early years records the exemplary 

work done ï often in a spirit of joyful innocence and enthusiasm ï in face of back-breaking 

constraints.191 Building on these past efforts, Auroville: Smart City of Another Kind, for 

example, contains a series of interviews across sectors that give a sense of incipient movements 

in the direction of urban development today.192 This includes several noteworthy activities and 

enterprises in intelligent grid development, solar energy, mobility solutions, water management 

strategies, agriculture, education etc., with potential for scaling and future research. However, 

as we consider in our sector-wise overviews in Part III, the need for collective planning and 

policy action for major pushes in investment, infrastructure and population numbers is still 

lacking, without which individual enterprise is hindered in its growth. At its current size and 

scale, Auroville is yet to take up the urban challenge in its earnest, with persistent institutional 

concerns, delayed implementation of development plans and slow growth. For Auroville to 

become a smart city, however one defines the term, it must become a city. The phase shift from 

 
189 Arpi (ed.), 2018, 16.  
190 Doctor-Pingel, 2012, 3-4.  
191 Thomas and Thomas, 2013.  
192 Arpi (ed.), 2018. 
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the environmental concerns that predominated the first phase must now be met with an urbanist 

frame, with its attendant challenges and opportunities.  

In several interviews, conversants noted that there is a reluctance to urbanize precisely because 

of the problems attendant to that process identified above: increasing densities and 

infrastructure development place resource and population pressures, invite greater construction 

and industrial activity. For example, Majumdar quotes Kundoo to reflect this sentiment:  

é for many the future is to avoided just because it is inconvenient or uncomfortable 

to adapt to é [This is due to] ignorance é or a lack of interest. There has to be a 

curiosity, an openness to understand the city plan. People carry fears of the cities they 

left behind, or the kind of industrial urban development after the second World War. 

But so many urban environmental innovations and solutions are being tried now. 

There seems to be an unwillingness, a lack of courage to experiment.193 

It appears this fear has led, as Ayer. et. al. identify, to a governance concern, with negative 

incentive structures for Working Groups: ópolicy planning undertaken by nominated working 

group members, leading to a systemic bias against development for growth éô194 This fear 

with urbanization is understandable, but misplaced. The usual problems that accompany 

urbanization, particularly in industrial settlements, were well known to Mother. Her vision for 

Auroville, with the Galaxy Model as a base, was precisely to tackle these problems head-on 

and early-on (óif you run away from difficulties, you will have to run away from lifeô), to 

innovate and create an urban settlement that is modern, economically and industrially dynamic 

while also aesthetically inviting and communally warm. Angerôs interview quoted above in the 

early stage of planning is a case in point. His close exchanges with Mother point unmistakeably 

to a spiritual transformation of the urban landscape: 

She explained her plan to me in detail. She explained that building the city would be 

an experiment ï a spiritual research would be carried out: in the work of the town, in 

matter, through the friction of relationships with people ï and the difficulties é a 

collective adventure.195 

As Kundoo notes, while innovations in urban design are being attempted elsewhere, records 

indicate that there is an extended reluctance to enter that game in Auroville. In doing so, it risks 

being left behind, rather than leading the movement, as indeed is already the case in several 

key sectors. Naturally, this process will involve change, temporary discomfort and creative 

friction generated by city-building both materially (with increased construction, access ways, 

lesser space and material resources per resident etc.) and otherwise (with conflicting ideas and 

social pressures due to greater density and plurality) ï yet, that is where the urban experiment 

lies. A rejection of city-life and infrastructure elsewhere may be necessary to begin with but it 

is insufficient until filled with something positive, just as sometimes a difficult, vacant (but not 

inert) intermediate state intervenes between the rejection of the old and the welcoming of the 

new in the yoga 196 ï this is the spirit in the which the first masterplan of 1968 ï which we 

gather was not formalized ï remarks:  

 
193 Majumdar, 2017, 230-1. 
194 Ayer et. al., 2019, 28. This raises serious issues, as we discuss in Part IV. 
195 Majumdar, 2017, 235.  
196 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 31, 286-7.  
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This show how inadequate are the standard techniques and vocabulary of Town 

planning. But this inadequacy should not exempt us from carrying out a research on 

the leading principles of organization and working of the urban space.197 é principal 

function of the town is to promote [in contrast with planning techniques extant at the 

time] a new culture by creating a novel urban civilization.ô198 

In this vein, the establishment of the Centre for Urban Research, the Integral Sustainability 

Institute, Centre for Building Energy Research & Development,199 the Centre for Scientific 

Research and the Auroville Earth Institute were notable early initiatives in this direction to 

anchor the research and experimentation process. 200 Their work has since been internationally 

acclaimed, and they require robust support to develop and expand their work (though we were 

unable to locate the Centre for Urban Researchôs current projects or find out whether it is 

operational).201  

The recent approval by the Governing Board in its 60th meeting of an Auroville Smart City 

proposal, jointly with the Centre for Development of Advanced Computing, the Ministry of 

Electronics and Information Technology and faculty from IIIT Tiruchirapalli, is also a 

significant and timely move towards the ideal:  

This collaboration would lead to a new wave of infrastructure development in the city 

that would amalgamate the aspirations of the citizens with the benefits of technology 

to open up a new window of services & technological capabilities including 

supercomputing facilities, modelling and simulation, pollution monitoring, IoT, cyber 

security as well as language technologies.202 

It is in this context that the Perspective Masterplan (or any subsequent master planning 

document), which we discuss in Part III, óserves as an important instrument to guide the process 

of urban developmentô in line with Motherôs vision.203 Twenty-two years since its adoption, 

however, most development proposals have witnessed a delayed implementation. We address 

these issues sector-wise in Part III, but as an exercise in ground-clearing, we address two 

overarching debates which entered several conversations during our research and have 

historically hampered decisive action.  

 
197 First Masterplan, 1968, 1.  
198 First Masterplan, 1968, 1 (emphasis ours) 
199 See, Auroville Foundation Annual Report, 2016-17, 30.  
200 The work of the Auroville Earth Institute in particular, with active research, training, and consultancy, has 

been widely acclaimed. Notably, it hosts the representative for Asia of the UNESCO Chair on Earthen 

Architecture, Constructive Cultures and Sustainable Development. See, Thomas and Thomas, 2013, 161-165. 

The pioneering role of the Centre for Scientific Research in energy and environmental work, including for the 

construction of the Solar Kitchen, waste water recycling, building technology and solar installations is recorded 

in Thomas and Thomas, 2013, 88-9. The Centre also anchored Thomas and Thomasô comprehensive review of 

Aurovilleôs economy. See, Auroville Foundation Annual Report, 2019-20, 41-2, for recent works on Kinisi and 

Humanscapes. 
201 óStudies and Researchô, Auroville Centre for Urban Research. Auroville Architecture, 2004, 113.  
202 Minutes of 60th Meeting of the Governing Board, 2022, Item 60.10.  We were not able to access this proposal, 

which limits our discussion. The proposal does not seem to include the TDC, and awareness of it in the community 

was limited. The challenge in smart city initiatives as this will be in marrying community participation with 

internal and external technical expertise, to allow for the swift, yet shared, development of the city as an expression 

of those resident with technology-leveraged and data-driven decision-making, a missing component today. We 

discuss this briefly in Part III.A.   
203 Masterplan, 2001, paras. 1.1.1, 2.11.1.  
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D. óTHE ELEPHANTS IN THE ROOMô: FALSE DICHOTOMIES 

In discussions on city-building, we often encountered three debates: first, whether the purpose 

of Auroville is to build a city or to build a new man and second, whether Aurovilleôs growth 

must be organic or planned. We consider a related third óelephantô ï whether population growth 

to the number of 50,000 residents should be slow or fast ï in Part IV.E. As the 2015 Retreat 

Report notes, these are persistent debates that  

é regularly undermine progress, promote stagnation and result in frustration. These 

blockages, which may be polarities, are often deeply rooted in personal frames of 

reference and are rarely openly discussed (óelephants in the roomô). A list of opposing 

viewpoints was read on the second day together with possible syntheses that could 

transcend these polarities é204 

We agree that these polarities ought to be reconciled, in the spirit of Motherôs following remark:  

Each one has good reasons to support his own opinion, and I am no expert to judge 

between them. But from the spiritual point of view I know that with true goodwill all 

opinions can be harmonised in a more comprehensive and truer solution.  

Not that some give way to others, but that on the contrary all should combine their 

efforts to achieve a more comprehensive and perfect result. 205 

In this section, we briefly explain this position: Aurovilleôs task is to build a new man and a 

new city, in a way that is organic and measured as well as planned and urgent.  

i. The First Elephant: A New City or a New Man 

On the first debate, the question is whether the purpose of Auroville is to build a new city or a 

new man.206 The Full Report of the 2015 Auroville Retreat, a robust exercise for community-

wide reflection and realignment conducted at the behest of the Governing Board and 

International Advisory Council, notes:  

 

(Source: Full Report, Auroville Retreat, 2015, Annexure 5, 64) 

The question, in other words, is whether the spiritual task of the descent of higher grades of 

consciousness precedes or predominates the material task of city-building. This debate is not 

simply a matter of mechanics ï rather, it concerns the raison dôetre of Aurovilleôs founding and 

has significant impact, as we note in Part III.A on implementation of the Masterplan. 

Particularly, if consciousness-raising precedes city-building, concrete decisions on the 

development of urban infrastructure and planning must await a general raising of consciousness 

 
204 Full Report, Auroville Retreat, 2015, 63. 
205 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 294.  
206 See, for example, Danino, 2021, 1-2, quoting Angerôs comment that what ómatters is not to build a city, but to 

build new men.ô 
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(notwithstanding the insuperable difficulty in identifying a measure for this occurrence). The 

Retreat Report notes:  

 

(Source: Full Report, Auroville Retreat, 2015, Annexure 5, 66) 

As the Report outlines, this is a false dichotomy: the task of spiritual evolution, Aurovilleôs 

central concern, is accomplished through the instrument of city-building. The dichotomy 

between the material (city-building) and spiritual (consciousness-raising) imperatives is one 

that is belied by the synthetic philosophy and method of practice of the Integral Yoga. Sri 

Aurobindoôs life-affirming approach addresses this debate: 

The thing to be done is as large as human life, and therefore the individuals who lead 

the way will take all human life for their province. These pioneers will consider 

nothing as alien to them, nothing as outside their scope. For every part of human life 

has to be taken up by the spiritual, ï not only the intellectual, the aesthetic, the ethical, 

but the dynamic, the vital, the physical; therefore for none of these things or the 

activities that spring from them will they have contempt or aversion, however they 

may insist on a change of the spirit and a transmutation of the form. In each power of 

our nature they will seek for its own proper means of conversion; knowing that the 

Divine is concealed in all, they will hold that all can be made the spiritôs means of 

self-finding and all can be converted into its instruments of divine living ... 

There are many who perceive the necessity of the religious and moral regeneration, 

who are inclined to turn from the prosaic details of politics and commerce and regret 

that any guide and teacher of the nation should stoop to mingle in them. That is a 

grievous error.207  

In the context of Auroville, Mother pointedly notes: 

The opposition between spirituality and material life, the division between the two, 

has no sense for me as, in truth, life and the spirit are one and it is in and by the 

physical work that the highest Spirit must be manifested é The important thing is to 

make the experiment.208 

The idea is not to increase population for the sake of it, or to build the city first and then call 

people to inhabit it ï as Anger notes: 

If people who come to make this profession of faith are unable to build their own 

environment, it would mean that their city is a failure. Itôs essential that is being built 

at the level of the individual experience é In our urban conceptions, we make a city 

on paper, the conception is as intelligent as it can be, and then we ask people to live 

 
207 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 8, 249.  
208 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 281, 298. 
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in it. Here the process is inverted, people live an experience and it is from this 

experience that their environment is created. 209 

The development of Auroville must be in lock step with the development of consciousness of 

its residents ï the two progress together: óAuroville is not merely a city but also a way of 

life.ô210 As the Full Report of the Retreat notes: 

 

(Source: Full Report, Auroville Retreat, 2015, Annexure 5, 66) 

Building a robust material infrastructure, with a margin of excess capacity (say, 10-20%, 

particularly in housing, schooling / tertiary research, entrepreneurial incubation) to 

accommodate new residents, and an inviting culture of spiritual living, will attract those aligned 

with the vision. This will further spur development and so on. This is a mutually reinforcing 

process, a snowball effect, which will build scale incrementally. The Perspective Masterplan 

outlines this strategy for growth:  

Today Auroville has such a work force of over 1,000 persons, who have assiduously 

built up its base and infrastructure, which may now attract more such dedicated 

people. A systematic further development of infrastructure will attract a working 

population to Auroville from all over the world é 211 

Just as it is unwise to build the city before inviting people to live in it, so is waiting for people 

to come before taking steps to build. One may otherwise wait a long time for Godot. The energy 

and enthusiasm of new residents will bring in fresh possibilities and problems, add more 

reactants to the spiritual experiment, as it were, and avoid the issues of minority capture, repeat 

players and entrenched deadlocks that are longstanding concerns in Aurovilleôs governance 

landscape as we discuss in Part IV. It will push the city forward. The idea that we must wait for 

the higher consciousness to descend before we grow is, to adapt Ungerôs influential idea, a 

false necessity: for us to change, move forward and imagine newer ways of being at the micro-

level, we need not wait for a macro-level event. This illusion ï common to our thinking in 

Ungerôs explanation ï paralyses the will to act, óto see how the something else could arise out 

of the here and now.ô212 In this vein, asked the astute question in an interview, will óAuroville 

and New Men create each other?ô, Anger pointedly replied: óWithout a doubt, it is obviousô.213  

 
209 Anger, YouTube, n.d. (emphasis ours; we have relied on the translations provided in the video). 
210 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 177. 
211 Masterplan, para. 2.1.1. 
212 Unger, 2001, xx.   
213 Anger, YouTube, n.d. 
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The allied concern that increasing population numbers and fast-paced development may dilute 

the general state of consciousness and add difficult, or perhaps unwanted, elements is 

reasonable. Three points may be made here. 

First, as we discuss in Part IV.E, the task of increasing population numbers, particularly the 

entry and acculturation process, must be handled carefully to ensure that newcomers are 

aligned with the vision. Appropriate strategies can be devised, through careful public 

messaging, positive outreach and robust research partnerships with select institutions, without 

engaging crude or wanton publicity. Greater awareness of the activities of Auroville and an 

invitation to participate in that process are preferable to a silent wait. 

Second, while it is important to ensure that newcomers are aligned with the vision, it is 

unreasonable to place placing unduly high entry barriers. Those currently resident in Auroville 

arrived with imperfect, aspiring states of consciousness. To apply a different standard to others 

aligned or interested in the vision (or potentially interested, provided the right kind of outreach 

and public information reaches them) is inappropriate ï óé as a general rule, never ask from 

others the virtues you do not possess yourself.ô214  As Mother repeatedly noted, it is ultimately 

the pressure of the public spiritual environment prevailing in Auroville that will determine 

entries and exits through a process of self-selection. Sitting in judgment over othersô capacities 

is a task reserved for the illumined within the community and even then, ought to undertaken 

with great caution and a wide margin of appreciation. Sri Aurobindo considers the question of 

fitness in detail in Letters on Yoga ï whilst a certain core alignment is needed (a ócallô), with 

basic capacities and qualities, he counsels that it  

é is useless to raise the question of fitness. No one is fit ð for all human beings are 

full of faults and incapacities ð even the greatest sadhaks are not free.215  

On these lines, Mother asked only sincerity and goodwill, with a mix of plasticity and 

discipline, from candidates.216 Illumination is not a pre-condition to work in Auroville, but the 

result of it: 

If men had to stop work when they are not perfect, everybody would stop working. It 

is in the work that we must progress and purify ourselves.217  

Third, a collective yoga demands variety, fullness and density in the population to be 

representative of other collectives ï part of Motherôs founding ideal ï to act as a spiritual 

research and development centre, as it were, óin the midst of all of this chaos.ô The perceived 

dilution is compensated by the integrality of the work: 

é if we take the example of what is happening here, where the individual remains 

right in the midst of all this chaos... Thatôs the difficulty! Doesnôt this very fact make 

a certain perfection in realisation impossible to attain? But the other case, the 

individual isolated in the forest, is always the same thing ï an example giving no 

proof that the rest will be able to follow; while whatôs happening here should already 

 
214 Mother, CWM, 2002, Vol. 13, 155.  
215 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 199, Vol. 29, 33. 
216 See, Motherôs remark: It goes without saying that for admission to live in this ideal place the essential 

conditions that need to be fulfilled are good character, good conduct, honest, regular and efficient work and a 

general goodwill. Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 49; this is in relation to an early precursor to Auroville, which was not 

realized.  
217 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 299. 
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have a much broader radiating influence. At some point this has to happen ï it must 

happen. But the problem still remains: can it happen simultaneously with or even 

before the supramentalisation of the single individual? (silence) The realisation under 

community or group conditions would clearly be far more complete, integral, total 

and probably more perfect than any individual realisation.218 

It is worth noting here that a similar question ï whether to realize first and then expand, or to 

progress with a wider base ï was considered by Mother and Sri Aurobindo in the context of 

the expansion of the Sri Aurobindo Ashram in the 1940s to accommodate refugees fleeing from 

the war. They noted that the increase in numbers would lead to a dilution of the general level 

of consciousness, but that the consequent realization would be wider. If this reasoning applied 

to the Ashram, a relatively more concentrated field of work, in their presence, then a fortiori, 

it can apply to Auroville today.   

It is trite to say that Aurovilleôs approach to city-building is unique, and ought not to necessarily 

follow in the footsteps of other urban collectives. The development of physical infrastructure 

divorced of its spiritual goal is contrary to the vision. Yet, as a ground for karma yoga, it is 

precisely the task of city-building, in its tangible and intangible elements, that places pressure 

on the individual and collective to manifest that consciousness. Work, as Sri Aurobindo noted, 

is a ómeans of self-dedication through Karma,ô and not, at least in the early progression of our 

evolution, its result: 

There is a period, more or less prolonged, of internal effort and struggle in which the 

individual will has to reject the darkness and distortions of the lower nature and to 

put itself resolutely or vehemently on the side of the divine Light. But there is still a 

sort of gulf or distance which necessitates an obscure process of transit, not always 

accurate, sometimes even very distorting, between the divine Origin and the emerging 

human current. At the end of the process, with the progressive disappearance of 

egoism and impurity and ignorance, this last separation is removed; all in the 

individual becomes the divine working. 219 

In this progressive scheme of development, the work of city-building acts as an instrument for 

purification and aspiration. Woiwode and Bhati translate this point in the context of urban 

planning: 

Spatial and urban planning in particular is concerned with understanding, organizing 

and structuring our built environment in relation to and the context of social, cultural, 

political, geographical and historical issues, among many other spheres. Problem 

solution and conflict resolution capacity is thus central to planning practice and 

theory. This said, any set of problems or crises leads or should lead toward a 

rethinking of our planning concepts, approaches and instruments.220  

In sum, the enterprise of city-planning presents the ground for attending to the problems of 

collective organization that are at the heart of Motherôs founding vision:  

 
218 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 75.  
219 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 199, Vols. 23-4, 60-1. Mother similarly notes, óWhen I give work to someone it is not 

only for the sake of the but also as the best means to advance on the path of Yoga.ô CWM, Vol. 13, 159 

(emphasis ours). 
220 Woiwode and Bhati, 2018, 46.  
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It may even be said that the supraphysical can only be really mastered in its fullness 

ð to its heights we can always reach ð when we keep our feet firmly on the physical. 

óEarth is His footing,ô says the Upanishad whenever it images the Self that manifests 

in the universe. And it is certainly the fact that the wider we extend and the surer we 

make our knowledge of the physical world, the wider and surer becomes our 

foundation for the higher knowledge, even for the highest, even for the 

Brahmavidya.221 

In this context, many registered a fear of path-dependency generated by definitive action today 

ï in other words, the idea that urgent and decisive actions to grow today may lead to unalterable 

mistakes now due to our relative state of ignorance that could be avoided if those decisions 

were made from an illumined state of consciousness later. As an interviewer asked Anger:  

There is a formation which says, óFortunately the city was not build in twenty years 

because huge and colossal mistakes would have been made.ô222  

This is an understandable fear, but it is in the nature of experimentation and progress that errors 

will be made. Sincere errors are preferable to delayed action: óé it is by great & noble failures 

that humanity advances.ô223 Swiftness in action does not necessarily mean error, just as 

slowness does not guarantee truth. The corrective, as we consider in Part IV, is to incorporate 

strong, independent processes for decision-making and information-rich, high-frequency 

evaluation and feedback loops in execution to correct mistakes quickly and iteratively, assisted 

by the wisdom of the collective (with a voluntary preference for the views of the wise) and 

Motherôs words, if not yet her direct guidance through the inner being. 224 In short, a strong and 

decisive pace of growth with quick learning loops to hasten the progress. Development plans 

are not cast-in-stone and will evolve, yet that evolution must take place through real-time 

execution of a large net of micro-projects (a strategy that builds system resilience against the 

spillover risk of failure or mistakes) with a unified intention to manifest the vision. As Mother 

notes: 

If they can agree, the work will go faster! So there. Objections of detail donôt matter 

because you start with one idea and end with another ï you progress a lot in between. 

So it doesnôt need discussion, itôs only é Only, try to put your energies together so 

as to start sooner, thatôs all!225 

To sum up, to the extent that this dichotomy has acted as a block to the material development 

of the city and resulted in inaction, with missed opportunities for growth, this elephant in the 

room is both unhelpful and unnecessary. 

 
221 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 199, Vols. 21-22, 13-4.  
222 Majumdar, 2017, 237.  
223 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 12, 455. In general, we note that Motherôs view ï demonstrated across the 

board in her Agenda, and even before, in her handling of the organization of the Sri Aurobindo Ashram, was to 

accept problems and difficulties, not to recede. Nirodbaranôs description, as an early and trusted disciple, of 

Motherôs attitude is a useful insiderôs account with insights for these debates ï a fear of urbanization, taking 

definitive action, increasing numbers etc. ï in Auroville. He makes the interesting observation, for example, 

while he himself was a little worried about the risks of several new ventures undertaken by Mother, he óknew 

that the Motherôs very nature is to face danger.ô Nirodbaran, 1973, 117-8.  
224 The Full Report of the 2015 Auroville Retreat suggests changes along this line, with a conative-doxative loop 

to allow for quick institutional reform. See, Full Report, Auroville Retreat, 2015, 70. This was not put into 

practice. We discuss this in Parts III and IV.  
225 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 58.  
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ii. The Second Elephant: Planned or Organic Development 

A similar analysis flows for the related debate on óplanned versus organic development.ô As we 

discuss in Parts III and IV, a raft of planning proposals for the ordered development of the city 

since 2001 have remained on paper, with on-ground developments proceeding 

unsystematically outside of a policy framework. In part, this is because traditional planning 

instruments, such as the Masterplan and its proposed hierarchy of plans, are viewed with 

disfavour, in preference for óorganicô, i.e. non-planned, growth. Development is naturally 

neither entirely fixed nor completely fluid, yet what seems to have resulted in the demand for 

organicity is inefficiency and disorganization. It is thus important to clarify the place of 

planning and organicity in Aurovilleôs development.  

This debate between the two planning approaches is not new. Lohmanôs account of the first 

meeting of the Auroville Planning Group in October, 1971 notes:  

In the discussion which followed an interesting problem regarding Auroville and the 

group arose, in which Roger is very much aware of. The problem centres around the 

integration of the existing Tamil population and whether we are not too concerned 

with imposing ï both on them and on ourselves ï a prefabricated plan into which 

everybody has to fit, and if it is not better to let the city and each oneôs participation 

in it grow spontaneously. Roger explained the two methods open to us: the first with 

which he would like to agree, is, no designs, no plans, no committees. Just let it 

happen, give it a chance and all the time it needs, and weôll see what comes out of it. 

For, after all, it is a spiritual and evolutionary experiment in which unknown forces 

play a role and it will happen anyhow, with us or without us. The second possibility 

is, to decide how Auroville is to be built, in which case we can do nothing but project 

a model and keep on evaluating and correcting it. We have to remain supple, yet work 

from a preconceived base. He said he did not see a third solution, but he invited the 

group to come up with one, for he would be happy with it. And yet, I have the feeling 

that a third solution is precisely what we are looking for, because Auroville is meant 

to find that third way.226 

The third way, it appears to us, is the desire for a spontaneous, or inspired, emergence of 

harmonious actions responsive to changing circumstance without a dimming through distorted 

mental translations ï óGodôs spontaneities tied with formal strings / And packed into drawers 

of reasonôs trim bureau.ô227 This was Motherôs mode of operation, the ideal of the spiritual 

anarchist in Sri Aurobindoôs view applied to urban planning. As such, Auroville is meant to 

find that third way:  

Where Will is one with Truth and Good with Power;  

Impoverished not by earth-mindôs indigence,  

They keep Godôs natural breath of mightiness,  

His bare spontaneous swift intensities. 

é 

Compelled to a spontaneous servitude,  

The ever-changing incalculable steps,  

 
226 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 279. 
227 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 33-4, 285.  
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The seeming-reckless danceôs subtle plan  

Of immense world-forces in their perfect play.228 

The route to that ideal and elevated state of spontaneity in city planning is concomitant with 

the arduous step-wise ascension from the vital-mentality of the ego to the psychic being, 

spiritual and finally, supramental realizations. As is the state, so is the method: given that these 

spiritual states are yet unattained in the collective, the labour of a long and persistent work of 

disciplined planning and execution with the best mental lights at our disposal, offered to the 

Divine in the spirit of karma yoga for progressive purification, is in our view an appropriate 

process for development activity in the city. Disciplined work, mindful of time-bound actions 

and attentive monitoring, leads to the Divine anarchy (and conversely, any órelaxation of this 

discipline produces [collective] illnessô, in this context, development blockages and 

conflict).229 Relating this to our discussion, rejecting the mental scaffolding of planning 

instruments, absent a sufficient inner purification, risks a free play to false vital subjectivism 

under the disguise of organicity. In this context, three practical points can be made: 

First, some constitutional features of Auroville, defined in Motherôs vision discussed above, 

and associated programmes approved by her, are naturally to be carried out as planned as 

quickly as matters allow. These include the national pavilions, technical colleges, university 

frame, the Lines of Force etc.  

Second, the Masterplan provides a broad policy framework that concretizes some aspects of 

the Galaxy Model, and retains space for future decisions, innovations and creativity with time 

ï it is óneither rigid nor staticô and yet allows for ósystematic development and expansion of 

activities and populationô for a progressive manifestation of the city.230  We  discuss specific 

proposals, as also the consultative process that led to its drafting, in Part III.A, but briefly: the 

Masterplan lays down broad policies and directions for growth in the primary zones, 

determines the hierarchy of roads and access ways, identifies land use zones, determines 

standards for common facilities of education, health and social needs, identifies basic physical 

infrastructure requirements, presents a roadmap for land acquisition and outlines investment 

requirements for these activities.231 In doing so, it envisages a seven-stage waterfall of 

development plans ï from the Masterplan to the Plan of Projects ï to manifest the general 

concept of the Galaxy Model and Motherôs vision into progressively concrete and particular 

plans for development.  

Third, plans need not be either rigid or entirely without form. While the diametrically opposed 

frames of ófree and organic growthô and órigid planningô may be useful as a matter of defining 

the intellectual extremes, a common tact for framing debates, it is unhelpful to deploy it as a 

rhetorical argument-ender, as we often witnessed in archival material and conversations. We 

remember here Sri Aurobindoôs remark:  

The capital period in my intellectual development was when I could see clearly that 

what the intellect said might be at once correct and not correct; that what the intellect 

 
228 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 33-34, 281, 324.  
229 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 327.  
230 Masterplan, 2001, para. 2.11.1. 
231 Masterplan, 2001, para. 2.3.1. 
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justified was true and its opposite was also true é As you go higher up, a wider 

movement develops which reconciles all contraries.232 

In that vein, an important archival document to reflect on this debate is the letter signed by the 

Mother to the Ford Foundation on 13th March 1969 requesting funds for Auroville (óthe Ford 

Foundation letterô).233 This is one of the few documents of the Mother that contain a detailed 

articulation of the planning approach to Auroville, and as such, we take it to a guiding blueprint 

that ought to inform planning debates and serve as a benchmark for evaluation today. We were 

informed in discussions that the letter was drafted by Suresh Hindocha, a Pondicherry based 

industrialist whom Mother had put in charge of the Industrial Zone, and signed by the her. 

While we could not locate any textual evidence in the archives to support this fact, both the 

narrative style of the letter and the reference to óthe Motherô in the third person on page 13 

support this reading. That does not however diminish the importance of the letter, given 

Motherôs express approval of its contents.  

In general, several conversants brought up the issue of the appropriate interpretive principles 

to be adopted whilst reading Motherôs guidance, to remain sensitive to context and avoid 

dogmatism. The Full Report of the 2015 Retreat notes the opposing viewpoints, with a helpful 

reconciliation:  

 

(Source: Full Report, Auroville Retreat, 2015, Annexure 5, 67) 

We thus propose and adopt the following interpretive principles for understanding Motherôs 

words in this study: 

i. Motherôs words must be read in the context in which they were spoken, to the 

particular conversant in relation to the issue at hand. A distinction must be drawn 

between decisions relevant for the time in which they were made, and permanent 

guidance which is relevant today.  

ii. In case of an apparent inconsistency or change of opinion in Motherôs words, a 

harmonious interpretation that gives effect to the underlying purpose manifest in 

those documents, ought to guide the interpretation.  

 
232 Purani, 2017, 79. 
233 The Ford Foundation replied to this letter indicating that it would not be able to fund Auroville as it was 

already involved in other projects in India. As a matter of historical interest, there is debate on why the funding 

did not materialize, indicating early divisions that surfaced after Motherôs passing. See, Letter, óSAS Refusing 

Ford Foundation Offer to Fund and Weary of Hindocha Family Taking Control of Aurovilleô, n.d. In general, 

disagreements in the Committee on Administrative Affairs constituted by the Mother and led by Anger persisted 

at the time. See, for example, Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 182.  
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iii. Caution must be had in divining the purpose, or óhidden intent,ô behind Motherôs 

words where it is not manifest. 

iv. Motherôs words are to be read in light of Sri Aurobindoôs thought, particularly in 

resolving interpretive issues. 

v. Documents signed or initialled by Mother are authoritative, even if initially 

authored by a disciple. 

vi. Views expressed by Motherôs chosen instruments for the work of Auroville bear 

weight, yet are not final. 

Given the relevance of the Ford Foundation letter, and our understanding that it has not been 

widely ready, we provide here a summary commentary on it to reflect on the issue of planning 

approaches. The letter begins by outlining óthe systems engineering approach to the planning 

of Auroville,ô with a particular emphasis on town planning. With Auroville still in its nascence, 

and several streams of work yet undefined, Motherôs approach (i) is systematic, planned and 

highly specified, (ii) is comprehensive across sectors, (iii) places a strong emphasis on timely 

execution, regular evaluation and monitoring and (iv) presents a blend of idealism and 

pragmatism.  

The letter identifies four reasons for the systems planning approach, each relevant today. The 

first is to óachieve maximum results from the least expenditure of resources and timeô, and 

avoid an inefficient method of implementation that results in waste of resources ónecessitating 

further expenditure to rectify mistakesô. The second, to support a ómultidisciplinary approachô 

to town planning. The third is to monitor and evaluate the spending of funds donated by third 

parties, which it terms a ómajor responsibilityô. The fourth is the need for a clear execution 

strategy. Here, the letter notes:  

é so far progress at Auroville has been, quite frankly, of a slow and unsystematic 

nature when compared to the possibilities that exist with the use of the systems 

engineering approach, which is a highly goal-oriented planning and implementation 

approach ï a process which is efficient and directed. Hence the development of 

Auroville has reached a stage where the systems engineering approach for the work 

at hand is a necessity.234 

Two points are striking in this passage. The first is the self-reflective note that progress has 

been slow and unsystematic (absent any exaggerations or spiritual rhetoric) particularly in a 

letter to an external funding agency, and the second is the clear orientation towards an efficient, 

goal-oriented and as the letter later notes, time sensitive approach to the planning of Auroville. 

A ódirectional approach,ô if we may call it that, is the central concern. The letter defines the 

ósystems engineering approachô as 

being concerned with planning, developing and implementing a town in a manner 

that achieves the goals for which the town is established with the least expenditure of 

resources é [This] approach is a relatively new technique employed in the solution 

of complex problems.235  

 
234 Ford Foundation Letter, 1969, 2.  
235 Ford Foundation Letter, 1969, 2.  
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This approach is then detailed out in the following words:  

The systems engineering approach é involves é a phased development plan, which 

covers the project from the beginning until its construction is completed. This 

preliminary phased development plan was the outcome of our meetings é with Dr. 

S. I. Firstman of the Planning Research Corporation, Los Angeles é236 

These phases were identified with precision, going from ótown concept, functional analysis, 

conceptual design, preliminary design, detail design, construction [to] implementation.ô  The 

first three phases ï to be completed on a war footing in fifteen months ï are then detailed out 

with the following key points:  

First, the town concept phase is to establish the óeconomic, social and physical goals for the 

town and determine for them a time sequence.ô For this,  

i. óperformance goalsô are to be set up ï identifying both óbudgetary constraintsô and 

ótime limits. 

ii. óa fund acquisition planô is to be drawn up identifying public and private sources of 

funding. 

iii. óa town feasibility analysisô is to be conducted that would identify the ótypes of 

industry, commerce, agriculture and other economic activitiesô ï on this basis, a 

ópreliminary economic planô is to be prepared. 

iv. strict monitoring protocols are to be established. The letter anticipates that 

establishment of óeffectiveness measuresô, óso that the goals of the town can be 

compared against these measures in a quantitative manner at a later stage of 

development.ô 

v. an óorganization that would do the town design, development and planning é with 

positions, communications, documentationô is to be created. 

vi. a óanticipated population profileô is to be prepared, with a óplan to draw the preferred 

populationô. 

vii. detailed óblue-printed time chart[s] covering the time limits for each phaseô are 

already developed, and annexed to the letter, specifying in great detail the personnel 

requirement and the precise óman-yearsô required for each area of activity ï for the 

first eleven months, Sri Aurobindo Society is slated to provide 27 man-years, with 

8.5 man-years being solicited from experts; for the next four months, the Society is 

to provide 11.3 man-years, with 4.8 man-years from experts.  

Second, in the town analysis phase, the óobjectivesô for ótransportation, education, 

communication, housing, industry, agricultureô, including the relationship between 

ótransportation and industry, housing and pollutionô, are to be defined.  

Third, in the conceptual design phase, all within fifteen months still, the above areas of activity 

are to be ósplit into sub-systems, that is each function would have its own set of subsystems.ô 

For this,  

 
236 Ford Foundation Letter, 1969, 3.  
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i. ótrade off studiesô are to be conducted to ódetermine the most suitable subsystem 

from a host of alternativesô. 

ii. óobjectives and constraintsô of each sub-system are to be identified. 

iii. órelationship between different subsystems have also to be determinedô ï for 

example, óin case of transportation relationships between the subsystems freight 

transport, and factory site and housing are importantô. 

iv. óinducements to attract specific economic activities (factories, stores etc.) have to 

be determinedô. 

v. the ótransport networkô is to be detailed.  

vi. a óregional integration plan with its design and planning requirementsô is to be 

detailed. 

In what follows, the letter sets out in bullet points detailed points of action, each with a specified 

outcome. Some notable entries require the specification of a ódetailed town planô, ópedestrian 

safety requirementsô, óoverall project costô, ópreliminary and then detailed financial plan with 

plan for minimum cash flowô, ódevelopment time requirementsô, óeffectiveness analysisô, 

óprocurements and construction specificationsô, ócoordinated investment in public facilities 

(hospitals, schools etc)ô, óplan for training social and service activity personnelô, óintegrated 

staffing and training planô, ómeasure performance of all town sub-systemsô, óorderly sequence 

of implementation activitiesô and lastly, several years ahead of its time, the preparation of 

ósoftware for integrated data systemsô and a ódata system collection and processing plan.ô 

In terms of the execution, while Mother is to óguide the work of the whole organizationô, the 

óoverall responsibility for the execution of the project lies with the Project Director, who has a 

Project Management Team.ô Indicating the need for a centralized coordination, a corrective 

required in Auroville today as we discuss in Part IV, the letter stresses the óimportance of the 

Project Directorôs role especially in providing leadership and making the project work.ô237 As 

the work proceeds, the letter anticipates that the institutional structure will adapt itself. Equally, 

at the end of each phase, it outlines a review process ï reflecting on the óplanning dataô 

harvested from the work done ï is outlined such that learnings can be quickly incorporated to 

keep the organism plastic. In this, the letter confirms the attempted reconciliation at the 2015 

Retreat, which is again helpful to quote:  

 

(Source: Full Report, Auroville Retreat, 2015, Annexure 5, 67) 

 
237 As we discuss in Part III, leadership and central direction are necessary even in aspiring for the ideal of 

anarchist spontaneity. 
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Thus, the Ford Foundation letter envisages a planning approach that is (i) cutting-edge and 

innovative; (ii) disciplined and time-bound, (iii) fine-tuned and execution-oriented and that 

incorporates, without hesitation, the best learnings from elsewhere whilst pushing to novel 

experiments.  It provides clear benchmarks, both in terms of process and outcomes, by which 

to evaluate Aurovilleôs progress and current state, as we discuss in Part III.  

What emerges from this important document insofar as the debate on this óelephant in the roomô 

is concerned is a recognition of the false dichotomy between organic growth and planning-

based approaches. The letter is clear that Aurovilleôs development must be directional and 

planned, with (i) systematic phasing, precision as to goals, timelines and personnel 

requirements, (ii) including plans for internal capacity building and identification of external 

expertise, (iii) with an ex-ante organizational structuring with clearly defined sub-systems, and 

importantly, (iv) a responsive and quick feedback loop through rich and detailed data collection 

and well-leveraged technology to adapt to changing needs, thus maintaining flexibility. As we 

note in Parts III and IV, each of these are chronic governance concerns that require reform in 

Auroville today.  

Without planning or form, an organism, if we take Auroville to be one, risks death by 

dissipation, and without the space for flexibility or organic growth, it risks death by inelasticity. 

Organisms grow according to well-developed, and iteratively evolving, plans: adaptive 

mutations aspiring to the light. As DP Chattopadhyay, former member of the Governing Board 

and a distinguished philosopher and commentator on Sri Aurobindo, notes: óthe internal 

dialectics of organicism without reductionism allows fuzziness, discontinuity and discreteness 

within limits.ô238 It is in this vigilant play, responding to excesses in either direction with an 

appropriate corrective, that Aurovilleôs aspiration for a spontaneous ordering may arise.  

Indeed, Mother notes at various points the limitations of the intellect, mental calculations and 

operations in planning, and prefers spontaneity. Yet, she also makes this clear in the following 

pungent exchange, when presented with a desire to avoid planned organization, that this is not 

to be done prematurely: 

Shyam Sunder: Many in Auroville say that an organised working is not desirable in 

Auroville; they are for spontaneous working.  

[Mother replies:] Spontaneous work can be done only by a man of genius. Is there 

anyone claiming to be a genius?239 

As we discussed above, Sri Aurobindo counsels that a premature anarchism risks disorder. In 

the context of planning, impulsive activity absent a cohesive overall plan risks giving a free 

play to a vital subjectivism in the name of something higher. The desire for spontaneity is to 

be progressively realized, or prefigured, through a disciplined, directional approach identifying 

precise outcomes with a clear plan to get there (one must, to roughly translate Savitri here, 

travel the world-stair). As Mother says:  

 
238 Chattopadhyaya, xix, in Joshi (ed.), 2011. For a broad-ranging discussion on this subject, see, Rangaswamy 

(ed.), 2011. 
239 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 281.  
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A clear and precise vision of what is to be done and a steady, calm and firm will to 

have it done are the essential conditions for an organisation to be run properly.240 

As Sri Aurobindo details in his Synthesis of Yoga, once a sufficient purification at the collective 

level is attained on the path, through the complex affair of aspiration and rejection, prayer and 

effort, contemplation and work, such that all is surrendered to Her, then organization can and 

will naturally become spontaneous by the force of previous effort: 

I am very fond of proper organisationðif those who organise want sincerely to do 

itðI require only clear and precise information. When this is given and there is 

sufficient trust in the Organising Power it is sufficient. The rest will be done.241 

A premature demand for spontaneity, with an accompanying rejection of planned development, 

likely results in tamas or inertia (as reflected in the records, discussed in Part III.A). Sri 

Aurobindo sounds a clear caution on this front:  

But still, in the practical development, each of the three stages has its necessity and 

utility and must be given its time or its place. It will not do, it cannot be safe or 

effective to begin with the last and highest alone. It would not be the right course, 

either, to leap prematurely from one to another. For even if from the beginning we 

recognise in mind and heart the Supreme, there are elements of the nature which long 

prevent the recognition from becoming realisation é And even if realisation has 

begun, it may be dangerous to imagine or to assume too soon that we are altogether 

in the hands of the Supreme or are acting as his instrument. That assumption may 

introduce a calamitous falsity; it may produce a helpless inertia or, magnifying the 

movements of the ego with the Divine Name, it may disastrously distort and ruin the 

whole course of the Yoga. There is a period, more or less prolonged, of internal effort 

and struggle in which the individual will has to reject the darkness and distortions of 

the lower nature and to put itself resolutely or vehemently on the side of the divine 

Light. The mental energies, the heartôs emotions, the vital desires, the very physical 

being have to be compelled into the right attitude or trained to admit and answer to 

the right influences. It is only then, only when this has been truly done, that the 

surrender of the lower to the higher can be effected, because the sacrifice has become 

acceptable.242 

A rejection of óordinaryô planning practices in preference for spontaneous activities, can be 

dangerous, if spontaneity is conflated with disordered or patchwork activity (óthere is a lot of 

goodwill, but it is ... it does not seem to be organisedô),243 or an easy rejection of learnings from 

the past or from developments elsewhere. Sri Aurobindo advises against pulling the carpet from 

under our feet: 

In emerging, therefore, out of the materialistic period of human Knowledge we must 

be careful that we do not rashly condemn what we are leaving or throw away even 

one tittle of its gains, before we can summon perceptions and powers that are well 

grasped and secure, to occupy their place.244 

 
240 Mother, CWM, 2002, Vol. 13, 155.  
241 Mother, CWM, 2002, Vol. 13, 155.  
242 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 23-4, 60.  
243 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 132. 
244 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 23-24, 14.  
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As the Ford Foundation letter demonstrates, an activity as complex as city-building requires a 

planned and directional approach to avoid the pitfalls of dissipation, waste and disorganization, 

a timely caution given Aurovilleôs historical record as we discuss in Part III.A ï in Sri 

Aurobindoôs words, without óshape and form, life has no effective movement.ô An effective 

and defined planning strategy, of the kind outlined in the Masterplan and the Urban and 

Regional Development Plans Formulation and Implementation Guidelines, is thus necessary. 

This intellectual polarity between organicity and planning must be integrated through a culture 

of process-based thinking at the level of practical day-to-day decisions, in the synthetic tenor 

of Sri Aurobindo and Motherôs approach in the letter. The devil lies in the details of execution. 

This is naturally easier said than done, but the response to this challenge is what planning 

approaches in Auroville can contribute to the global debate.  

We may also address here a related matter. In several conversations and in the records, we 

encountered the idea that the Divine will develop Auroville, as Mother noted, and as such, ówe 

should not get ahead with our mental plans.ô245 This seems to be reflected also in the Masterplan 

prepared by the Residentsô Assembly in 1999, which notes:  

When the Mother was asked in early 1965 who will participate in the financing of Auroville, 

She replied óThe Supreme Lordô. In essence, this reply expresses two important realities about 

Aurovilleôs development. One is that the physical manifestation of Auroville is in the hands of 

a higher Force and is consequently, bound to happen sooner or later. Second, that any planning 

and projection on financing Aurovilleôs development has its limitations.246 

This sentiment is true from the exalted perspective of theological determinism ï from which 

Mother was speaking ï articulated in Sri Aurobindoôs Life Divine: ultimately, all, including 

error, is determined and sanctioned by the Divine. In Auroville, as a concentrated centre, 

perhaps particularly so. Yet, without further qualification, this is a partial statement that may 

incentivize laxity, or even worse: 

The development of the experience in its rapidity, its amplitude, the intensity and 

power of its results, depends primarily, in the beginning of the path and long after, on 

the aspiration and personal effort of the sadhaka é But still, in the practical 

development, each of the three stages [personal effort leading finally to a state of 

surrender where the Divine does all] has its necessity and utility and must be given 

its time or its place. It will not do, it cannot be safe or effective to begin with the last 

and highest alone. It would not be the right course, either, to leap prematurely from 

one to another. 

Χ [It] may introduce a calamitous falsity; it may produce a helpless inertia or, 

magnifying the movements of the ego with the Divine Name, it may disastrously 

distort and ruin the whole course of the Yoga.247 

 
245 See, for example, Motherôs response to ófundamental questions about Auroville, particularly answers two and 

three. Elsewhere, Mother notes: óIt [the city] will be built by what is invisible to you. The men who have to act 

as instruments will do so despite themselves. They are only puppets in the hands of larger Forces. Nothing 

depends on human beings ï neither the planning nor the execution ï nothing! That is why one can laugh.ô 

Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 408-9. 
246 Residentsô Assembly Draft Masterplan, 1999. 
247 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 23-24, 60. 
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As Mother and Sri Aurobindo counselled, faith generated by reliance on the Divine Will is not 

a substitute for individual effort and aspiration. The distinction between a sattvic surrender that 

aspires with an energetic intensity to manifest the Divine Will, and a tamasic surrender that 

awaits it, is central. Sri Aurobindo emphatically notes:  

Reject too the false and indolent expectation that the divine Power will do even the 

surrender for you. The Supreme demands your surrender to her, but does not impose 

it: you are free at every moment, till the irrevocable transformation comes, to deny 

and to reject the Divine or to recall your self-giving, if you are willing to suffer the 

spiritual consequence. 

é 

An inert passivity is constantly confused with the real surrender, but out of an inert 

passivity nothing true and powerful can come. It is the inert passivity of physical 

Nature that leaves it at the mercy of every obscure or undivine influence. A glad and 

strong and helpful submission is demanded to the working of the Divine Force, the 

obedience of the illumined disciple of the Truth, of the inner Warrior who fights 

against obscurity and falsehood, of the faithful servant of the Divine.248 

Sri Aurobindo further reminds us that intense and persistent individual effort is key to the 

descent of Motherôs ever-present grace, to órender impotent é by our own choiceô all 

movements contrary to the truth: 

é the supreme Grace will act only in the conditions of the Light and the Truth; it will 

not act in conditions laid upon it by the Falsehood and the Ignorance. For if it were 

to yield to the demands of the Falsehood, it would defeat its own purpose. 

The development of the experience in its rapidity, its amplitude, the intensity and power of its 

results, depends primarily, in the beginning of the path and long after, on the aspiration and 

personal effort of the sadhaka.249 

But the entire substitution of the divine for the human personal action is not at once entirely 

possible. All interference from below that would falsify the truth of the superior action must 

first be inhibited or rendered impotent and it must be done by our own free choice. A continual 

and always repeated refusal of the impulsions and falsehoods of the lower nature is asked from 

us and an insistent support to the Truth as it grows in our parts.250 

To sum up, we note that Aurovilleôs true plan ï as also Mother and Sri Aurobindoôs vision and 

words ï can only be understood by the soul, in a spontaneous recognition of the truth. Yet, on 

the long path to that realization, a disciplined planning approach highlighted in the Perspective 

Masterplan, Ford Foundation letter and elsewhere provide a helpful roadmap ï ó. So long as 

the contact with the Divine is not in some considerable degree established, so long as there is 

not some measure of sustained identity, sǕyujya, the element of personal effort must normally 

predominate.ô251 It is in this way that approaches to development planning (ómentally 

 
248 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 32, 3-4. 
249 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vols. 23-24, 58. Similarly, as Mother repeatedly said: óMy help is with you 

always as complete as it can be; it is up to you to open yourself and receive it.ô Mother, 1977, 13 (emphasis 

ours).  
250 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vol. 23, 86-7.  
251 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, Vol. 23, 58-9.  
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conceived,ô and so limited in their assessment) can be dynamized, and yet retain a secure 

foundation to avoid disorderly development which the records indicate, a caution sounded 

repeatedly in Motherôs words:  

Thatôs what is needed: to coordinate the efforts and create a unity with the parts é 

The atmosphere is dislocated; it has lost the cohesive power it had.252  

In this light, the reticence to planned development requires reconsideration. The integration 

attempted on these issues in the 2015 Retreat, yet not resolved given continuing debates, stands 

on good ground. The Retreat Report notes that óold antagonisms and polarities are softening 

and a third space is emerging that everybody can support. Individual healing at a micro level 

was happening around the room.ô253 Unfortunately, this momentum generated over the two 

days seems to have dissipated as we were met with these polarities often in our conversations. 

This indicates the need for more permanent fora for micro-level interactions on these issues in 

the community to build a lasting consensus. That said, these conversations must translate into 

action. As we note in Part IV, a constant and valid complaint of several has been interminable 

and repeated conversations on these issues, without follow-up action. For example, the ópost-

retreatô processes outlined in the Full Report, for the relevant working groups act on the agreed 

outcomes within a period of three years, did not take place.254  

This sentiment is not new ï for example, Anger expresses this dissatisfaction bluntly:  

Everything in Auroville can be contested now é the attitude towards education, the 

responsibility towards children, the problems with money, human relationships, 

philanthropic falsehood. All these have become false arguments which lead to us a 

dead end é She told us óCome and build a cityô é if there was the slightest goodwill, 

what a scale the experience of Auroville could take! What shared knowledge! What 

perception of things! What knowledge of the other ï and of oneself!!! It is fabulous 

experiment é One has to come together [to] remove these veils so that the light 

becomes and more transparent.255 

This requires a clear and strong executive mandate to move matters forward, and engage in 

these debates practically with concrete plans (funding, personnel responsible, defined 

outcomes with monitoring) and time-bound projects at hand ï a settled public culture of 

decisive action to move the city forward. For this, as we consider in Part III.A, Auroville needs 

to make appropriate and urgent planning choices, given delays in implementing the Masterplan, 

preparing of the Detailed Development Plan etc., to galvanize cohesive growth.  

Thus, to sum up, we note that Auroville needs to be an exemplar of the new urban agenda ï for 

this, as we consider in Parts III and IV, a shift in organizational structures, processes and 

mindsets is required to reenergise the next stage of progress. 

 

*  

 
252 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 331. 
253 Auroville Retreat, Full Report, 2015, 14.  
254 Auroville Retreat, Full Report, 2015, Annexure 6, 68-70.  
255 Majumdar, 2017, 238.  
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E. SECTOR-WISE MAPPING OF AUROVILLEôS GROWTH: TANGIBLES AND INTANGIBLES 

Mother and Sri Aurobindoôs ideal for Auroville places upon its residents a great and difficult 

responsibility. To be a true Aurovilian, as Mother defines it, is an ideal to progressively aspire 

for, rather than a status achieved. As She notes, ó[it] is in writing: what an Aurovilian must be. 

Not easy.ô This work is both within and without, though the defining inner movement is not 

necessarily visible to the eye. This presents us with a problem of evaluation for this study, and 

as several conversants noted, for internal assessment within the community: by what metrics 

can this progress be judged? It is naturally difficult to measure inner growth on quantifiable 

measures, and indeed, judgments on spiritual progress ought to be made with great caution. 

Nor is it helpful, as we have noted, to measure Aurovilleôs progress in purely material terms. 

That said, certain markers are helpful in an assessment of progress:  

Material progress in relation to Motherôs ideals and specific programmes outlined. 

Material progress in relation to programmes and policies adopted by the residents, particularly 

the Perspective Masterplan 2025 and other Working Group plans since, in relation to 

measurement of time and goal-oriented actions. 

Demonstrable metrics of unity and harmony, or lack thereof, in the collective vision, planning 

and execution of such projects. 

Standards of transparency, efficiency and accountability in the functioning of Working Groups, 

measured as against their own mandates. 

Relevance to collective problems elsewhere in the world. 

Compliance with legal norms. 

In Part III, we provide a synoptic sector-wise summary along these markers, to identify 

challenges and development priorities. In Part IV, we study this empirical picture in light of 

Mother and Sri Aurobindoôs guidance on collective organization outlined in Part I, to identify 

qualitative, ósubjectiveô challenges and suggest governance reforms. 

 

* 

 

 



мср 
 

PART III 

SECTORAL OVERVIEW 

All life is yoga. 

Sri Aurobindo, Synthesis of Yoga 

It is necessary, too, that she should correct her errors sometimes by a return to the restraint 

of sensible fact, the concrete realities of the physical world. The touch of Earth is always 

reinvigorating to the son of Earth, even when he seeks a supraphysical Knowledge é óEarth 

is His footing,ô says the Upanishad é 

Sri Aurobindo, Life Divine 

 

In this part, we review developments in Auroville together with Motherôs vision and 

community planning documents across seven sectors to identify governance challenges and 

development priorities. Our attempt here is to offer a representative and thematic, rather than 

comprehensive, overview to identify salient points in the growth trajectory that may inform 

future planning choices. Section A examines city-planning and urban infrastructure 

development, particularly since the 2001 Masterplan (Perspective: 2025). Section B reviews 

land acquisition for the city. Section C considers regional and outreach planning frameworks. 

Section D examines the housing sector. Section E reviews the education and tertiary research 

landscape. Section F analyses the economic and commercial sector. Section G addresses 

agriculture and food security. We draw on the empirical picture outlined in this part to suggest 

governance reforms in Part IV.  
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A. URBAN PLANNING AND INFRASTRUCTURE DEVELOPMENT 

As a ócityô in the slow making, Aurovilleôs óurbanô ideal englobes, in a sense, all movements. 

A complete review of urban planning and infrastructure development would encompass the 

entire catalogue of developments in Auroville since 1968, in both their tangible and intangible 

elements, materially and spiritually: if óall life is yogaô, the urban space of the ócity of the 

futureô becomes a ground to manifest that ideal spatially in all sectors. The issue then is not 

simply to review the development of material infrastructure, though that is a key component, 

but rather, of the outer expression of an inner evolution across all streams of life. As such, 

Auroville becomes a testing ground for experiments in how dense, plural and productive 

collectives can thrive. In this, one may hazard to say that Mother anticipated, in seed-form, the 

ónew urban scienceô: in its deepest aspiration, it is not only a series of problem-solving tweaks 

to improve urban settlements, but a paradigmatic shift in how one conceives the urban space. 

Manifesting this form, yet invisible, requires an understanding of the past and a bold aspiration 

for the future, a robust mix of technical excellence and spiritual aspiration, a play of 

imagination and realism, to allow for the progressive descent of the New Creation. As 

knowledge systems from across disciplines and geographies mingle in this emerging and 

pressing global conversation, Auroville stands uniquely placed to contribute its experience, if 

it indeed is to be óthe city the earth needsô. Seen from this lens, an óoverviewô of Aurovilleôs 

urban planning and infrastructure development becomes a layered, complex and fascinating 

avenue for inquiry. 

Our aim however is far more modest: we outline the more tangible and quantifiable movements 

in city-planning ï with a focus on developments post the Perspective Masterplan in 2001 ï to 

better understand the governance challenges that present themselves. How the collective 

organizes its energies to allow for individual ingenuity and enterprise to manifest is the key 

concern. As the community nears the twenty-five-year mark for the review of the Perspective 

Masterplan, it is useful to reflect on the patterns of the past to design an effective move to the 

future. It is with this aim that Sections (i) ï (ix) review the catalogue of planning strategies, 

studies and proposals, and their implementation that have followed. Section (i) briefly looks to 

movements in the early years from 1968-1999, (ii) reviews the process between 1999-2001 that 

led to the Masterplan and provides an annotated summary of the final document to benchmark 

development since, (iii) considers planning work on population numbers and targets, (iv) 

briefly reviews the implementation of planning strategies in the Masterplan, (v), (vi) and (vii) 

discuss efforts between 2001-2010, 2010-2015 and 2015-2019 respectively, each with a distinct 

push, and (ix) considers the issue of development of the Crown and mobility networks that 

were the focus of 2022. To conclude, Section (x) reviews this landscape to draw out governance 

and development priorities. 

i. Movement in the Early Years, 1968-1999 

The years between 1961 and 1968 saw consecutive plans drawn up by Roger Anger to 

materialize the vision of an ideal urban centre embodying human unity. After Motherôs 

approval of the concept, the Galaxy plan underwent further development by Anger in 1969, 

envisioning four zones representing key aspects of life, the Lines of Force (accommodating 
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housing and offices) and a óservice ringô (the Crown) to nurture community life at the 

intersections of the zones, all organized around the Matrimandir.1  

As the ambitious project to regenerate these infertile lands began, indeed one seed at a time, 

the early community developed relationships with the neighboring villages of Kuyilapalayam, 

Kottakari and Edayanchavadi, a meeting of two vastly different worlds, both culturally and 

materially, one aspiring to óthe city of the futureô, the other consumed by survival concerns.2 

Between 1970 and the late 1990s, developments came in the form of the first settlements at 

Aspiration and Auromod¯le ï óadvance coloniesô to mark Aurovilleôs permanent presence and 

experiment with ways of living that may serve as a model for the ócityô to come.3 Ryckaert 

records the first movements:  

The first plot of land was bought on 8th October 1964, almost three and a half years 

before Aurovilleôs inauguration. Between 1964 and 1973 about 2,000 acres (816 

hectares), spread over an area of 24 sq. hm and interspersed between privately owned 

land and government land, were bought. The land looked desolate in those early days 

and its inhabitants poor and uneducated. A district officer visiting the area at that time 

official declared it an óadvanced stage of desertificationô and increasingly óunfit for 

human habitationô if nothing would be done to reverse the ongoing severe erosion.  

é  

The first phase from the inauguration of Auroville in 1968 till the late 1970s saw 

mainly the construction of experimental huts and simple shelters by the early 

pioneers. Aspiration, Aurovilleôs largest settlement at that time and still existing 

today, showcased the possibility of simple homes made of mud walls, wood panels 

and thatched roofs. However, already then several residences built with steel and 

cement dotted the Auroville landscape. 

Early records speak of the pioneering work to construct houses with palm leaf, thatch, keet and 

other vernacular building materials (later the famous ócapsulesô), small-scale workshops and 

production units in tailoring, crochet, handloom and handicrafts, subsistence farming, 

community kitchens, a publishing press and much more, as the early residents began to settle 

the land and accustom themselves to the rhythms of this new life. Slowly, gravel roads were 

shaped and a city imagined.4 A narrative history of the time, to piece together the hundreds of 

written accounts, oral histories, planning documents and photographs, is waiting to be written 

ï a fascinating exercise to understand the motivations, hopes and aspirations with which this 

motley crew responded to Motherôs call, from seasoned businessmen and architects to young 

idealists, from hippies to scholars, many looking to escape the world but some with a fire to 

build the new. The story is perhaps best told through photographs, painstakingly curated by the 

Auroville Archives ï we extract four that give a glimpse. 

  

 
1 See, Part II.A-B. 
2 See, for example, Majumdar, 2017; Savitra, 1980; History of Auroville, n.d.; Thomas and Thomas, 2013. 
3 See, Motherôs early message for Auromod¯le and Aspiration. Guigan, 2018, Vol. 2, 122, 194.   
4 See, the Auroville Archivesô photo exhibition. History of Auroville, n.d.  
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Whilst the Galaxy concept served as the ideal ï with Anger in regular correspondence with 

Mother till 1972 ï in practice, Aurovilleôs development followed a trajectory defined by 

practical considerations of land acquisition, acculturation to the local climate and people, land 

and ecological regeneration, slow population growth, and capital and human resource 

availability. Land acquisition in the early decades was slow, with only 200 acres purchased 

between 1974 and 1992, which impeded óany serious progress towards designing and building 

the city.ô5 Financial constraints too were severe ï on November 11, 1970, Anger wrote to 

Mother: 

The lack of financial means makes it indeed impossible to build enough individual 

accommodations, and to provide Auroville with both a concrete economic 

infrastructure and an effective organisation.6 

Early economic experiments to develop a gift or sharing economy ï Pour Tous, Circles, 

Nandini and Envelopes, which we discuss in Part III.F ï ran into resource constraints, with óno 

real prospect of providing adequate living conditions ï let alone developing with some 

harmony an ever larger ótownshipô.7 Developments were, as with the demanding circumstances 

of the time, scattered and piece-meal, unfolding wherever land, capital and human resource 

infrastructure was available ï as we narrate sectorally in Sections B-G, early records speak to 

a motley catalogue of works, spread across the sparse terrain, with vibrant educational 

initiatives, spurts in construction of housing, assisted by a period of economic growth in the 

early 80s, the construction of Bharat Nivas and the beginnings of village outreach. By 1977, 

there were already twenty communities with an average size of twenty residents, each operating 

more or less independently in a loosely organized collective setup.8 Thomas and Thomas paint 

a picture of the newly christened collective at the time: 

é new residents on that barren land received what was necessary to meet their 

minimum needs, including some cash, from the Beach Office in Pondicherry, 

operated by the Sri Aurobindo Society (SAS). Collective housing began in a 

settlement called óAspirationô, while other communities were being established more 

informally in the centre and at óForecomersô. Auro Food and Auroshikha were two 

industrial activities among several established during the early years. Auro Food, for 

instance, was established by the SAS well outside the envisioned city and green belt 

area in order to generate sustained income for the growth of the township; Auroshikha 

was first established in Auroville and later relocated to Pondicherry. From the earliest 

days extensive records are available as a result of the involvement of the Sri 

Aurobindo Society, as well as the minutes that were kept and are still available in the 

Auroville Archives. Records are also available of the weekly community meetings, 

in which collective decision-making was practiced. One obtains an impression of ad-

hoc community formation in a rather large area, leading to a widely dispersed 

grouping of very small settlements. 

é  

 
5 Thomas and Thomas, 2013, 88.  
6 Guigan, 2018, Vol, 2, 182.  
7 Thomas and Thomas, 2013, 289.  
8 Thomas and Thomas, 2013, 69. 
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At the same time, people began to move onto other areas of land, providing their own 

simple structures in which to live. Interestingly, in that early pioneering phase already 

some large homes of a permanent nature were built in what was called óAurosonôs 

Homeô but is now named óCertitudeô, as well as the óAuromod¯leô settlement é In 

this period, inter- national associations, commercial units, project funding for the 

villages, small-scale agriculture, reforestation, and collective projects (such as the 

Matrimandir) started in a modest small-scale manner. It is the phase of designing 

óprojectsô, purchasing land (on the part of the SAS), establishing farms and 

settlements, and creating wells, kitchens, schools, production workshops and roads. 

The inspiration and leadership of the Mother through her presence in nearby 

Pondicherry enabled the Auroville project to get off the ground, at times under harsh 

conditions é9 

Majumdar gives an insiderôs account, worth remembering today, of the freshness and hope, 

variety and eccentricity, an air of something different, in an environment that seemed to be its 

very opposite ï a living metaphor for the synthesis of the elevated spiritual with the hard 

material:  

Already, there was a mix of nationalities and genders, but a fascinating variety of 

personality types from different social, educational and economic backgrounds, of 

different age groups and a wide variety of interests ï just enough to get an experiment 

going é So off they went in a jeep é across the red, bumpy roads, to a vast barren 

place with a few huts and the Last School building overlooking the sea. Nothing else 

é It was also an innocent time. We lived and died for Auroville.  

é 

The land was open, a wide soul space. Everything seemed possible. It was an age of 

the Kata Vandis (bullock carts with wooden wheels). Tyre Vandis were deluxe. It was 

an exciting time, the future seemed close é A lone capsule in the middle of nowhere 

besides a windmill was also emblematic of the times. People settling in parts of the 

Greenbelt were more pragmatic. They planted trees, made bunds to control soil and 

water erosion, started orchards, and a dairy farm. But apart from the collective cluster 

in Aspiration, settlements were few, small and far in between.10  

During this period, the communityôs energies were predominantly channelized towards the 

ambitious task of land regeneration, now internationally acclaimed and part as it were of 

Aurovilleôs itihasa, and the all-important task of building the Matrimandir. Records from the 

time ï particularly =1, Auroville News, Contributions, early planning documents housed in the 

Auroville Archives and a range of autobiographical works ï document the extraordinary 

resilience and ambition of the pioneering work in the first decade.11 The spartan living 

conditions at the time, chronicled in various photo exhibitions, serve as reminders of the 

remarkable transformation of the landscape and the audacity of the first Aurovilians whose 

work laid the foundations for the city to come.  

 
9 Thomas and Thomas, 2013, 62-3.  
10 Majumdar, 2017, 68-9.  
11 See, for example, Contributions, 1980; Savitra, 1980; Lohman, 1972.  
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(Photographs of Auroville lands, undated, late 60s, early 70s. Source: left, AVI USA, right, 

Auroville Archives, 2023) 

Major disruptions came however in the conflict with the Sri Aurobindo Society, which we 

discuss in Part V.12 This derailed several development plans, and led, among other things, to 

the exit of close to 20% of the population, including Anger ï Motherôs chief instrument for 

city-building from 1975 to 1987. Ciconesi and Ciconesi recount the movements in the early 

years:  

However, the land designated for the city and the surrounding green belt needed to 

be purchased. The vast funding required, both for land and construction of the City, 

did not materialize immediately. As the first Aurovilians began to trickle in and settle 

down on the land, they learned about the rhythms and culture of the people around 

them in the villages, who were impoverished and mostly uneducated. Millions of 

saplings were planted simply as a measure of self-survival from the dust storms and 

the heat of the barren vast plateau. Slowly, the Galaxy plan ï with its huge 

multistoreyed buildings, monorails and moving sidewalks ï appeared more like a 

distant dream that would take its own time and course in manifesting. Other problems 

and awakenings at the global level led to further awareness; the oil crisis of the early 

seventies and the accelerating environmental movement brought new insights into 

such idealistic city-planning. Thus, inevitably Auroville began to grow slowly, 

organically, in a piecemeal manner. Small-scale, labour-intensive construction along 

with cultivation, reforestation and various specialized cottage industries seemed more 

appropriate and sustainable. The Mother passed away in November 1973, and that 

became another milestone for Auroville. 

Roger Anger, faced with the responsibility of manifesting the City as envisaged, 

became increasingly frustrated with the situation. To avoid getting drawn into the 

power struggle that was then enveloping the township and its residents, he resigned 

from the main organizing committee in 1975 and ultimately left for France in 1976, 

returning eventually in 1987 to play an active role again. In the interim, many 

difficulties arose, sometimes questioning the very existence of Auroville. 

Nevertheless it has managed to survive in its spirit and grow on a material level.13  

We review these varied developments ï in land acquisition, regional and outreach planning, 

housing development education and research, commerce and economy, and forestry and 

 
12 See, for example, Contributions, Matrimandir Agenda, 1980, 14.  
13 Ciconesi and Ciconesi, 2012, ii-vi. 
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agriculture ï in Sections B to G. In terms of urban infrastructure development, the drive to 

build the ócityô was catalyzed from the late 90s, post the passing of the Auroville Foundation 

Act, 1988 (óAVF Act, 1988ô) when dedicated Central Government Plan Grants for town 

planning began to flow into Auroville. Another impetus at this time was the growing concern 

to consolidate and safeguard acquired lands that were scattered across Aurovilleôs broader óbio-

regionô. Consequently, in 1999, Aurovilians ï organized now as the Residents Assembly under 

the AVF Act, 1988 ï drafted and published a Masterplan which was formalized through inputs 

by the Town and Country Planning Organization, Government of India (óTCPOô) in 2001 and 

published in the Gazette in 2010. We consider the process that led to the adoption of the 

Masterplan, and its place in Aurovilleôs planning landscape in detail in section (iii). The 

publication of the Masterplan in 2001 set into motion the creation of a multitude of planning 

bodies, community participation endeavours, commissioned studies and plans to realize varied 

parts of the envisioned city, a process that continues till today. Before we review the Masterplan 

and effort towards its implementation, it is useful to outline the major approaches to planning, 

the ideological canvass as it were, that underlie this period. 

ii. Four Orientations to Planning 

Through these attempts at city-building from the 2000s to the present, the central challenge has 

been materializing key elements of the Galaxy plan while respecting the ecosystem built 

through the first wave of green works and developments pre-dating the existence of Auroville. 

As a result, the literature shows varied, and not necessarily mutually exclusive, approaches to 

the development of Auroville. Some cohere strictly to the Galaxy model, others consider it 

outdated and most are located on the spectrum in between advocating minor to major 

alterations. In general, four distinct sets of priorities emerge from the records, which have vied 

for planning attention. These may be roughly summarized, indeed caricatured, as follows: 

Following the Galaxy plan, with an urban design focus: this first approach argues that Angerôs 

Galaxy concept concretizes Motherôs vision for Auroville ï every element is carefully thought 

through by the Mother and is symbolic of the higher aspiration of collectively manifesting the 

Divine. A practice of urban design preserving the shape of the Galaxy is therefore key to 

kickstarting Aurovilleôs development, and must be the first port of call for Auroville. Many 

argue also that manifesting the Galaxy, which embodies the sacred geometry of Motherôs 

symbol, will attract the necessary financial capital and human resources.  

 

Following the Galaxy framework, with a move from visually exciting to environmentally 

sustainable practices to accommodate ground realities: this approach argues that the Galaxy 

Plan is to be read as a guide and not as an instruction or diktat. Accordingly, there must be 

flexibility to modify it to suit environmental and geospatial concerns such as the preservation 

of environmental hotspots, ground and surface water collection, archeological finds, green 

cover, human settlements and so on. In some versions, this also includes the belief that Motherôs 

Galaxy vision is distinct from Angerôs 1969 Galaxy model. An understanding and preservation 

of the Motherôs ideals and vision underlying the Galaxy vision should thus be prioritized over 

replicating the model. For example, the Land Suitability and Land Use Proposal Study 
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commissioned by the Town Development Council (TDC) in 2014 details how the technique of 

building the Galaxy Model created a pronounced visual and aesthetic characteristic: 

 

A model of this concept was presented to the Mother for her blessings. The galaxy 

proposal was built into a model that was to scale in terms of the horizontal plane or 

x-axis, but in order to create a visual/tactile experience, the built volumes were 

exaggerated on the y-axis; tweaked to 3-4 times the actual scale, providing a visual 

appeal that a real-scale model could not have captured. This animation, with visual 

enhancement, uses cultural-spiritual-mental imprinting to connect through 

association, in the minds of most people, the celestial imagery of the skies, stars and 

galaxies with vastness and movement, communicating a sense of the ófutureô and 

óspiritualô at the same time. Thus, this model as a concept for the city was a success 

in visual branding and promotion.14  

Since 2001, various calls have been made along these lines to shift from development that is 

óvisually excitingô, i.e., from the visual enhancement and appeal of the Galaxy Model, to 

óenvironmentally responsibleô, where some of these features are reinterpreted or replaced to 

account for realistic urban planning.15 A series of debates thus ensue on the appropriate method 

to integrate the geometry of the Galaxy with ground realities, with proposals across the 

spectrum, some ótweakingô the Galaxy model, whilst others substantially reinterpreting its 

framework. As the Town Development Councilôs 2013 Development Plan notes, the key 

challenge in urban planning in Auroville is as follows: óthe urban design with a Galaxy shape 

is a symbolic aspect of this vision and need to be integrated with the geophysical reality and 

the socio-economic development aligned with the original vision of the Mother.ô16 

Following the Galaxy plan, with a focus on socio-economic development: the approach shifts 

focus from the urban form to socio-economic concerns, particularly as the economic stagnation 

and housing shortage became chronic in the mid to late 2000s. This shift in emphasis means 

that the first port of call for the development of the ócityô is to be economically self-sufficient 

and the achieve cultural growth in quality, not quantity.ô17 In this, some argue that Auroville 

must perfect its socio-economic system at its current, small scale, whilst others locate the 

challenge in reaching sufficient economies of scale. In either approach, whilst the Galaxy plan 

is central to Auroville, it is not the immediate focus ï its manifestation must be preceded by a 

stable socio-economic base. This includes a focus on promoting new economic enterprises, 

increasing capitalization etc., which is urgent given the financial dependance on donations and 

grants, contributions being limited by the small-scale industry. An aligned set of views look to 

developing the necessary social architecture organically, rather than front-ending the 

manifestation of the Galaxy with time-bound / órigidô plans, with the long arc of community 

processes and consciousness raising of the population dictating future development. These 

views supplement the thrust towards economic self-sustenance with streamlining the 

organizational structure, deepening participatory processes along with setting targets (of 

variable ambition, usually low) to bolster population growth, leading in time to the 

 
14 Land Suitability and Land Use Study, 2013, 8.  
15 Land Suitability and Land Use Study, 2013, 8. 
16 TDC, Annual Development Plan, 2013, 3.  
17 TDC, Annual Development Plan, 2013, 3-4. 
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manifestation of the Galaxy. The socio-economic settlement of Auroville, as an organic 

expression of the community, precedes ï a pre-defined architectural vision to be built 

immediately, or as soon as possible.  

 

Replacing the vision for a city with that of an eco-village: finally, a fourth approach, standing 

somewhat separate from the rest, focusses on the historic efforts at land regeneration have led 

to the growth of a flourishing ecology, which hold several environmental and health benefits 

for Aurovilians and the larger bioregion. The environmental concern, voiced across the board, 

including in the earlier approaches, predominates in this articulation: some have argued that as 

the lands of Auroville have been diligently cultivated, nurtured and protected over decades by 

appointed stewards, any attempt at at-scale urbanization would involve letting go of some of 

this green cover and may result in an unmanageable influx of population. This, some argue, 

would threaten the ecological and stewardship realities on the ground, as the ecology of the 

region cannot support a population to the tune of 50,000. Accordingly, the thrust of the 

argument appears to be that spiritual imperative of environmental conservation, particularly 

given global ecological crises, the range of socio-economic concerns that accompany high-

density urban environment and the sensitive ecological balance of Aurovilleôs geography, must 

take precedence over the fifty-year-old Galaxy concept that was drafted with minimal 

consideration of ground realities. While it reflects the architectural imagination of the time, 

some argue that it is now outdated. Proponents of this view resist at-scale urbanization and 

infrastructure development along these lines, though views are often on a spectrum, proposing 

instead ï in some versions ï a vision for Auroville as a sustainable eco-village, with low 

population density and built-up area, absent characteristically urban features. 

 

Naturally, these short descriptions do not reflect the depth and texture of the planning dialogue. 

In most cases, views are held along a spectrum. Yet, the various phases of development since 

2001 have seen each of these orientations to planning interface with others, clashing and 

collaborating to reveal challenges and opportunities in the process of planning Auroville. We 

consider the relative weight of each of these approaches for urban planning in Sections (iv)-

(ix). Before addressing that issue, we the process that led to the 2001 Masterplan, which forms 

the framework within which these planning conversations are to be had.  

 

iii. Review of the Perspective Masterplan, 1999-2001 

 

Prior to the 2000s, populations numbers being limited (less than 1500), community reflection 

and decision-making unfolded in small, informal and unstructured groups, with weekly 

ógeneral meetings.ô Participation in these groups was relatively high given the closely-knit ethic 

of the community based largely on personal contact and the absence of electronic devices, 

which made physical gatherings the only mode of social interaction. Interest groups had already 

taken shape by point this, lobbying for certain developments over others, but given the sparsely 

populated landscape and the uniting ecological imperative of the times, developments appear 
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to have proceeded independently in a semi-autarchic ordering of the collective without much 

of a shared óurbanô vision.18 

By the turn of the century, economic liberalization reforms had begun manifesting their effects 

in India and in nearby Pondicherry. By many accounts, a distinct shift in demographics 

followed. The newer residentsô motivations set them apart from their predecessors who had 

tilled the land and rejuvenated it, by then, into a massive green forest, and many of whom had 

experienced a different Auroville guided by the physical presence of the Mother. Residents 

entering Auroville after the 2000s, in this view, were products of an economically liberalized 

age which had deepened problems of urbanization in distinct ways: many saw Auroville as a 

means of escaping the cacophony and clutter of cities, with a variable pull to the ideals of 

Auroville, often not defined in characteristically urban terms. Whilst a more robust survey 

would be required, anecdotally, it appears that this altered the push-pull dynamics that regulated 

earlier migration in subtle yet distinct ways. The first-hand experience of the philosophy and 

ideals of the Mother and Sri Aurobindo, many older conversants noted, remained concentrated 

in a stronger sense with the ópioneersô, a perhaps unsurprising phase in the evolution of any 

collective as time and distance from the original inspiration increases. Interestingly, as a result, 

participation in community affairs began reflecting the values of this new community with 

different motivations and aspirations: the records from the mid-1990s onwards exhibit a 

constant refrain that Auroville is ómoving away from its idealsô, with calls for a realignment 

with the vision. Some also argued, as we discuss in Part III.F, that Auroville took an insular 

turn post the 1990s, particularly in the post-liberalized India that offered new opportunities and 

challenges, many of which landed at Aurovilleôs doorstep with the growth of Pondicherry with 

a pressing urgency to respond or be engulfed in the tide: one can see this in the slow population 

growth rates ï a marker, as we discuss below not of the absence of aligned individuals in India 

or globally, but an insufficient pull from Auroville ï and a distinct shift in the planning 

documents at the time from an integrated approach characteristic of the early years to a more 

defensive or disconnected one, both in relation to the region and the world at large. The 

emphasis on manifesting the urban form of the Galaxy, though reflected sporadically in the 

archival records, was not a priority at this time. Indeed, not un-often one encounters a marked 

indifference, or resistance, to it. As the AVF Act came into being in 1988, a new push to 

institutionalization came, particularly in the statutory mandate of the Governing Board in 

Section 17(e) to óto prepare a master-plan of Auroville in consultation with the Residentsô 

Assembly and to ensure development of Auroville as so planned.ô  

We discuss the AVF Act, 1988 particularly the relationship between the Governing Board and 

the Residentsô Assembly, in Part IV, but a brief note is relevant here insofar as early planning 

dynamics are concerned. The Residentsô Assembly, comprising all adult residents of Auroville, 

was tasked under Section 19 with envisioning and coordinating all activities in Auroville 

including the preparation of the Masterplan for approval by the Governing Board. The Act 

brought a fresh, and much needed, wave of institutionalization amidst the loosely organized 

collective, with an incipient organizational framework for legislating and executing key 

decisions, hitherto undertaken in a culture of small-group democracy within relatively 

 
18 See, for example, Shinn, 1984.  
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unstructured frameworks and serious human resource constraints, particularly in professional 

fields under-represented in the migration or entry patterns from the early days till today. The 

earlier informal ócommunity meetingsô came now to be formalized under the Residentsô 

Assembly, with its Working Groups. This spurred action in the community, not so much it 

seems to self-organize in new ways, but to prepare for the arrival of the Governing Board, a 

new and unknown entity. Unsurprisingly perhaps, it was an external stimulus, rather than an 

internal one, that moved the community to action with a spate of planning seminars and 

conferences in the early 1990s. 

Coupled with the slow rise in population, the altered dynamics of the community and by many 

accounts, a hibernation of the urgency of the urban ideal or of growth, planning conversations 

began to reflect a divide between those who insisted on a push to urbanize, build and densify 

and others who either cautioned against unchecked growth or in some cases, seemed content 

with the trajectory. A resistant and slow shift began from the first phase ï that of the 

environmental imperative ï to the second one ï that of a sustainable urbanism. That which was 

sought to be left behind ï the urban ï now came calling. The environmental works of the early 

years allowed, indeed necessitated in some sense, a focus on non-urban concerns to build the 

material base; yet as these monumental efforts yielded fruit, the need to push to the next stage 

emerged. The call for this shift intensifies in later years and, as we see below, defines 

Aurovilleôs contemporary governance concerns.  

As the complexity and full force of the urban and socio-political tasks started coming, slowly 

but surely, to the fore, the organizational structure and ethic of the early years, valuable for its 

time, was placed under pressure. The Residentsô Assembly began acquiring political 

characteristics. While we were unable to locate reliable attendance numbers for the early years, 

conversants noted that complex coordination and reporting processes disincentivized 

participation, with a common complaint that the result was dominated by a select few 

community members who had the interest, capability or technical expertise to influence matters 

of community life. This led to a perceived exclusivism that further disincentivized participation 

as there was no value seen in a process where decisions already seemed to be pre-determined. 

The archival records show, at this early stage, signs of group-based lobbying dynamics and a 

democratic-technocratic divide. Insofar as planning is concerned, this meant that a cohesive 

vision for the ócityô, let alone a concrete development plan, was yet a tall order. This pattern 

has, as we discuss below, intensified over the years, manifesting itself in a strong resistance to 

centralization of authority, professionalization of Working Groups, a popular under-

appreciation of the Masterplan, the inability or unwillingness to produce a Detailed 

Development Plan and, in general, a fairly unsystematic approach to city-development absent 

a unified vision. 

It is against this backdrop that the process of the development of the Masterplan process 

unfolded from 1999 to 2001, with a first plan developed by the Residentsô Assembly in 1999, 

subsequently modified at the request of the Governing Board with the help of planning experts 

in the Central Government, and approved in 2001.  
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a. Residentsô Assembly Integrated Master Plan, 1999 

In 1999, the Residents Assembly produced the óAuroville Universal Township Integrated 

Master Plan ï Phase 1ô. This was primarily done as an óappeal to the Government of India, to 

take all possible steps to safeguard é the lands of Aurovilleô, rather than as a move to urban 

planning.19 The Minutes of the Residentsô Assembly meeting on July 28th, 1999, where the draft 

document was considered, provide an insight into the thinking of the time.20  

At the time, the Masterplan was labelled a óland use planô with óland protection processes.ô 

Then, and surprisingly now as well, the Masterplan was seen not as a planning instrument but 

simply a document that would help secure and protect acquired lands from encroachment and 

non-congruent development given the pace of economic growth and urbanization in 

Pondicherry and the bio-region. The minutes of the July 1999 meeting clarify the intention: 

Guy also explained how the proposed document came to be called a óMasterplanô as 

opposed to a óLand Use Planô, as originally intended. First, this is the terminology 

accepted and understood by planners for whom a land use plan is already the first 

stage of a master plan. Second, the Auroville Foundation Act refers specifically to the 

adoption of a Master Plan. And third é in order to be able to use the document as a 

basis for any kind of protective mechanism for the designated Auroville Township 

area, it has to be ratified as Master Plan. It was also clarified that the document 

actually is aimed more at protection of the Green Belt and, apart from zoning, does 

not give any detailed proposals for the development of the City Area. A more detailed 

planning will be an ongoing process [in which] é all interested are encouraged 

wholeheartedly to participate.21 

Securing the Auroville lands required a formal plan for the ócityô to activate government 

channels. Since community members did not see it as a planning instrument to collectively 

steer Aurovilleôs development, it was not, despite the name, a masterplan proper. The plan at 

this stage reflects environmental concerns and bio-region outreach/ employment generation as 

priorities, without consideration of city-building or urban infrastructure itself. It encoded the 

key elements of the Galaxy Model discussed above (four zones, the Crown, Lines of Force and 

the radials), with associated plans for the bio-region, but did not propose development 

regulations, land use proposals, zoning regulations etc. In this, key development decisions were 

deferred to a later date. It was seen as a ópreliminary document ï a tool to startô, óa refinement 

of the original plan of February 1968 approved by the Motherô.22 In brief, the 1999 Masterplan 

provides for the following concerns: 

i. It emphasizes a regional focus in a bid to validate ólegal protection of the designated 

Auroville area from speculation and real estate development éô and therefore 

 
19 Minutes of the Residentsô Assembly Meeting on July 28th, 1999, 2-3. 
20 We note here also that there was no practice at the time for a formal transcription of the debates or a record of 

attendance. These are yet to be implemented today, to the best of our knowledge ï this is an important and easily 

achieved procedural requirement for the smooth conduct of debates in the Assembly, and for reflection and 

accountability of views. We consider this, and other suggested changes for the effective operation of the 

Residentsô Assembly, in Part IV.B. 
21 Minutes of the Residentsô Assembly Meeting on July 28th, 1999, 1. 
22 Minutes of the Residentsô Assembly Meeting on July 28th, 1999, 2; Minutes of the 20th Meeting of the 

Governing Board, 1999, 2.  
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proposes to create in collaboration with the Government of India a masterplan for 

Auroville, an Extended Area Partnership Plan (óEAPPô) and a Bioregional 

Partnership Plan (óBPPô). The EAPP proposes the development of 40 sq. km. of 

villages within and around the Auroville township óidentified as critical ground 

water re-charge areasô, to assist socio-economic development and ómaximize 

ground water re-chargeô, reflecting the priority of environmental concerns of the 

time. The BPP is proposed for the economic and environmental development 

(watershed management) of the bio-region that covers 800 sq. km. around the 

Auroville Township.23 

 

ii. For the most part, the plan documents the progress made in Auroville as of 1998-

99 in relation to infrastructure development in the four zones, Matrimandir, housing, 

land regeneration and bio-region village development.  

 

iii. Along with the regional plans it proposes an investment of Rs. 200 crores over a 

ten-year period to be made in infrastructure development (water, sanitation, 

energy/power, telecommunication, solid waste management, etc.) across all four 

zones, with special focus on the Industrial Zone.  

 

iv. There is a recognition of the challenges and opportunities of economic self-

sufficiency in Auroville given the absence of ónormal self-financing mechanisms 

through taxationô, no ownership of land and the óimportant roleô commercial units 

can play in becoming óa self-supporting townô. However, the plan does not elaborate 

proposals to expand and optimize the participation of commercial units in income-

generation. There is also, as we discussed in Part I with our cautionary comments, 

a sense that the financing of Auroville will be taken care of by a higher force and 

that óany planning and projection on financing has its limitations.ô The estimated 

Rs. 200 Cr. investment is proposed to be met by the ófuture growth of Auroville and 

its population, attract[ing] increased funding from varied sourcesô.24  

 

v. The plan discusses funding expected under the European Commissionôs Asia Urbs 

Programme by the end of 1999, which aimed to improve urban management and 

service delivery in Auroville through a ócombination of buildings, equipment and 

human resourcesô and proposed a centre of urban affairs (services, management, 

development, and planning). Funding under the Asia Urbs Programme lasted till 

about the mid-late 2000s.  

 

vi. A concern for development in the bio-region, with the clear understanding that the 

villages in the plan area are to develop collaboratively, and that óno displacement is 

intended é [We] have no intention to govern or force any particular action or 

restriction in these villages.ô In this, an important point is registered for a 

 
23 Auroville News, July 1999, 1; Minutes of the Residentsô Assembly Meeting on July 28th, 1999, 1-3. 
24 Auroville News, July 1999, 2.  
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bioregional planning framework or a ópartnership planô (still undeveloped today, 

despite multiple attempts): óIt was pointed out that it is much more complicated than 

it sounds to óinvolve the villagesô in the planning process, as local politics and 

economic factors create conditions that are far less than optimal. The villagers will 

welcome, simply for economic reasons, many types of development that, for 

Auroville, are undesirable. We will have to find ways to meet both sets of needs. 

However, that it is neither healthy nor possible for Auroville to develop in isolation, 

is something that more and more of us understand, and this, at least for those 

working in the field, represents a historic turning point in Aurovilleôs development 

consciousness.ô25 

 

vii. A recognition that a collective process to secure the lands, and build the city, is 

required (a constant refrain in planning documents since, given persistent legislative 

disagreements and slow, to no, implementation of collective measures, as opposed 

to individual initiatives): óit is very much time, perhaps critical, to demonstrate that 

we are capable of taking a collective step towards conscious development. For 

whatever reasons, Aurovilleôs history to date has failed to secure the land éô; 

óPerhaps at this time we could manifest a collective will to succeed.ô26 It seems also 

that this point, as the minutes of the subsequent meeting of 7th August, 1999 note, 

that an amount of Rs. 40 crores had already been requested from the Government 

for land purchase (NB: this amount did not materialize, but we were unable to locate 

archival documents or testimony on why this was the case.) 

 

viii. A proposed suggestion to the Governing Board to set up a local municipal authority 

for Auroville. 

With this limited understanding, the 1999 Masterplan was approved on 28th July, 1999. 

Interestingly, this meeting was attended by óabout 100 peopleô, or approximately 7% of the 

population at the time (with all but one voting in favour).27 This indicates a low rate of 

community participation within the Residentsô Assemblyôs own planning process at the time, 

key to the development of the shared city. Interestingly, a call was also made at this meeting 

for residents to provide feedback to the óFunctional Residentsô Assembly Meetingô proposal, 

given low rates of participation. As we discuss in Part IV.B, the pressures of a direct democratic 

setup at scale were apparent at that point, and have intensified since, rendering the functioning 

of the Residentsô Assembly problematic. Anecdotally, it appears that this lack of engagement 

extends today as well to the Perspective Masterplan, which we discuss below. Only a few 

residents seem to have read the document. This is a worrying sign if a model of deliberative 

democracy ï which demands an informed collective, as we discussed in Part I ï is to be 

operationalized with some regard to efficiency. As we discuss in Part IV, decentralized, direct 

 
25 Auroville News, July 1999, 2-3.  
26 Residentsô Assembly Masterplan, 1999, 3.  
27 Auroville News, July 1999, 2.  



180 
 

democratic systems absent collective engagement have led to dissipation and ineffective 

decision-making in Aurovilleôs planning process.  

Alongside the passage of the draft Masterplan, two óexecutiveô bodies were constituted.28 It 

appears that the Residentsô Assembly was, at this time, as indeed today, both a legislative and 

executive body. As we consider below, and in Part IV, this conflation requires reconsideration 

today for a wise distribution of governance labour and effective implementation of policies. 

The two bodies were:  

i. A ótask forceô, or the Land Use Plan and Land Co-Ordination Group, comprising 

those who prepared the masterplan to ócontinue the workô. The community was 

requested to ótrust that this group, on the basis of its experience of working together, 

is capable of knowing and selecting the right people for the necessary tasksô. It 

seems that no formal criterion or process for the selection of Working Groups had 

been established at this point. This executive authority, however, was constituted 

with the caveat that ónothing will be agreed to by the members of this group that 

has not been agreed to by the Residentsô Assembly.ô  

 

ii. A óCommitteeô comprising 18 residents (or approximately one-fifth of those present 

and voting), constituted to liaison with government authorities, secure funding, etc. 

Again, this overlap between executive and legislative domains indicates a nascent 

stage of governance structuring, owing to low population numbers. 

 

b. Masterplan 2001 (Perspective: 2025) and Planning Hierarchy 

The 1999 draft Masterplan was subsequently forwarded to the Governing Board for its approval 

under Section 17(e) of the AVF Act, 1988. The Governing Board (comprising notably Dr. Joshi, 

the architect of the AVF Act, 1988 and Anger), at its 20th meeting on the eve of Sri Aurobindoôs 

127th birth anniversary, 14th August, 1999 considered the Residentsô Assembly plan. It noted: 

While the Governing Board approved the Master Plan proposed by the Residentsô 

Assembly in principle, the Board felt that comments and views of practising town 

planners in Chennai and Delhi should be obtained and incorporated in the 

document, before the Central Government is approached for notifying the same 

é29  

Accordingly, the Governing Board approved the following two action-points:  

Finalise detailed Master Plan in consultation with Delhi/Chennai Town Planning 

Authority [and] Attempts should be made to get the Governing Board of Auroville 

Foundation declared as the local development authority vested with the authority 

for planning permission [which we discuss in Part III.C below in the context of the 

long-standing proposal for a New Town Development Authority].30 

 
28 Auroville News, July 1999, 23.  
29 Minutes of the 20th Meeting of the Governing Board, 1999, 6.  
30 Minutes of the 20th Meeting of the Governing Board, 1999, 6. 
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Subsequent to this suggestion by the Governing Board ï a good example of mutuality in 

practice between the statutory bodies, key to the operation of the AVF Act, 1988, as we discuss 

in Part V ï the Land Use Plan and Land Co-Ordination Group consulted various town planners 

and incorporated their comments in what came to be the 2001 Perspective Masterplan 2025.31 

Again, this is a good example of an open interface with external experts, an area of concern in 

Auroville today in the context of the preparation of the Detailed Development Plan, as we 

discuss below. This is understandable as, as far as we are aware, the group tasked with 

preparation of the masterplan had one formally trained urban planner. Shoring up internal 

capacity constraints with the support of trained experts outside was welcomed, and indeed, the 

role of the Town and Country Planning Organization.  

In a meeting of the Residentsô Assembly on 18th December 1999, the amended draft Masterplan 

was discussed. It is worth reflecting on key points discussed then, as most are still unresolved 

today. The 1999 meeting provides historical context to the planning dialogue today: 

i. On designation as the planning authority: It was asserted that Auroville ócan 

rightfully ask to control [its] own destinyô, including a proposal to designate the 

Auroville Foundation as the planning authority instead of the village panchayats, 

only if a masterplan proper is prepared, demonstrating planning capacity within 

Auroville. This debate on whether Auroville has the internal capacity to plan 

developments in the region, given chronic internal governance concerns and limited 

expertise in urban planning, continues to this day. We consider this below in our 

review of developments post 2001.  

 

ii. On village relations: There was a concern that villages in the plan area should not 

be isolated, or their residents treated as second-hand citizens. (The circles drawn 

around the villages in the first draft were accordingly removed.) This reflects a 

continuing concern today, with a notable outreach architecture in place, yet 

persistent concerns with integrated development and local relations.   

 

iii. On securing the land: The problem of increasing land prices owing to speculation 

was raised again, indicating that legal protection (for which a detailed masterplan 

is necessary) can disincentivize such activity. As we discuss in Part III.B, movement 

on land acquisition since 1974 was slow, and continues to remain a serious concern 

today.  

 

iv. A shift from zoning / land protection to development goals, strategies and timelines: 

A detailed introduction to development works conducted in Auroville till that time 

was introduced in the new draft, importantly now with development projections for 

the future. This was the primary change between the draft Masterplan approved on 

 
31 The support of planners from the TCPO was publicly expressed in an open document circulated to the 

community dated November 27th, 1999, when the second meeting of the Residentsô Assembly to discuss the 

amended Masterplan was called. See, Auroville News, November, 1999 (óWe were also gifted with another visit 

by a retired Chief Town Planner with over 40 years experience and a lot of goodwill for the Auroville 

experiment, who gave us 2 full days of his time and very focussed attention.ô) 
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28th July and the second iteration, one that appears to have escaped the attention of 

many at the time: the plan was no longer only a skeletal articulation of the primary 

zones, with a view to protect the lands of the Auroville, but also a policy document 

indicating the development goals for the future, along with planning strategies to 

achieve them. This shift, though clearly articulated by the architect, Anupama 

Kundoo, who presented the amended document, does not seem to have registered 

in the public perception of the plan at that point, nor indeed at the time our research. 

It appears, amongst other things, to be the cause of much disagreement in 

Aurovilleôs current planning conversation. At the time, Kundoo noted: óinformation 

has been included on what has taken place in each area and how we see development 

continuing over the next 10 years (specifically requested by the consulting town 

planners). Section 3 attempts to outline a development strategy, describe our 

management capacity é It was made clear to us that we had to include population 

projects, density es and a timeline, otherwise why should so much land be reserved 

for Auroville, given the increasing demands that are surrounding us.ô This last 

concern, of under-utilization of land with low densities and an urban sprawl, is key: 

as we discuss below, it dents Aurovilleôs aspiration to sustainability, hinders efforts 

to negotiate formal protection for its lands, disallows sufficient economies of scale 

and renders Auroville unrepresentative of other urban settlements which it is meant 

to guide. 

 

v. On organizational structures: A body called the Development and Planning Group 

was proposed at the time, as a semi-executive authority, still under the control of 

the Residentsô Assembly, to take the development of the city forward according to 

the Masterplan, with an invitation to all interested to ófocalizeô the discussion in that 

forum. This demonstrates an incipient recognition that the Residentsô Assembly is 

a legislative body, and implementation and detailing of policy documents accepted 

by it must be located in appropriate executive bodies to allow for efficient 

management.  

 

vi. On rigidity / organic growth: It was understood that the Masterplan becomes a legal 

document and once finalised, ówe canôt do something completely different than 

whatôs included in it. On the other hand, itôs still pretty vague in most areas. It is 

understood that the details will be worked out óas the underlying truth of the 

township emerges.ô As we noted in Part I.D, this careful balancing of planned and 

organic development detailed in the seven-stage hierarchy of plans provides a 

systematic frame for creative growth, recognized right from the drafting stage. 

Unfortunately, no subsequent plans have materialized owing to this óelephant in the 

roomô, effectively halting development works.  

 

vii. Integrated development with Pondicherry: A recognition that integrated 

development with the nearest major urban centre of Pondicherry is necessary, as 

both goodwill and money are available in that relationship. As we discuss in Part 

III.C, little to no movement has been registered on this front since.  
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Thus, the amended Masterplan was passed by the Residentsô Assembly by unanimous vote. 

Unfortunately, the participation numbers (óaround 60 peopleô) fell to approximately 4% of the 

resident population, indicating again either a general lack of interest or ability to participate in 

the planning process. Perhaps owing to this, the amended plan was not widely read then (as 

now), leading to delays in the implementation of most development proposals and projections 

with debates uninformed by the document itself. Indeed, some conversants considered the 

Masterplan óillegitimateô, owing to the absence of community participation or the approval of 

the amended plan in 2001. This issue was discussed at the Residentsô Assembly General 

Meeting in August 2022, with views expressed along these lines:  

In 1999-2000, the community over a period of a year and a half drafted a Master Plan. 

Within a few months, that Master Plan, which is so important in the life of the 

community, was unceremoniously set aside. It was not set aside by any due process 

é It was set aside by a group of four or five people in liaison with bureaucrats in 

Delhi who know nothing whatsoever about Auroville. And between them, they 

drafted a second master plan. That Master Plan is what (sic) hold today as the one 

that was gazetted. This community has never ratified that Master Plan. That was a lie 

é So I think the first job, among others, for this RA is again, not to leave the Master 

Plan and its efficacy, which we had 20 years ago.32  

This sentiment is understandable, given the low participation rate of 4% ï yet, the facts do not 

support this view. The assistance of the TCPO in amending the Masterplan was publicly stated 

at the Residentsô Assembly meeting by members of the Land Use Plan and Land Co-Ordination 

Group tasked with drafting the document, and again in the public call for the second meeting 

on 7th December, later pushed to the 18th. A meeting with the relevant officials who visited 

Auroville that week was also announced as per the records. The public call in Auroville News 

dated 27th November, 1999 to discuss the amended Masterplan also noted that members of the 

Group will be óvery available to answer questions about it in the week before the RAô and 

solicited opinions from the community:  

é if thereôs anything there you donôt understand or think wonôt work, tell us about 

it, so that we can address your concerns and questions prior to the RA. We appreciate 

any enabling energy you can send us in the next days é We strongly request your 

participation on the 7th. The more the community is behind the Master Plan, the better 

it will serve us, both inside and out.33   

The amended Masterplan was thus circulated, debated and agreed upon at the 18th December 

meeting. As such, the Residentsô Assembly approved the plan after due process. That said, the 

renewed interest today to óreclaim the Masterplanô, given low participation and awareness of 

its amended contents at the time, is no doubt valuable, if delayed. As we discussed above, it is 

important to recognize that the Masterplan concretized key elements of the Galaxy, with 

development goals for social and physical infrastructure ï it is not a development plan, but a 

policy document that retains flexibility in most areas, some of which are the bone of contention 

 
32 Residentsô Assembly, General Meeting, 2022, 34-5.  
33 Auroville News, November, 1999 (emphasis in original).  
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today. It requires further specification in all respect and as such, community participation today 

to define Aurovilleôs urban future can operate within its broad parameters. 

In sum, the Auroville Universal Township Masterplan, Perspective: 2025 (óthe Masterplanô) 

translated Motherôs vision and the Galaxy Model into a planning frame. It was prepared by the 

Residentsô Assembly, assisted by an executive body in consultation with external experts. It 

was approved by the Governing Board and the Residentsô Assembly, which also approved the 

document, and subsequently by the Ministry of Human Resource Development, the nodal 

Ministry for the Auroville Foundation, on 12th April, 2001.34 It was notified subsequently in 

Part III of the Gazette on 16th August 2010. The delay in publication appears to be related to 

legal concerns over the power and jurisdiction of the Ministry of Human Resource 

Development to notify the Masterplan. There is accordingly an open question as to whether the 

óstart-dateô of the Masterplan was 2001 or 2010. Section 32(3) of AVF Act, 1988 notes that óno 

regulation made by the Governing Board shall have effect until it has been approved by the 

Central Government and published in the official gazette, and the Central Government, in 

approving the regulation, may make necessary changed therein which appear to it to be 

necessary.ô However, it is unclear whether this requirement ï which pertains to regulations 

made under Section 32 ï applies to the Masterplan, approved under Section 17(e). In any case, 

the publication was in Part III of the Gazette, which serves the requirement for public notice of 

decisions made. Insofar as the Masterplan was discussed in the community, approved by the 

Residentsô Assembly, Governing Board and the Central Government, and publicly 

disseminated and available for access in Auroville, the notice function was served. Procedure 

serves substance, unless compelling reasons are presented otherwise. This legal technicality 

raised during some discussions ï whether the clock on the Masterplan started running from 

2001 or 2010 ï is minor. The spirit of urgency to manifest would dictate that such 

considerations remain secondary.  

c. Annotated Summary of Part I of the Masterplan 

The Masterplan is divided into three sections. Part I outlines the existing scenario, Part II 

provides development proposals and Part III identifies zoning and development promotion 

guidelines. The structure of the plan reflects developments at the time: in 1996, the Central 

Government had commissioned the Institute of Town Planners to prepare the Urban 

Development Plan Formulation and Implementation (óUDPFIô) Guidelines to improve the 

structures and processes concerning master-planning in India. The Governing Boardôs 

suggestion thus presented a timely case for the TCPO to assist the Residentsô Assembly to draft 

a masterplan for Auroville in line with the UDPFI Guidelines. Importantly, the Masterplan 

prepared was a perspective plan which meant that it was to lay down directions for growth and 

development: it was a broad policy document, rather than an urban development plan. It 

therefore provided basic development proposals for population and economic growth and 

physical and social infrastructure, along with development control regulations (a guide to 

zoning), leaving all else, indeed the entirely of development detailing and planning work, open 

for Detailed Development Plans to be prepared in the future. Prof. Joshiôs Preface to the 

 
34 See, Minutes of the 20th Meeting of the Governing Board, 1999, 6 (óThe Governing Board felt that no purpose 

be served unless the Master Plan is notified by the Central Government.ô) 
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Masterplan, in his capacity as Chairman of the Governing Board, outlines the five keynotes of 

the document.35 There are:  

i. The centrality of the Galaxy Model (discussed in Part II, and in passim below). 

 

ii. The need for orderly, planned and systematic development of Auroville (discussed 

in Part I, and address in passim below). 

 

iii. Prevention of any non-conforming developments in the bio-region and integrating 

the neighbouring rural regions (discussed in section (vii) below, and in Part III.C). 

 

iv. The need for sustainable urban development, maintaining an overall green cover of 

50% with the Green Belt (discussed in Part II and in passim below). 

 

v. The defining character of Auroville as a óCentre for Advanced Researchô (discussed 

in Part III.E). 

The Masterplan is an important document that serves, first, as a framework for city-

development, second, as an overview of urban development activities till 2001, and third, as 

benchmark to measure progress since, which we consider across sectors in this Part. 

Accordingly, we provide an annotated summary of Part I of the Masterplan here, to understand 

developments as of 2001 and flag issues of relevance alongside that serve to assess progress 

since.  

In the óPreambleô and óOrigin of the Townshipô:  

i. the Masterplan is important to regulating and channelising the growth of Auroville. 

(para. 1.1.1) [NB: The need for structured and planned processes to organize the 

growth processes, an emergent concern in the 80s and 90s, is clear and repeatedly 

emphasized. It continues to be a matter of concern in Auroville today. We discuss 

the practical implications of the debate between planning and organicity on 

governance practices in Part IV.A, to allow for flexibility yet avoid dissipation.] 

 

ii. it was prepared on the lines of the UDPFI Guidelines, with four inter-related plans 

envisaged ï Perspective Plan, Development Plan, Annual Plan and Plan of Projects, 

in descending order of particularity. (para. 1.1.1) [NB: The development plan, 

annual plan and plan of projects have not been not drafted till date, leaving the 

UDPFI guidelines and proposed planning strategy unmet.]  

 

iii. it is a policy framework, and not a detailed guide to development itself. (para. 1.1.2) 

[NB: The Masterplan is a land use plan and a policy guide, not a masterplan proper 

or a detailed development plan that can guide actual construction or implementation 

ï this is an important and under-appreciated concern.]  

 

 
35 Masterplan, 2001, 5-6.  
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iv. the town is dedicated to the vision of Mother and Sri Aurobindo. (paras. 1.2.1-10) 

[NB: Being a broad policy document, the Masterplan naturally does not go into 

details here. Yet, as we outlined in Parts I and II, it is the translation of their vision, 

often articulated in abstract or general terms, into concrete forms where the 

challenge lies. We discuss the place of Mother and Sri Aurobindoôs thought in 

Auroville in Part IV.E]  

In óLocation and Regional Settingô and óClimate and Physical Characteristicsô:  

i. that initially óthe site was a barren plateau traversed by dry canyons and gullied land 

with hardly any vegetationô, the óland is generally of poor quality for agriculture 

and the entire area was identified as a backward area.ô (paras. 1.3.1-2), and the ósoil 

is not suitable for productive agriculture with traditional methods. This was also 

assessed by the District Officer in 1976, who concluded that óthe entire area is 

exposed to wind and water. If this is allowed to continue, then agriculture will be 

impossible éô (para. 1.4.3) [NB: The pioneering ecological work to lay the 

foundations for the city is now internationally acclaimed. We discuss this in Part 

III.G. The developmental effects in the bio-region too are substantial, though much 

work remains to be done. We discuss this in Part III.C] 

 

ii. the village settlements of Edayanchavadi, Irumbai, Kottakarai, Rayapudupakkam, 

Pettai and Alankuppam, with a population of 8000 in 2001, are in the plan area, and 

those of Kuyilapalayam, Acharampattu and Oddampalayam, with 3000 persons, on 

the periphery. (para. 1.3.3) [NB: A regular population census and socio-economic 

mapping are required to update these figures for structured regional planning. We 

consider the need for evidence-led regional and outreach planning below, in passim, 

and in Part III.C.] 

 

iii. the proximity to the urban centres of Pondicherry, Tindivanam and Cuddalore, with 

whose development óAurovilleôs development is closely linkedô and that, given 

existing developments in Auroville, óthe development models evolved in Auroville 

township, be it plantation, regeneration of land, water harvesting, building 

technology, etc., are benefitting the entire region.ô (paras. 1.3.3-4) [NB: The 

INTACH-PondyCan report, and others, point to the need for a robust regional 

planning framework, which is yet to be operationalized. Failing this, unstructured 

growth is inevitable, bringing unmanaged urban pressures into Auroville. This is a 

neglected concern in Aurovilleôs planning efforts.] 

 

iv. the óinhospitable siteô is being turned into a óhospitable environment for the 

development of a human settlement in harmony with natureô, and that óconstraints, 

in the form of gullied, windswept barren lands generally considered unsuitable for 

urban development, have been used as opportunities for evolving the form of the 

township.ô (para. 1.4.5) [NB: This points to an early indication of the need for 

creative ways to develop the terrain with the Galaxy plan. We consider this in the 

context of the Crown below in section (ix) below.] 
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In óExisting Land Useô:  

i. that the barren and marginal lands purchased in 1968 have since been turned 

productive, óentirely through the efforts of Aurovilians.ô (para. 1.5.1) It notes that 

the óearly residents with their hard work in collaboration with villagersô have 

regenerated the land for urban and green uses, with check dams and bunds to build 

the soil and over 32 million trees planted. (para. 1.5.2) [NB: Again, the exemplary 

early work is recorded, and the notable collaboration with surrounding villages. As 

we discuss in Part III.C, the existing outreach and regional planning architectures 

requires systematic and evidence-led planning going ward, particularly as bio-

regional demographics respond to Aurovilleôs development and that of surrounding 

areas.] 

 

ii. that, as of 2000, 12% of the land (232 hectares) is developed for urban use, and 88% 

is under agriculture, plantation and non-urban uses (1731 hectares, of which 

approximately 1000 hectares, or 57%, is dedicated to agriculture and 600 hectares, 

or 35%, to land regeneration / forestry). [NB: This reflects the priority in the early 

years for ecological restoration. The phase shift to sustainable urbanism, necessary 

and inevitable, requires a conscious recalibration of governance frameworks and 

community dialogue. This is a long-standing fault-line in Aurovilleôs development 

debate, as we discuss in passim below.] 

 

iii. in terms of the urban area,  

 

a. for housing, it identifies 95 residential communities (with the smallest at 3 and 

largest at 80 units), some outside the plan area occupying 100 hectares, or 

approximately 43% of the urban area (para. 1.5.3(b)) [NB: A large resident 

population outside the plan area is worrying, then as now. Moreover, spread out 

residential communities can, and have in subsequent, years led to a sprawl. We 

consider this in Part III.D.] 

b. for commerce, manufacturing, public and semi-public (such as schools, health 

facilities etc.), administrative and institutional, and recreational uses, short 

descriptions are provided. (paras. 1.5.4-8) [NB: These indicate a nascent 

development of urban services and a proto-urban environment. The growth of 

these activities since has been slow and unsystematic, as we consider below in 

passim.] 

c. for roads, it notes that there are temporary gravel and mud roads providing 

access to various facilities/settlements in Auroville, some of which will be 

replaced once the planned roads are built.ô (para. 1.5.9) [NB: The replacement 

off temporary gravel and mud roads with permanent and planned ones, 

including the preliminary step of marking the right of way, has witnessed delays 

and resistance, despite several attempts by the Governing Board, TDC, Working 

Committee and Infrastructure Co-ordination Group. We discuss this below in 

section (ix).] 
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iv. in terms of the non-urban area,  

 

a. it notes the exemplary land regeneration work done by Aurovilians, which óhave 

modified the stark landscape é [and have] restored the land for productive 

agriculture by preventing soil erosion. (para. 1.5.10) [NB: As above, this is a 

singularly important achievement.] 

b. short descriptions of the agricultural activity (without numbers on production or 

nature) are provided, with reference to Auro-Orchard and Pitchanidkulam. 

(paras. 1.5.11) [NB: This indicates, based on supporting testimony, a basic 

agricultural setup, but absent data, it is hard to evaluate the sector at that point. 

Some testimony also indicates that not all farms followed organic growing 

methods due to local pressures. We discuss agricultural and food security 

concerns, now pressing given a rapid change of land use patterns in the bio-

region and a largely import-dependent food sector, in Part III.G] 

c. the local environmental resources are identified, and the need for planned 

development is emphasized given the sensitive environmental balance of the 

area. (para. 1.5.15) [NB: Given the sensitive ecological environment, and the 

changed landscape developed through green works, this is an important 

consideration which requires a thorough environmental audit to be conducted 

to map energy flows, biomass utilization techniques, ground-water recharge and 

protection etc. We do not review energy and water concerns in this study. 

However, as we noted above, an audit can allow for an environmentally-

sensitive development and avoid sporadic, local actions. Naturally, the green 

cover in some areas will necessarily reduce: as long as this is done to maintain 

the overall green cover, and protect essential ecology flows through a planned 

approach, this is inevitable in the next stage of Aurovilleôs growth. As we 

discussed in Part II, an ecologically sensitive urbanism is the ideal, for which 

conscious and careful planning is necessary as urbanization picks up pace in 

Auroville and unchecked development in the region places pressure on shared 

ecological resources.] 

In óDemographic Characteristicsô:  

i. it notes that óthe normal process of demographic growth does not apply to Aurovilleô 

as only those who aspire to be willing servitors of the Divine consciousness can be 

admitted. (para. 1.6.1) [NB: This is a critical point, given slow rates of population 

growth since. Alignment with the vision should not translate into unduly high entry 

barriers. This requires strategic outreach and upon entry, a robust network of 

acculturation practices. We discuss in Part IV.E.] 

 

ii. it notes a 374% increase in the population from 1972 ï 2001, from 320 to 1519 

(with 2.5 lakh casual visitors a year) with a 12% increase from 1998-99 (para. 

1.6.3). The gender ratio is low at 881 women to 1000 men. 70% of the population 

is in the active age group, with 20% school-going children and 6% above 60 years. 
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42 nationalities are represented, with 12 nationalities above 20 residents and 67% 

concentrated amongst Indian, French and German residents. It notes, however, that 

the ópopulation growth till now has been rather slow.ô However, it anticipates that 

ósince a critical mass has already been formed and the development activities are 

picking up, Auroville will attract a large number of people from various countries 

in the years to come. In this context, it may also be mentioned that a number of 

international centres have been set up in different countries, and it is proposed to 

set up similar centres in the different states of India. These centres will disseminate 

information about Auroville, thereby raising awareness and attracting resource 

persons in larger numbers for the expansion of the present activities of Auroville.ô 

(para. 1.6.4) [NB: Growth rates are chronic concern, with diseconomies of scale, 

lagging intensity and diversity in the collective etc. We discuss these in section (iv) 

below and in Part IV.E.] 

 

iii. it estimates approximately 1200 researchers annually. (para. 1.6.5) [NB: this is a 

high and notable figure; however, details are not provided. Our guestimate of 

numbers today is much lower. The research landscape requires a fresh impetus, as 

we discuss in Part III.E.] 

 

iv. it estimates 850 working residents, with 85% in services and manufacturing and 

15% in rural and agricultural work, with 5000 day-workers from nearby villages (a 

1:5 ratio of Aurovilians to day-workers), with a higher than usual participation of 

women in the workforce at 48%. (para. 1.6.6) [NB: as we discuss in Part III.C, work 

on womenôs empowerment and employment in the bio-region has been a great 

achievement, though poverty, employment and socio-economic concerns remain. 

As we discuss in Part III.F, evidence-led planning to develop the local socio-

economic infrastructure is a difficult and long-term task that requires a fresh 

impetus and defined organization, not only through private enterprise but in liaison 

with the Tamil Nadu State Planning Commission and local administration.]  

 

v. it notes the absence of specific data on occupational structure (para. 1.6.9) [NB: this 

continues to be a concern, with the last survey conducted in 2000. We discuss this 

briefly in Part III. F.] 

In óEconomy of the Townshipô:  

i. the priority of agriculture and land regeneration efforts, with the economy 

comprising approximately 100 small to medium scale manufacturing units and 

services, with marginal employment in the commercial sector. (para. 1.7.1) [NB: as 

today, the commercial profile of the time comprised labour-intensive, small-scale 

units. This raises structural concerns that we discuss in Part III.F.] 

 

ii. the production comprises computer software, electronic and engineering products, 

equipment used in alternate and appropriate technologies such as windmills, solar 

lanterns and heaters, and biogas systems, with cottage type industries producing 
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garments, candle and incense products etc., whilst services comprise construction 

and architectural services, research and training in various sectors related to 

efficient resource management. The overall turnover at the time is Rs. 25.5 crores. 

(para. 1.7.2-3) [NB: This reflects a modest turnover at the time, with low 

capitalization, insufficient for growth and re-investment. Auroville exempted itself, 

in a sense, from the post-liberalization benefits and challenges. We discuss this in 

Part III.F in relation to structuring Aurovilleôs productive sector as a research-

intensive knowledge economy. The development of alternate energy systems, early 

entry in software, electronics and engineering was a notable movement, yet the 

trend has not continued. Seven of the ten enterprises listed by name, do not seem to 

be surplus generating enterprises. We are unsure of the reason behind their 

inclusion.] 

In óHousingô:  

i. there are 767 housing units, comprising individual dwellings, community housing, 

apartments and youth hostels, with an average household size of two (adding up to 

1534 residents plus minors) (para. 1.8.1). [NB: Detailed housing figures are not 

provided. Pioneering works in architecture ï individual and community housing, 

and apartments ï are well-documented and internationally acclaimed. Particularly 

given the absence of a supporting infrastructure, local expertise or labour at the 

time, this is a great credit to those in the sector.] 

  

ii. Other documents indicate early signs of a sprawl, with approximately 30 

communities with an average of 20-30 residents, which has intensified today. The 

Masterplan records experiments made in appropriate construction elements, 

including stabilized earth blocks, rammed earth, fire bricks etc., which ówill have 

far-reaching implications in terms of design and materials, of reduction in energy 

consumption.ô (para. 1.8.2). [NB: These again are notable developments in the 

sector, which placed Aurovilleôs architecture and construction practices in a leading 

space, with projects and consultancy services undertaken in other parts of the 

country. An expansion of the research infrastructure to leverage existing the 

knowledge-base for growth carries great potential, to offer services to the world, 

generate revenue and attract aligned newcomers. We discuss these in Part III.D.] 

In óPhysical and Social Infrastructureô: 

i. a limited road infrastructure, of 23.7 kms, which are tarred but narrow, not well 

maintained and mostly of a temporary nature. The road network comprises an inner 

and outer road, connected by radial roads, with the surface of most roads kept as 

gravel to allow percolation of rainwater. Apart from missing links in the outer 

circular road in the eastern part of the township, the road network in the township 

is devoid of street furniture, signage and indicators, which need to be improved. 

The roads are maintained for pedestrian usage, but increasing slow moving traffic, 

including tourists, is pointed out as a concern. (para. 1.9.1). [NB: the mobility 

network is chronically under-developed today, with limited permanent road 
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networks, the rights of way unmarked, delays in laying down the service corridors 

on the Crown, increased and unmanaged vehicular usage. A city-wide mobility plan 

is key, as we discuss in section (ix) below.]  

 

ii. water supply is dependent on underground sources, with sixty wells of 3800 cubic 

metres per day. The groundwater situation is described as critical, with need for 

water management research and application. Pumping capacity for water is 

adequate to meet the demands of population growth, with one large overhead 

reservoir has a capacity of 1.5 lakh litres and 8 medium-size low-level tanks range 

in capacity from 10,000 litres to 40,000 litres. (para. 1.9.2). [NB: As we discuss 

briefly in Part III.G, the early afforestation work resuscitated the ground water table 

through check dams, percolation pits, afforestation, etc., Water management 

concerns, for household, industrial and agricultural use, are critical today, with over-

usage in the region and the need for enhanced recharge. Several studies and 

proposals are available, yet a systematic approach to internal and regional water 

management is necessary.]  

 

iii. the drinking water usage is recorded at 4.5 million litres/day, which is considered 

excessive and measures are proposed to bring it down to óreasonable urban 

standards.ô (para. 1.9.3). [NB: We were unable to verify the implementation of these 

measures, or locate figures or studies on current water usage. This requires attention 

for future planning efforts, especially an anticipation of increased population 

numbers.] 

 

iv. all residential units have their own system for sewage disposal, with about 20 

community-level treatment facilities (for residential as well as industrial and 

commercial units) consisting of septic tanks, Imhoff tanks, baffle reactors, and root 

zone and lagooning systems (the last being experimental, with tests for their 

efficacy underway). (para. 1.9.4). [NB: Considerable work was done in the early 

years on developing appropriate sewage systems. This is beyond the scope of our 

study. Naturally, as numbers grow, this will require a collective planning effort to 

organize sewage systems, and continue active research and documentation. This 

must ideally precede and guide new housing and industrial development.] 

 

v. for waste management, about 2000 kgs is organic and generally composted at the 

site itself, about 1000 kgs is recycled and the balance of 500 kgs is incinerated. The 

non-recyclable wastes of 400 to 500 kgs, are stored in a temporary storage facility 

until an acceptable disposal solution is found. (para. 1.9.5). [NB: We are not aware 

of whether solutions to this problem were found, though we have been informed 

that the local waste dump in Kuyilapalayam has been used with greater frequency. 

This is beyond the scope of our study. We can note the obvious: a city-wide waste 

management strategy is needed, with appropriate measures at the house, ward, zone 

and city-levels. This again requires prior planning, to avoid ad hoc solutions.] 
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vi. for power generation, a consumption of 1.75 kilowatts / year is recorded from two 

Tamil Nadu Electricity Board feeders, with an approximately equal spread for 

residential and commercial purposes. In addition, about 150 houses (or 20%) use 

solar energy, with 140 solar water-pumping systems and 30 wind-driven pumps. 

(paras. 1.9.6-7). [NB: A review of Aurovilleôs energy systems is beyond the scope 

of our study. It appears that Aurovilleôs solar and wind energy systems seem robust 

with excess capacity for population projection, with an Intelligent Grid system 

piloted and plans for a citywide roll-out. We are informed that a city-wide energy 

systems analysis, including a yearly GHG emissions accounting system, is in 

progress. This is naturally key for planned urban developments.] 

 

vii. for outreach, two English-language (Auroville Today and Auroville Outreach), one 

Tamil (Kaliveli Nilam) newsletters are identified, with the note that óAuroville is 

equipped to handle its information and outreach through well-established printing 

and multimedia resource units.ô (para. 1.9.9). [NB: As we discuss in Parts III.C and 

IV.E, Aurovilleôs local, national and international outreach, with AV Media, 

newsletters, AVI Centres etc., are well-placed but need a systematic and strategic 

expansion to create targeted awareness of Auroville as a centre for multi-

disciplinary advanced research and invite aligned individuals to increase population 

numbers.]  

 

viii. for education, two cr¯ches (Transition and Deepanam), three high schools (Last 

School, Centre for Further Learning and After School), and four outreach schools 

(New Creation, Isaiambalam, Arul Vazhi and Ilaingarkal, serving 700 children) are 

identified. The Sri Aurobindo International Institute for Educational Research 

(óSAIIERô) is identified as the nodal body for co-ordinating the schooling system. 

(paras. 1.9.11-12). [NB: We discuss developments in the educational sector since in 

Part III.E, particularly in relation to the loosely cast organizational setup.] 

 

ix. for health, the Auroville Health Centre is recognised as a mini health centre by the 

Tamil Nadu State Government, is equipped with basic medical facilities, with six 

sub-centres for serving the village population. No emergency or tertiary facilities 

are available, for which patients are referred to establishments in Pondicherry. In 

addition, it notes experiments with alternative healing methods and natural 

therapies. (paras. 1.9.13-14). [NB: Auroville has a strong bio-regional health 

support system. A review of healthcare systems is beyond the scope of our study. 

We offer brief remarks on internal capacity problems and the need for investment 

in tertiary healthcare and research in Part III.E.] 

 

x. for tourist infrastructure, the Visitorôs Centre, information centre and guest houses 

(capable of hosting 400 persons) are identified, with facilities for the youth and 

young researchers. (para. 1.9.15). [NB: There is currently no tourism management 

framework in place, which requires urgent attention. We discuss this in Part III.C. 
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The Visitorôs Centre complex, with its well-curated exhibition and inspired 

architecture, stands out as one of the early architectural achievements.] 

 

xi. for sport infrastructure, it identifies four play fields for various outdoor sports, such 

as tennis, football, volleyball and badminton, and a gymnasium and indoor sports 

facilities, with a beach developed at óReposô near Chinnamudaliarchavadi village. 

(para. 1.9.12). [NB: Basic sporting facilities have been built, with a supporting 

initiative by the Auroville Bio-Regional Sports Association. The robust 

infrastructure outlined by Mother for the ambitious plan of the hosting the 

Olympics, which serves as the high ideal, indicates that greater investment is 

required to develop world-class facilities. This seems unlikely without investments 

in the economy to generate sufficient surplus and growth in population numbers 

that can demand this infrastructure and render investment viable.] 

 

xii. for socio-cultural facilities, it notes that óAuroville has become a hive for socio-

cultural activities serving both Auroville residents and their neighbours.ô This 

includes the Sri Aurobindo Auditorium at Bharat Nivas with a sitting capacity of 

840 persons, where workshop, recitals of both traditional and modern dance, drama 

and music are regularly held. (para. 1.9.17). [NB: The importance of dedicated 

spaces for training and research (Motherôs plan for the Cultural and International 

Zones) and a strong exchange with artistic institutions elsewhere, is important to 

develop a public culture devoted to tertiary training and research in the arts. There 

are some notable movements in this direction, but the two zones are yet to begin 

development at the scale and ambition of the vision. We discuss this in Part III.E.] 

 

xiii. the completion of the Matrimandir construction is noted, with emphasis now 

shifting to the development of the Matrimandir gardens. (para. 1.8.18-19). [NB: Our 

short discussion on Matrimandir above addresses the importance of this event. The 

dedicated work to develop the gardens, which we are informed requires further 

capital infusion, is equally significant.] 

 

xiv. for village development, the longest section in this part of the document, a range of 

development programmes are identified (Auroville Village Action Group, Health 

Centre, Pitchandikulam, Harvest, Palmyra), with their areas of activity. (para. 

1.9.20-22). [NB: We discuss outreach and regional planning in Part III.C.] 

On óAdministrative Setupô: 

i. the structure of the AVF Act, 1988 is briefly outlined. (paras. 1.10.1-6). [NB: We 

consider the structure and interpretation of the AVF Act, 1988 in Part V.] 

 

ii. the internal governance structures are identified, with the Executive Council and 

Development Council in the lead, with the mandates of other groups (Economy 

Group, Entry Group, Funds and Asset Management Committee, Land and Estate 

Management, Project Co-ordination Group, Auroville Village Action Group, Farm 
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Group, Financial Services, Forest Group and Green Group) listed in Appendix II to 

the document. (para. 1.10.7). [NB: We consider the evolution and current state of 

internal governance practices in Part IV. The development of organizational 

schemes at this point seems to reflect an incipient movement responding to the 

needs of the time; however, as Mother outlined in the systems planning approach, 

cohesiveness amongst the bodies to prepare a planned socio-economic development 

approach, though references for its need are plenty, was a concern at this time, as 

today] 

 

iii. it notes, in relation to the working of these groups, that, there is óa considerable 

amount of autonomy in the preparation and implementation of projects which has 

been very helpful in motivating Aurovilians to participate in all developmental 

activities of the township. It has yet to achieve full co-ordination in order to meet 

the central objective of Aurovilleôs development as envisioned by the Mother. 

However, in order to plan and implement the Master Plan (Perspective: 2025) 

effectively, a separate outfit as part of the Foundation set-up would be necessary.ô 

This structure is proposed in Appendix V. (para. 1.10.8).  [NB: This is an important 

point. The balance between organic and planned development to achieve co-

ordination between independent, autonomously functioning groups is a core 

concern in the Masterplan, and remains so today. The proposed organizational 

structure in Appendix V not implemented after the notification of the Masterplan. 

We propose an alternate organizational template in Part IV to reflect developments 

since.] 

 

iv. five municipal services are identified, Auroville Water Service, Auroville Electrical 

Service, Auroville Telephone Service, Auroville Road Service and Auroville Eco-

Service. (para. 1.10.9).  [NB: The work of these services to establish basic 

municipal services point is noteworthy, with the need for a consolidated, 

empowered municipal body with clear executive powers going forward for city-

building. We incorporate this in our proposed institutional template in Part IV.] 

 

v. for provisioning of necessities, Pour Tous is identified as the ócentralised purchasing 

and distribution serviceô, which operates like a departmental store for daily 

necessities. There are no cash transactions, with accounts maintained on credit 

through maintenances granted to individuals for this purpose. [NB: We discuss the 

early economic setup, including the community provisioning made possible through 

Pour Tous, in Part III.F. The distributional question seems to predominate over 

growth concerns, which require structure recalibration. The óno-money-exchangeô 

ideal in particular requires coherent and clear specification, as between just forms 

of monetary exchange and non-monetary exchange, which have been conflated in 

the records on this point.] 

 

vi. for law and order, while there is no police station (in line with Motherôs wish), a 

police liaison services are available for emergencies. As Mother suggested, an 
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Auroville Guard, comprising young volunteers, to provide security services. (para. 

1.10.10). [NB: this was an emergent area at the time. Going forward, the purpose, 

nature and manner of operation of security services in Auroville requires clearer 

definition, in terms of distribution of responsibilities, enforcement mechanisms and 

capacity development, as the between the Security Task Force, Auroville Guard, 

Working Committee, Auroville Council, Police Liaison and Governing Board, with 

powers delegated to the Secretary to the Foundation. We incorporate this in our 

proposed template in Part IV for an independent Auroville Security and Guard 

Service. We reflect on the important and delicate question of exit policies in Part 

IV.E] 

On óFunding of Township Activitiesô: 

i. three sources of funding are identified: contributions from income-generating units, 

donations from private parties in India and abroad and Government of India Plan 

Grants. The average budget for 1991-2001 is Rs. 150 crores / year, with 100 crores 

(66%) through internal income-generation, 2.3 crores / year foreign donations, 1.9 

crores / year through domestic donations and 0.8 crores / year through Plan Grants. 

(para. 1.11.3) [NB: As we discuss in Part III.F, the over-dependence on grants and 

donations is worrying; the Central Governmentôs financial support for Auroville, 

approximately Rs. 103 crores in the last ten years, is notable, if insufficient for urban 

development in the earnest.] 

 

ii. The Financial Service, started in the seventies, attempts to do away with cash 

transactions, by keeping account of cash holdings and managing intra Auroville 

payments through these accounts. (para. 1.11.4). [NB: As we discuss in Part III.F, 

the ideal of a ócashless economyô inspired by Motherôs words, needs clear and 

coherent specification. As such, exchange through digitized holdings still implies a 

cash-based economy, only without circulation of physical currency.] 

 

iii. The Central Fund supports city services and maintenances of individual residents, 

with each income-generating unit providing in addition Rs. 1000 to each worker. 

Further, residents were asked to transfer moneys held in individual accounts to their 

Financial Services accounts, and contribute the interest generated therein to the 

collective. This resulted in a Rs. 4 crore corpus, with the interest going to the Central 

Fund. (paras. 1.11.5-6). [NB: We discuss the growth of the Central Fund, anchored 

by some key enterprises, particularly Maroma, and concerns with the modest 

maintenance amounts and limited surplus generation in Part III.F. Though we were 

unable to locate further information, the willingness of residents to pool individual 

deposits and forgo interest is a striking example of voluntary contributions for the 

collective good.] 

On óLand Ownershipô:  

i. As of August, 2001, Auroville owned 778 hectares out of a total of 1963 hectares in 

the plan area, or 39.6%. 25% of the plan area is located in the City Area and 75% 
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in the Green Belt. Of the remaining 1185 hectares left to be acquired: in the city, 

5.3% and 17%, and in the Green Belt, 4.2% and 66%, are owned by the government 

and private parties, respectively. The balance of 156 hectares is covered under 

existing village settlements, water bodies and roads. (para. 1.12.1). [NB: The land 

acquisition concern remains as pressing then as now. We discuss land acquisition in 

Part III.B and the option for legal protection under a New Town Development 

Authority or otherwise in Part III.C] 

 

ii. A policy framework is noted to exist that to protect open spaces and environmental 

parameters to be adhered to for the development of land. (para. 1.12.3). [NB: We 

were unable to locate this policy framework in the archives. It is unclear if this 

document continues to be relevant. In general, as we discuss in Part IV.C, land and 

data management practices in Auroville are weak and require urgent attention 

through technology-leveraged solutions. A professionalization of the work of the 

Land Board, instituted after the Masterplan, is also pressing, given internal capacity 

constraints.] 

Given this overview of the existing developments, the Masterplan outlines three imperatives 

for the development of Auroville: 

i. The lack of adequate housing, which has made it difficult to invite new residents. 

(para. 1.13.1). [NB: This continues to remain an impediment, perhaps the most 

important one, to city-building. It has led to a vicious cycle of slow growth and 

altered incentive structures for entry processes, which require strong capital 

infusion through long-term borrowing. We discuss this in Part III.D.] 

 

ii. Acquisition of remaining lands in the city area, needed to lay out cost-effective 

trunk infrastructure. (para. 1.13.1). [NB: This is again an impediment today. Both 

small population numbers and privately owned land in the city area push per-capita 

costs for infrastructure development. Developing this infrastructure (by removing 

overhead transformers, an exclusive broadband network, etc.) may disincentivize 

speculative buyers, as we discuss in Part III.B. Yet, absent an increase in numbers, 

and limited surplus for prior investment, this strategy is not cost-effective in the 

short-term. This is again a vicious cycle: low numbers and unplanned 

developments, leading to low surplus, disallowing infrastructure investment, 

leading to low numbers and so on.] 

 

iii. Preventing non-harmonious development in the Green Belt on the majority of lands 

not owned by Auroville. (para. 1.13.2).  [NB: We discuss options to safeguard lands 

in the Green Belt in Part III.C] 

In sum, as a historical document, the Masterplan lays down the state of progress till 2001. It 

recognizes the exemplary work done in regenerating the barren land, with notable, if slow, 

proto-urban developments in services, education and research, agriculture, housing, social and 

physical infrastructure and commerce. With this background, it positions itself at an inflection 
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point, to galvanize energies and systematically allow for urban development in what we may 

call the second stage of growth, shifting from the environmental imperative to a balanced 

urbanism. With this overview, Part II of the Masterplan accordingly provides a policy blueprint 

with development goals to be achieved across two phases: Phase 1 (2001-2010) and Phase 2 

(2010-2025). 

Building on our annotations above, we now review urban development planning and 

implementation since 2001 with the Masterplan, and Motherôs early discussions, as historical 

and policy benchmarks. We divide this review into seven parts. Section (iv) starts with a survey 

of population growth as against Masterplan projection and work since; (v) considers how far 

the planning strategy of the Masterplan, in its proposed Development Plan for the years 2001-

6 in Part II, was implemented, (vi) reviews major planning studies and proposals between 2001 

and 2015, each aiming for a Detailed Development Plan; (vi) outlines governance concerns 

that emerged between this period; (vii) studies the period between 2015 and 2019, with various 

proposals for óvision realignmentô made in response to these governance concerns; (viii) 

considers the question of the development of the Crown and mobility networks; finally, (ix) 

reviews the trajectory between 2001 and 2023 to outline contemporary governance concerns, 

placing problems in historical context. 

iv. Phased Population Growth and Demographics 

Under the Masterplan, the Phase 1 target for population growth was 15,000 by the year 2010. 

This amounted to approximately 1,520 new residents per year, at an annual growth rate of 

98.4%, with 10,000 persons in the working age group of 20-59 years. The target for Phase II 

was 50,000 residents by 2025. This amounts to approximately 2,333 new residents per year, at 

an annual growth rate of 15.5%.36 In Phase I, the target for employment creation, largely in the 

secondary sector ï including medium, small and cottage industries ï was 6,000. This was to 

take place alongside the development of the tertiary sector (transport, services and 

consultancies), which was expected to employ an estimated 3,000 people, and the Green Belt, 

which was expected to employ 1,000 people.37  

As we discuss in Part IV.E with reference to the óslow versus fast growthô debate, the third 

óelephant in the roomô, Aurovilleôs population growth rate of approximately 50 new residents 

per year is far below projected increases and an order of magnitude slower than what Mother 

had anticipated. Indeed, the need for a healthy rate of population increase has figured 

consistently in studies since the Masterplan, with various proposals to that end; yet none have 

translated into action, with a persistently slow decadal growth rate resulting in economic and 

development stagnation, along with sustainability and cultural concerns that dent Aurovilleôs 

ambition to be representative of other collectives it was founded to lead.  

The first movement after the Masterplan came in the 2003 óMasterplan Directions for Growthô 

Report ï it proposed gross densities for the Residential, Industrial, Cultural and International 

 
36 Masterplan, 2001, paras. 2.1.1-3.  
37 Masterplan, 2001, Table 10, 43.  
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Zones at 358, 24, 16 and 15 persons per hectare, respectively, with an average of approximately 

162 persons per hectare in the city area, and 30 persons per hectare.38 

 

(Population distribution of housing in various zones. Source: Directions for Growth, 2003, 

40-1) 

These were in line with 1969 Angerôs proposal, accepted by Mother, the 1968 ófirst masterplanô 

and within representative range of urban densities elsewhere, as we outlined in Part II.B. 

Coming on the back of the Masterplan, the report served as a useful and detailed template for 

growth, translating the principles of Motherôs exchange with Anger into concrete targets. The 

Report however did not translate into policy action. 

Subsequently, in 2010, the Advisory Committee of LôAvenir dôAuroville suggested a ósuitable 

induction policyô to ensure that in the 15-year period of the Masterplan, there is a growth of 

3,500 new residents in the first five years (2011-2015) on a staggered basis. In the next cycle 

of five years, they suggested a projected growth of 5,000 new residents and the ólast cycleô, 

from 2021-25, of 7,000 new residents. They concluded as follows:  

In other words, the staggered demographic growth in each cycle of five years would 

imply that at the end of the 15 years, Auroville will have an approximate population 

of 18,000 residents. There should be a balance in the population between learning, 

serving and earning members.39 

 
38 Directions for Growth, 2003, 40-1. A similar exercise was also conducted for the work force and their areas 

requirements, 42.  
39 LôAvenir Advisory Group, 2010, 8.  
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Again, no significant policy action resulted from the TDC or other Working Groups. Three 

years later, a similar, but more modest, population projection exercise was conducted in the 

Annual Development Plan of 2013 of the Town Development Council (óADP-2013ô), which 

forecasted a five-year growth trajectory as required by the Masterplan.40 It proposed a 117% 

growth rate to reach a target of óat leastô 5,000 residents by 2018, óto enable us to have a critical 

mass and economy of scale for services and infrastructure.ô41 Alongside in 2014, the Integrated 

Development and Phasing Plan proposed the following population growth targets:  

 

(Population projections, 2013-2018. Source: Integrated Development and Phasing 

Programme, 13) 

Again, no significant policy action resulted, largely in part to continued ódevelopment 

blockagesô identified in the TDC Annual Development, 2014-15, which we discuss below.  A 

few months later in 2014, the Land Suitability and Land Use Proposal by Auroville Design 

Consultants, commissioned by the TDC, similarly projected two rates of population growth, 

proposing a way for 50,000 residents to be accommodated given geospatial concerns and 

ground realities.42 The proposal worked out two scenarios. The first accommodated 18,000 

residents in the Residential Zone, óalong with all amenities and services from the 

neighbourhood level to the sector and zonal levels. With 4% growth rate we would be about 

5,000 persons in 15 years, and this population could be accommodated in sectors 1 & 2 without 

having to negotiate the parameters outlinedô.43 the second accommodated 35,000 residents, 

such that ówith (a) 10% growth rate we would be about 13,000 persons (including the present 

population of 2,500) in 15 years and this population could be accommodated in sectors 1 to 3 

within the outlined parameters.ô44 As with the 2003 Directions for Growth Report, both 

scenarios include a proposed zonal distribution. The study estimates an average built-up area 

per person at 38 square meters, compared to the figure of 40 square metres proposed in the 

Masterplan and the higher 63 square metres in the Directions for Growth Report. As one of the 

new documents in this time that proposed concrete distribution figures, translating Motherôs 

vision to practical, implementable terms, the proposal stands out amidst the raft of planning 

works at the time. Moreover, considering the debate on integrating Motherôs vision with ground 

 
40 TDC, Annual Development Plan, 2013, 4-6.  
41 TDC, Annual Development Plan, 2013, 24.  
42 Land Suitability and Land Use Proposal, 2014.  
43 Land Suitability and Land Use Proposal, 2014, 24.  
44 Land Suitability and Land Use Proposal, 2014, 26.  
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realities, the proposal notes ï with proposed ótweaksô to the Masterplan across the four zones 

ï that: 

Both scenarios demonstrate that by tweaking the master plan 2025, the long-term 

environmental sustainability of the project does not contradict the potential growth in 

population or sabotage the habitat creation potential for 50,000 inhabitants, which is 

referred to as the ideal number indicated by the Mother.45  

Continuing in this chain of proposals, five years later, a 2019 study by Ayer et. al. on 

development priorities commissioned by the TDC similarly considered the issue of low 

population growth rates. It proposed a yet more modest increase in the range of 7%, reiterating 

concerns voiced in 2003, 2010, 2013 and the 2015 Auroville Retreat.46 Importantly, besides the 

slow 3-4% decadal growth rate, Ayer et. al. record a further demographic concern that the 

growth rate for the age groups of 15-55 years is slower compared to that for 0-15 years: 

 

(Decadal population growth rate, bracketed by age groups. Source: Ayer et. al., 2019, 3) 

The relatively low growth rate among the working-age population is worrying. It implies:  

i. A changed incentive structure for new residents, with resistance to increased 

densities and growth.  

ii. Insufficient outreach and insularity. 

iii. Financial barriers for young newcomers.  

iv. Greater spend on maintenance and services for an ageing population, with added 

weight to existing concerns with economic stagnation and the health of the Central 

Fund.  

We address the economic and housing barriers in Parts III.D and F below. As Ayer et. al. note: 

The data then clearly indicates without correction to facilitate youth and young adults 

to join, most of the revenue generated will be used to meet operational expenditure 

 
45 Land Suitability and Land Use Proposal, 2014, 26, see also, 26-33.  
46 Ayer et. al., 2019, 3. 
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with little surplus to invest in development. The resultant economic stagnation, if it 

spirals into a negative feedback loop would require interventions that (sic) 

compromise the autonomy of the project é [As Revi noted in 2006] óa lack of 

affordable housing and a possible deficit in available consumption expenditure from 

the basic ñwageò paid to Aurovilians are possibly serious constraints to younger 

people joining Auroville and enabling the aspired growth in population to a critical 

mass.ô 13 years later this observation is validated by the decadal growth rate of 2008-

18 of the age group 20-24 years old. Moreover, the existing governance and 

administrative structure discourages startups and small businesses that could help 

with employment and housing.47  

Thus, despite concerns voiced repeatedly since the early 2000s, no policy framework or plans 

were put in place for incremental population growth. As we discuss in Part IV.E, Aurovilleôs 

current growth is an order of magnitude slower than Angerôs proposal accepted by Mother, the 

1968 draft masterplan and the 2001 Perspective Masterplan. Comparing current numbers with 

Motherôs early stewardship, was may refer to an early exchange dated 13th April, 1968 where 

Mother recounts a proposal by Anger:  

Roger has come for five days, and he wants to make what he calls an óAuroville 

neighbourhoodô, that is to say, instead of tackling the problem of ten or twenty 

thousand people at once, he wants to start with two or three thousand, on the level of 

infrastructure, but above all to see how it will work: the experiment of life in 

Auroville.... 48 

Similarly, in an interview, Anger noted:  

When we reach two or three thousand people, a first section of the future city will 

have been built é At a stage between five to ten thousand inhabitants we shall see 

what we call Auroville's first visage. Between ten and twenty-five thousand its second 

visage and the third from twenty-five to fifty thousand.49 

While her discussion does not consider this point further, it is striking that the minimum ranges 

to óstart withô ï for a neighbourhood, not a city ï are the current population numbers in 

Auroville. What is worrying is the lack of intensity and engagement in the community with the 

question of incremental population increases, a defining feature of the urban experiment that 

forms part of Aurovilleôs founding ideal, despite several proposals to that end. Setbacks in 

implementation after the adoption of policy are natural, yet the absence of a collective intention 

to engage with policy proposals for growth indicates deeper and chronic governance concerns. 

They point either to a dilution of the vision, a resistance to manifest it or an inability to self-

organize, with records indicating all three. Ayer et. al.ôs concluding remark, which was not 

acted upon, rightly sums up the issue: 

But 17 years after publication of the Asia-urbs report 2003, the population trends 

indicate that we may have about 5000 residents only by year 2030. This should be a 

 
47 Ayer et. al., 2019, 2-3.  
48 Guigan, 2018, Vol. 1, 279.  
49 Anger, ó=1ô, 1968.  



202 
 

convincing argument to undertake a complete review of Aurovilleôs governance and 

developmental policies, priorities and programs.50  

As we discuss in Part V, the democratic freedom of the community secured under the AVF Act, 

1988 is tied to the imperative of Motherôs ideal to anchor a rich and dynamic spiritual urbanism. 

As seems to be the case here, a loosely organized democratic organization of the collective 

risks ófatalô inefficiencies that require strategic, firm and urgent institutional correctives today: 

é its method [that of a ómore democratic democracyô] involves an immense waste 

of time and energy and a confused, swaying and uncertain action that ómuddles outô 

in the end some tolerable result. This method accords ill with the more stringent ideas 

of efficient government and administration that are now growing in force and 

necessity and it might be fatal to efficiency in anything so complicated as the 

management of the affairs of the world.51 

  

We accordingly propose governance reforms in Part IV, with an emphasis on countering altered 

incentive structures to grow and the necessity of strategic growth plans on the part of all 

Working Groups prior to selection, against the accountability can be ensured by the proposed 

Unity Committee. The question, we may underscore, is not of population growth qua numbers 

alone, but rather qua the effective manifestation of Motherôs vision, which demands a certain 

scale, diversity, intensity and density in the collective. Slow population growth poses a major 

challenge for Auroville along many axes:  

First, at its current scale, the benefits and challenges of urban agglomerations ï in economic, 

research and cultural domains ï are unavailable to Auroville.52 Managing the potency of 

clustering dynamics is a key part of the challenge of spiritual urbanism outlined in Part II, one 

that leads to the ideal of harmony in density . that was a defining feature of Aurovilleôs founding 

imagination. On one hand, Aurovilleôs representative character ï to be a ómodel cityô, a new 

urban archetype, discussed in Part II ï is tied to this feature as it requires densities in the ranges 

identified above for agglomeration challenges to be effectively met. On the other, low numbers 

denies Auroville the benefits of scale ï (i) economically, given capital formation concerns and 

cyclical stagnation of the commercial sector; (ii) infrastructure-wise, with high cost per capita 

for development of enabling trunk services; (iii) research-wise, with limited internal capacity 

across a range of disciplines and professional profiles and the inability to anchor at-scale and 

multi-disciplinary tertiary research facilities; (iv) land security-wise, given the inability to 

secure land protection from the Tamil Nadu Government due to density and land utilization 

concerns; (v) housing-wise, with insufficient capital generation to develop adequate newcomer 

housing stock; (vi) politically, in terms of entrenchment and repeat players within a small 

community; and (vii) culturally, denying the possibility of diversity and intense interchange 

between residents, a sine qua non for the ideal of human unity. 

Second, at current density levels, Auroville is under-utilizing available land and the consequent 

sprawl is environmentally unsustainable. Taking the OECDôs working definition of a sprawl 

(defined either by population density of above 1,500 persons per sq. km., or built-up area), 

 
50 Ayer et. al., 2019, 4.  
51 Sri Aurobindo, CWSA, 1997, Vol. 25, 473.  
52 See, for example, Uqubay and Lin, 2020; Giuliano, 2019; Best, 2020; Royal Society, 2020.  
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Aurovilleôs density of approximately 166 persons per sq. km. lies at 11% of the threshold.53 By 

contrast, Pondicherry and Cuddalore, the two closest urban agglomerations, operate at 2900 

and 704 persons per sq. km. as of 2011, and the Villupuram District, predominantly rural, has 

481 persons per sq. km.54 While the OECD threshold and comparisons are not strict, as 

Auroville must operate within the realities of its unique demographic mechanisms and 

productivity concerns, sustainability concerns at the level scale are apparent. 

Third, the per-user costs of laying down public services (public transport, waste management, 

electricity, social infrastructure etc.) are consequently high. As the 2014 Land Suitability and 

Land Use Proposal notes, the ópopulation growth rate (<3%) did not allow for the structured 

development of public amenities to be cost effective.ô55 This creates a vicious cycle: low 

density and low population lead to higher costs, leading to lack of public infrastructure, which 

slows down growth. Absent a reasonable growth in population numbers over the next 5-10 

years, infrastructure development necessary for Aurovilleôs urban ideal is financially unviable 

from internal reserves, with work dependent on external grants an donations.   

Fourth, green belts and buffer zones usually serve as urban containment policies.56 With a 

quarter of the residents living outside the plan area, the buffer function of the Green Belt is not 

being served. As such, the Green Belt is not the city limit, a Rurban interface, as envisioned. 

As we suggested in Part III.D, Auroville may thus consider appropriate changes to its housing 

policy: first, by developing policy disincentives to leapfrogging development to reflect the 

social cost of sprawl, by shifting public service development closer to the city centre and a 

relative externalization of costs of waste management, electricity supply in areas outside; 

second, by refusing permissions for new residential settlements outside the plan area, unless 

mandated for regional development or other exceptional cases; and third, exchanging non-

priority lands outside the plan area for priority lands within it, a long-standing and unmet task. 

We assess the question of exchange or sale of outlying lands in Section III.B. 

Fifth, the low population growth rate reflects an inadequate outreach policy (beyond the bio-

region), with limited partnerships with aligned institutions and research centers, an 

underdeveloped global footprint and the lack of an absorbing infrastructure (newcomer 

housing, strong research facilities, areas for high-skilled work, innovation incubators, etc.). It 

also indicates resistance to a shift from the first phase of environmental regeneration to the 

next, of sustainable urban development. To the extent this resistance has led to limited outreach 

ï reflected in the altered incentives of Working Groups selected through popular participation 

ï a shift of required, both in mindsets and institutional structures, to realign with the urban 

vision. We suggest some measures in Part IV.E.  

Sixth, the lack of sufficient low-cost, ready-to-occupy newcomer housing (and research-linked 

accommodation) is an impediment to quality growth, creating financial entry barriers for a 

younger population critical to sustain a demographic profile consistent with Aurovilleôs 

research aspirations. This creates a vicious cycle: lack of housing leads to slow growth, which 

 
53 OECD, 2018, 3.  
54 These are figures as per the 2011 Indian National Census.  
55 Land Suitability and Land Use Proposal, 2014, 10.  
56 See, discussion in Aurovilleôs context in Evangelista et. al., 2018.  
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in turn leads to limited capital surplus and research and social infrastructure, which results in 

lack of investment in housing, and so on. We consider the housing question in Section III.D, 

and suggest deductions under the 2017 Code of Conduct for investments by Auroville 

commercial and service units in incremental housing.    

In sum, as we discuss further in Part IV.E, enhancing population numbers is key for Auroville. 

It requires concerted and strategic action to reach critical mass, rather than a wait-and-watch 

approach that has not produced the desired results since 2001. 

v. Review of Planning Strategies  

In line with the UDPFI Guidelines 1996, the Masterplan envisaged a hierarchy of plans for the 

systematic development of the city. This included a five-year Detailed Development Plan 

(óDDPô), an annual plan, a layout plan and a plan of projects. It is important to underscore that 

the Masterplan is a policy document and not a detailed development plan that can guide the 

execution of works. As such, absent the subsequent hierarchy of plans, the Masterplan is an 

insufficiently detailed document to anchor city-building. We provide below the proposed 

planning strategy. 
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(Planning hierarchy in the URDPFI Guidelines, adopted in the 2001 Masterplan)  
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This hierarchy of plans was reconsidered in the amended URDPFI Guidelines of 2014, which 

note: 

The Core Area Planning comprises of a set of 4 interdependent plans: (i) a long-term 

Perspective Plan with a vision and policy orientation, (ii) a sustainability based long 

term Regional Plan (and District Plan) with optimization of regional resources for 

development, (iii) a comprehensive long term settlement plan as Development Plan 

for urban and peri urban areas (iv) A short term rolling Local Area Plan within the 

framework of Development Plan. The Specific and Investment Planning comprises a 

set of three plans, (i) A rolling Special Purpose Plan for special areas within the 

framework of Development Plan, (ii) Annual Plans to translate the physical and fiscal 

resource requirement of Development/ Local Area Plan, and (iii) Project/Research to 

focus on items of execution. The URDPFI Guidelines, 2014 are intended to be 

comprehensive for promoting balanced and orderly regional and urban planning and 

development. These Guidelines inter-alia provide the framework, necessary 

techniques, norms and standards, options for resource mobilization including land 

assembly approaches, and development promotion regulations. Since conditions vary 

from place to place and even within a settlement, these guidelines may not be 

uniformly applicable to all situations and places and would need to be modified and 

adopted depending on local conditions, felt needs and technological innovations so 

that the Planning process may serve as an efficient and dynamic instrument. The 

URDPFI Guidelines are expected to provide an integrated framework for urban and 

regional plan formulation and implementation.57  

With the exception of sporadic annual plans in some Working Groups, it seems that none of the 

hierarchy of plans proposed to be developed in the Masterplan or in the amended 2014 

Guidelines materialized, despite a raft of expert proposals and over 300 surveys and studies 

since. We review planning efforts between 2001-2022 in this direction in the following 

sections, yet it bears noting that this is all the more worrying as the Masterplan itself provided 

a five-year Development Plan ï not a DDP proper, but a useful policy document nonetheless ï 

for the years 2001-2006 that could have served as an immediate template. In this, the 

Masterplan proposed an investment of Rs. 350 crores on infrastructure development. Briefly, 

it suggested: 

i. The largest share of funds, approximately 31%, allocated to the development of 

housing in Residential Zone (Rs. 107Cr.), to address the housing crisis that hampers 

population growth and persists till date. In this, it proposes the construction of 92 

apartments, progressing the Residential Line of Force with 2 apartments, new 

residential units capable of accommodating 4000 new residents with accompanying 

social infrastructure (over 3000 sq. meters), development of the Crown (over 3000 

sq. meters). With the exception of some housing units, these proposals did not 

materialize.58  

 

ii. The development of the Industrial Zone with an allocation of Rs. 35.90 crores, with 

the development of the Town Hall (accomplished subsequently), and incense, food 

 
57 URDPFI Guidelines,2014, iv-vi.  
58 Masterplan, 2001, 76.  
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processing and yoga units. In this, it proposes the development of industrial spaces 

(over 15,000 sq. m), 500 residential units (over 15,000 sq. m), workersô welfare 

infrastructure (over 2,000 sq. m), off-site infrastructure (over 8 hectares) and 

development of the Crown (over 4,000 sq. m).59 Again, most of these proposals 

were not translated into annual plans, as anticipated under the UDPFI Guidelines. 

 

iii. The development of the International Zone with an allocation of Rs. 33.76 crores, 

including the construction of the Bharat Nivas, Tibetan and Unity Pavillions, 

extensions of Savitri Bhavan and the Visitors Centre, and a guest house (most of 

which were completed, as ongoing projects at the time). It further proposes the 

construction of the American, Russian and African Pavilions and the Tamil Cultural 

Centre, the development of the Centre for International Research on Human Unity 

(over 6,000 sq. m), development of the Crown (over 12,000 sq. m) with 200 

residential units and guest houses and off-site infrastructure development (over 7 

hectares).60 Again, aside from some limited movement on the proposed pavilions, 

none of these proposals were translated into annual plans.  

 

iv. The development of the Cultural Zone with an allocation of Rs. 37.30 crores, with 

the development a high school, sports complex, arts workshop, and glass training 

centre (as ongoing projects, subsequently developed). In this, it further proposes a 

large cultural and education complex (over 20,000 sq. m), development of the 

Crown (with 300 units over 9,000 sq. m), residential and social infrastructure (over 

6,000 sq. m) and off-site infrastructure development (10 hectares).61 While progress 

was made on the educational front (as we consider in Part III.E), it does not reflect 

the range of proposals outlined here, which were again not translated into a 

development plan for the Zone.  

 

v. The development of the Green Belt with an allocation Rs. 62.62 crores, with 

ongoing land regeneration works and organic farming (where substantial progress 

was recorded especially in the former, as we consider in Part II.7) In this, it further 

proposes applied research projects in urban sustainable development, village 

development and outreach, development of service nodes and city level recreational 

facilities, a cremation and burial site, building of cycle tracks and pathways and 

importantly, the acquisition of 400 hectares to secure the material base of the city.62 

While substantial outreach activities were developed and conducted in that period 

and since, systematic movement on the other proposals was largely missing, with 

the 2013 Green Belt Land Use Plan and other regional planning frameworks (which 

we consider in Parts III.C and G) yet to be adopted formally. 

 

 
59 Masterplan, 2001, 77. 
60 Masterplan, 2001, 78. 
61 Masterplan, 2001, 79. 
62 Masterplan, 2001, 80. 
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vi. Prioritization of land acquisition, with an estimated cost of 8 lakh per hectare from 

2001 to 2006 and 9 lakh per hectare from 2007 to 2010, for securing the material 

base of the city (now significantly higher given speculation) remains a continuing 

concern, with resource mobilization at much lower levels. We consider this in Part 

III.B.  

None of the Masterplanôs policy proposals seem to have been incorporated in the subsequent 

years in formally approved development plans for implementation. Equally, the organizational 

structure suggested in Appendix 5 (which we consider in Part IV) for the implementation of 

the Development Plan for 2001-06 was not adopted. This can be traced to two key factors:  

i. The general perception of the Masterplan as a tool for securing lands and not for 

city-planning, reflected in the early debates in the Residentsô Assembly in 1999, as 

also in the General Meeting of August 2020. 

 

ii. An unsystematic approach, or, in some cases, active resistance, to the development 

of urban infrastructure in the city area, accompanied by a preference, partially 

misplaced in our view, for óorganicô as opposed to óplannedô development, a false 

dichotomy that has resulted in hap-hazard development; a practical manifestation 

of óvital subjectivismô. 

In the following sections, we trace efforts at planning after 2001 for the development of social 

and physical infrastructure, including attempts to formulate zone-wise DDPs, and explore 

further reasons for the lack of movement. Between 2001-2022, as per our rough count, there 

have been approximately 50 major planning documents, including draft Detailed Development 

Plans for some of the primary zones, City Centre development, mobility, sustainable 

development, bioregional development, tourist management, Green Belt development, plans 

for the housing and commercial sectors and more than 300 óminorô reports or studies in various 

sectors. As we discuss below, most have not translated into action, with a repetitive cycling of 

issues demonstrated in the record going back to 2001. There is a striking contrast between 

report generation and on-ground development. For ease of study, we may divide these pre and 

post the publication of the Masterplan in the Gazzette in 2010. 

Before 2010, the focus, albeit limited, was on the construction of essential physical 

infrastructure, with the building of the Town Hall, Auroville Centre for Urban Research, 

SAIIER, Solar Kitchen, schooling infrastructure post the Pande Visiting Committee Report 

etc., largely under the Asia Urbs Programme and Government Plan Grants, alongside some 

independent housing and commercial units. The records do not however indicate any work 

towards a DDP. Formally, there were several studies commissioned by the Planning and 

Development Group and Aurofuture, the entities that preceded the LôAvenir till 2007. These 

included the 2001 Schmidt and Billinger mobility study, the 2005 Aurovilleôs Future detailing, 

the 2003 Directions for Growth Report and Kundooôs 2007 City Centre Proposal, amongst 

several other planning documents that emerged from Aurofuture, run then under Angerôs 
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guidance.63 The level of community engagement with Aurovilleôs formal planning groups was 

minor. This led to some work outside the formal bracket, particularly with the Dreamcatching 

initiative which began in 2005, to facilitate greater community participation. 

After 2010, the end of the imagined first phase of the Masterplan, there were relatively more 

focused attempts to develop DDP. It seems that the publication of the Masterplan in the Gazette 

in 2010 spurred this work, though this shift does not seem to reflect in the community. There 

appears from this time onwards a distinct divide between the formal planning efforts led by the 

TDC and commissioned experts, on one hand, and the community, on the other. There is, as 

we discuss in Part IV.A, a growing need for professionalization of Working Groups, with 

technical expertise in urban planning, architecture, engineering and mobility, yet a resistance 

in the community to this necessary rationalizing movement borne of a distrust of technocratic 

capture. By 2008, Aurofuture and the Development Group had given way to APDC, formed as 

a product of Aurovilleôs participation in the European Commissionôs Asia Urbs Programme. It 

was subsequently replaced by a new 10-member planning group - LôAvenir DôAuroville, or the 

Auroville Town Development Council (óTDCô), incorporating the name suggested by Mother. 

The TDC Advisory Group (óTAGô) was constituted at the time, with its members also making 

several proposals, though largely without effect. The period between 2010-2015 saw a flurry 

of planning activity: the 2009-2013 Integrated Sustainability Programme, 2010 

recommendations for action by Mr. Dattatri, 2011-2013 proposals by the TAG, 2011 Grant Belt 

Development Plan and 2013 Green Belt Land Use Plan, 2013 Water Sourcing Study, 2013 TDC 

Development Plan for the years 2014-18, 2014 Integrated Development and Phasing 

Programme, 2014 Land Suitability and Land Use Proposal, 2014 Feduchi Detailed 

Development Plan for Residential Zone Sectors 1 and 2, amongst many others. None, other 

than Feduchi, led to a DDP, though that too was not finalized. Alongside, in this period, 

beginning from 2009, planning conversations on marking the rights of way for the Crowns and 

Radials began, with a series of proposals and óall-partyô decisions on the placement and width 

of the common areas and details of the infrastructure corridor, that continued till 2022 without 

clear resolution. 

The lack of community engagement or agreement seems to have come to a head in 2015. With 

growing discontent, a distinct shift can be seen in planning efforts from 2015 onwards, to 

órealignô the community to the vision. This included the 2014 Vision Task Force and 2015 

Auroville Retreat, Mr. Doshiôs 2015 proposal to prepare a DDP, the 2015 óSelection 

Committeeô to restructure the TDC, the 2015-2017 process amongst the Residentsô Assembly, 

Working Committee, Auroville Council, TDC and various sub-groups to develop the 2017 TDC 

Terms of Reference, the 2018 sub-group to study internal disagreements in the TDC after the 

restructure, the 2018 International Zone Strategic Plan, 2018 Memoranda of Understanding 

between the TDC and two local panchayats, the 2019 Development Priorities Report, 

commissioned by the TDC, and many others. Despite these studies, either ones formally 

 
63 Anger returned to Auroville in 1987, with Zonal Plans for the International Zone and Cultural Zone prepared 

around 1995 alongside work on the Crown. We did not study Angerôs personal archives. As such, a compiled, 

catalogue and digitized archive of all planning documents from 1968 would be helpful both as a historical 

resource for research and to inform planning work today. 
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commissioned or informally conducted, expert-led or community-driven, no draft DDP either 

the city or zone-wise was prepared. 

After COVID-19, the appointment of the new Governing Board in 2021 brought these matters 

to a head, with an explicit recognition of the failings of the planning process till that time in 

the 57th and 58th Minutes of Meeting of the Board. The focus, at first, was on developing the 

Crown ï with the Dreamweaving Forum, followed by the Mobility Forum and Crownway 

Study, in 2022. The first, with great promise and positive reception by the Governing Board, 

proceeded to bring together hitherto parallel tracks: the Governing Board, TDC, internal and 

external experts and the community at large. The services of Mr. Doshiôs firm, Vastushilpa, was 

reengaged after the rejection of his proposal in 2014. For reasons that remain unclear, the effort 

did not come to fruition. With conflict ensuing on the clearing of the Crown in December of 

that year, we are informed that a Memorandum of Understanding was signed in late 2022 / 

early 2023 with the CPWD, thought the document is not part of the public record. Along the 

way, more than 300 óminorô studies were conducted, many that seem to be lost in the mass of 

planning documents ï these include important works in mobility, water resource management, 

energy systems, housing surveys, GIS mapping etc., yet are themselves not attempts at a DDP.  

In parallel to this raft of planning work, individual residents, units and zonal groups across 

sectors have continued project development independently, with the final result being that on-

ground work has proceeded unsystematically outside any policy framework. What emerged as 

a worrying disengagement between the formal planning workstream and the community in the 

early 2000s, beginning with low participation in the Residentsô Assembly discussion of the 

Masterplan in 1999, seems to have become a settled fact in Aurovilleôs governance. Given this 

state of affairs, examining the details of each of these studies is important and necessary. That, 

however, is a task in itself. Our attempt here is more limited: we neither summarize 

developments nor weigh in substantively on urban planning issues ï most of which lie beyond 

our domain expertise. Rather, we narrate the complicated movements to plan and build the 

urban infrastructure between 2001 and 2022 with a view to draw out salient points in the 

governance trajectory that may inform future choices. Taking stock of the past is, in our view, 

helpful to chart pathways forward. 

vi. Planning Movements, 2001-2010 

We briefly review here the Directions for Growth Report of 2003 in section (a), followed by 

early mobility and city centre development proposals in section (b) and the 2005-2009 

Dreamcatching forum in section (c). Section (d) reflects on the planning questions and debates 

that emerged at this time, an ineffective resolution of which has hampered the implementation 

of planning studies in this period. 

a. Directions for Growth, 2003 

The early óDirections for Growthô report of 2003 was the first formal planning study after 2001 

prepared under the Asia Urbs Programme. It provided a blueprint for development for the five-

year period 2003-08. The stated objective was to:  
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é chart out a road map for the future, indicating directions for its growth in the 

coming five years, which can lay a strong foundation for realizing the city in a 

systematic, professional and humane way over the coming two decades.64  

This early recognition of the need for expertise and professionalism in urban planning is, as we 

note in Part IV, an important shift towards rationalization that been resisted in policy 

movements since. This is a key movement for the manifestation of the ócityô, which will require 

a reworking of the 2022 Selection Guidelines and a clear distinction between legislative and 

executive domains. The report suggested the following areas for development: 

i. Promotion of economic self-sufficiency so that limited resources currently 

channelized towards fund-raising may be diverted to (a) acquisition of remaining 

lands and (b) the construction of óactual buildings and infrastructure.ô65 The concern 

with limited capitalization of the commercial sector, which we discuss in Part III.F, 

has a bearing on urban development: absent structural changes to the commercial 

and industrial profile, the mid to long-term sustainability of the urban ideal is 

suspect. The reference to óactual buildings and infrastructureô is an obvious yet 

important reminder today, given the raft of planning work since that has not resulted 

in on-ground construction ï for the integral realization of Auroville, the vital and 

physical worlds need to be manifested, which no amount of metaphysical 

speculation can address. 

 

ii. Focus on developing Aurovilleôs physical urban form starting with the city centre, 

as óthere is no identifiable physical framework on the ground to facilitate the 

development of the city in its proposed urban form. The first step therefore is to 

establish a firm physical identity within which the new developments can take 

place.ô66 With the relative non-priority of the urban form of the Galaxy till that time, 

this remark points to the need for a phase shift from the environmental imperative 

to a sustainable urbanism. At base, as work since has emphasized, a clarification of 

the form of the Galaxy in Zonal Development Plans is required to signal future 

development ï unsystematic growth is unlikely to óspontaneouslyô lead to 

Aurovilleôs ideal, and indeed, will inevitably lead to conflict as ground realities 

move further away from the form of the Galaxy. This seems to be the case, as for 

example, in relation to Feduchiôs 2014 plan. We discuss this in Part IV.D. 

 

iii. The need for clear strategies for economic self-sufficiency, including  

 

a. revenue mobilization through strengthening existing and incentivizing the 

development of new commercial units. As we discuss in Part III.F, this concern, 

bolstered by Thomas and Thomasô work, is pressing today. There appears to be 

an insufficient understanding of the structural concerns in the commercial 

sector. 

 
64 Directions for Growth, 2003, 1.  
65 Directions for Growth, 2003, 19. 
66 Directions for Growth, 2003, 38.  
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b. creation of óGoodwill Zonesô in lands yet to be acquired along the Green Belt 

to build óa strong agro-sustainable economyô.67 Food security concerns, both in 

relation to lands owned by Auroville and collaboration with privately owned 

lands, continue today. The 2011 Agricultural Growth Plan was an important 

shift in this direction, yet concerns persist. We discuss this in Part III.G. 

 

c. promotion of quality population growth by setting up world-class infrastructure 

for research, higher-learning and skill development that would draw Auroville 

youth into leading socio-economic affairs of the community and attract quality 

populations from India and abroad. As we discussed above, the question of 

population numbers, both in terms of quantity ï to activate economies of scale 

and clustering benefits ï and quality ï to develop a research infrastructure ï is 

a major policy gap. Work on this front has been limited, with what appear to be 

altered incentives to growth post 2000 and an unhealthy insularity. 

 

d. The acceleration of physical infrastructure projects such as the Centre for 

Research on Human Unity, collective housing (and a sense of community) in 

the Residential Zone, City Centre development and roadways for mobility. As 

we discuss presently, formal planning work for each of these tasks have 

proceeded apace, but community uptake and implementation capacity are 

chronic concerns.  

 

b. Early Mobility, Crown and City Centre Proposals 

With the relatively uncoordinated and dispersed development within Auroville till that point, 

and a fast emerging urban and suburban neighbourhood in the bio-region, an early push was 

made to consciously plan future efforts. This manifested in a concentration of work on mobility 

planning, given increased vehicular usage, and City Centre and Crown Development, given the 

need for shared common spaces to shape a closely-knit and elevating urban social fabric. No 

discernible implementation resulted, yet the insights offered at the time are important both to 

trace the historical trajectory of urban governance and assess planning needs today.  

1. Mobility Plans 

Two early mobility plans came in 2001 and 2005, prepared by Auroville Associated Architects 

in collaboration with Helmut Schmidt and a German traffic consultant and transportation 

planner ï Schmidt and Billinger.68 These were detailed out by Aurovilleôs Future and approved 

 
67 Directions for Growth, 2003, 19-20. The Goodwill Zone proposal comes a 2003 paper by Chandresh Patel. 

This is key, as we discuss in Part III.G (óthe concept propounded for Goodwill Zones é is eminently suitable 

not only for building endurable links with the surrounding communities and securing the lands in the Green Belt 

from inconsistent use, but also for building up a strong agro-sustainable economy for Auroville, as well as the 

people from the villages within the Auroville township area.ô) 
68 Billinger and Schmidt, 2001; Aurovilleôs Future, 2005.  
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by Anger in 2005.69 We address this work in section (ix) in relation recent works on the Crown, 

but briefly, they lay down the principle of mobility planning in Auroville:  

Auroville, to be true to The Motherôs vision, will provide alternative forms of 

mobility to suit the needs for peaceful conditions throughout the city area. Todayôs 

type of environmentally polluting, hazardous, and high-speed motorized transport 

will no longer have its predominant, overbearing position ï the individual will regain 

his own spatial dignity. 

é 

An environment free of noise and other traffic-hazards befits a calm and tranquil area. 

Children and the elderly can move freely with minimal danger. Cyclists will be 

allowed where they do not disturb. Delivery and removal will be municipal, eco-

friendly vehicles, their access restricted to certain times of the day. All motor-vehicles 

will have to adjust their speed and give priority to the pedestrians. As no privately 

owned vehicles will be encouraged, Aurovillianôs who do own a vehicle (which may 

be used only outside the city), shall park their vehicle at one of the Primary Nodes 

garaging facilities. 

é 

Providing an efficient and attractive public transport system - shuttle - will be a 

fundamental precondition to complement the needs of a mobility friendly city. Since 

all modes of transportation will be provided and maintained by the municipality there 

will be no need for private vehicular ownership.70 

The 2001 and 2005 documents emphasize five key aspects: 

i. Prioritise pedestrians and emphasize the creation of walkways and pathways for 

active transport (cycles, bullock carts), with regulated traffic on a hierarchy of 

roads.  

 

ii. The volume of permissible traffic is proposed to decrease as one moves inward from 

the city limit (i.e., the Green Belt) to the Matrimandir.  

 

iii. Primary and secondary service nodes, proposed in Angerôs early detailing as 

transition links for Aurovilleôs connect with external movement, are suggested to 

serve both as transport-changing points for visitors and villagers, and as cultural 

hubs with commercial and recreational activities.  

 

iv. A non-polluting shuttle bus is proposed to operate along the Crown and the radials 

to ferry visitors from the service nodes to the inner-city area.  

 

v. In order to facilitate behavioral change and encourage the use of active/public 

transport and walking, the studies propose pilot initiatives on small stretches, 

 
69 Aurovilleôs Future, 2005; alongside, work was conducted on costing of roads. Mabilat, 2001. See also, for 

historical context, óRoads in Aurovilleô, 1984-1995. 
70 Aurovilleôs Future, 2005, 4, 5.  
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accompanied by awareness campaigns and redesigning streets to make them 

inviting and walkable. 

The emphasis on common spaces, to develop a cohesive public space, and conscious movement 

in those spaces are interrelated, with, crucially, Auroville remaining free of all privately owned 

vehicular traffic: 

The Auroville Master Plan envisages the street as a common space for all. Wherever 

vehicular movement is permissible within Auroville itself it will be restricted to 

approximately 15 km/h, a speed indicated by the Mother. Å All fast-moving vehicular 

traffic will remain outside the city limits. Å All of Aurovilleôs traffic systems will be 

provided and managed by the municipality. Å Auroville will provide the most energy 

efficient, non-polluting, user-friendly modes of mass, and individual, public 

conveyance systems. Å There will be no other private or independent traffic systems 

inside the town. 

It is envisaged that to provide Aurovilleôs city area with a non-polluting, user-friendly 

mass transport, alongside the pedestrians and cyclists, a system of shuttle-transport 

will be required for all Aurovilians, guests and visitors. This service will operate both 

on the Crown and the Radials. It will start at a Service Node and pick up anybody 

arriving there in conventional motorised vehicles.71 

The following three extracts speak to the vision. The first anticipates an urban design 

where residents can easily walk from one end of the city to the other, with a regular, electric 

shuttle service running every ten minutes to assist movement. The second anticipated a 

shuttle or tram service across the city, moving from fossil-fuel to electric modes of 

transport, eminently possible today. The third specifies the widths of the Crown, as 

between the right of way (18 metres), carriageway (8 metres), pedestrian (3 metres) and 

cycle paths (2.5 metres). Taken together, they offered a detailed and practical mobility plan 

to stem to increasing flow of unregular vehicular traffic at the time, with its socially 

alienating and physically congested results, and acculture future movement patterns to 

non-polluting and warm, interactive spaces for residents, including children, moving from 

zone to zone.  

  

 
71 Aurovilleôs Future, 2005, 6.  
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(Summary of traffic planning guidelines. Source: Aurovilleôs Future, 2005, 10) 

Some attention was also paid to the Service Nodes, meant to consciously regulate entry 

into the city. As we discuss below, with the rapid development of highways and road 

networks around Auroville since 2005, this is a key design future yet to manifest:  

These nodal points will serve as transport mode exchange areas, offering parking 

facilities for visitor buses, cars and two-wheelers There are two types of Service 

Nodes: Primary Service Node: located at the outer edge of the Green Belt (Town 

Boundary), will help to regulate entry into the town ï visitors and tourists, goods and 

vehicles. Guests and visitors arriving at Auroville by bus, car or two-wheelers will be 

received at one or more Primary Nodal points. Visitors will move to Aurovilleôs non-

polluting municipal transport (shuttle) to visit various places. Construction and other 

bulky materials will be downloaded and / or transferred to Aurovillian transportation 

services (probably the only exception being ready-mix concrete Lorries that will be 

permitted to enter throughout the construction phase of Auroville). Secondary Service 

Node: located on the inner edge of the Green Belt and the outer limit of the Town ï 

Outer Ring Road. The Aurovillian coming from or going to the outside will park here 

any conventional vehicle (car or motorbike), using Aurovilleôs Municipal, internal 

transportation system. A Godown and / or vehicle transfer facility will provide 

external to internal delivery service for goods supply and refuse disposal. Various 

Aurovillian services, Government offices will offer public facilities such as 

information desks, shops, artisan workshops, exhibition areas, and the like.72 

 
72 Aurovilleôs Future, 2005, 9.  
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Alongside, in 2003, Schmidt wrote a short and insightful essay on public spaces and 

development of the Auroville Crown to promote ótraffic calmingô.73 Taking the óstreetô as the 

long-term unit of city planning, Schmidt counselled against a motorization of Auroville to 

design a ócar-freeô city that may allow for the easy and serendipitous movement of residents in 

a climate conducive to social interaction: 

The ódrive-in cityô maintained its appeal right into the seventies of the twentieth 

century, resulting in a very serious threat to the human quality of city life. The still 

continuing invasion of the automobile and its byproducts, through the preference 

given by planners to the security, speed and ease of motorised transport has turned 

many lovely cityscapes into inhuman automobile-slums, congested with vehicles and 

polluted by poisonous fumes. Here the predominant feeling for the individual on foot 

is tension and danger, not at all a climate for social interaction ï one cannot let down 

oneôs guard. Public spaces are degraded to traffic junctions, and congestion, accident 

rates and pollution are still escalating to more and more intolerable levels. Any non-

motorised traffic participants such as pedestrians and cyclists are usually given 

second priority. The result is the loss of vivid street life and the disappearance of 

functioning public spaces in our cities - not to mention the negative effect on the 

health of human beings and the planet as a whole.  

é 

The cities of old were based on pedestrian movement, their size adjusted to a 

maximum extent of 3 to 6 km. Aurovilleôs diameter is 2.5 km (the city circle within 

the Outer Ring Road). This means that it can be crossed by foot within 35 minutes 

(70m walking speed per minute). 

 

Why not declare the whole city area within the Outer Ring Road an area of pedestrian 

priority, with limited access for individual motorized transport? Car and motorbike 

drivers could reach their destinations via the Outer Ring Road where they can move 

freely and from which they can access the different zones of Auroville. But they 

would have to return to the Ring Road to reach other targets, since they should be 

allowed to enter the Crown only for emergencies. One should not be able to drive 

around or across inside the City Circle. As we can see on Connaught Circus in New 

Delhi ñInner Ringsò attract traffic with magnetic force, because the shortest trip to 

cross the city will pass through them. This is definitely not desirable for Aurovilleôs 

Crown. Instead we should be aiming for a centrifugal effect as far as motorized traffic 

is concerned, stepping down its disturbance from the periphery to the centre ï an area 

which contains the ñSoul of Aurovilleò, the Matrimandir, and was named ñPeaceò by 

the Mother.74 

Accordingly, he concluded:  

The ideologies on which most cities and housing areas have been planned right up to 

the 1980s gave priority to automobile-based mobility. But private motorized traffic 

has turned out to be the key obstacle in developing a sustainable and livable city. As 

long as cars and motorbikes dominate, cities lose the benefit of streets as public space 

 
73 Schmidt, 2003, 4.  
74 Schmidt, 2003, 1, 3-4. 
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which are a vital part of its social landscape. ñCar-freeò is rapidly becoming part of 

the vocabulary of forward-looking city-planners. 

 

In the planning of Auroville it ought to be our major aim to reduce vehicle counts on 

the Crown, which should be designed primarily for pedestrians, cyclists and Public 

Transport. This will help to maintain a high quality of life in our city-centre and peace 

around Matrimandir.75 

Between 2006-2010, a series of mobility planning efforts ensued. In April, 2006, the Planning 

Group proceeded with the objective to óassist in developing planning guidelines for a phased 

development of the Galaxy concept, taking into consideration the existing development, social 

and environmental realities.ô76 The concern voiced that the time ï óto prevent random and 

chaotic developmentô ï is particularly pertinent, and has intensified over the years across all 

Zones as we will see below.77 Unlike subsequent efforts over the years, this report addressed 

not only internal mobility issues, but also regional ones. Anticipating projected developments 

of railway and water ways, along with an airport extension and link roads, as also suburban 

and industrial development from the south of Auroville along the East Coast Road, the report 

suggested the órepresentation from Auroville in the inter-state and local bodiesô, ócreation of 

advocacy groupsô and the need to óparticipate in the local joint development programs.ô78 It 

suggested three priorities to allow for planned and regulated access to Auroville: to develop 

some of the tracks to the ECR as pedestrian or cycle roads, to institute joint development 

committees for Koot Road-ECR and other link roads and develop the access road that links 

airport, Pondicherry to Auroville from the south. As we discuss in Part III.C, there was some 

movement along these lines from 2002 onwards as regards the proposal for a Regional or New 

Town Development Authority, yet regional planning remains a major lacuna in Aurovilleôs 

planning policy. The pressure of developments at Aurovilleôs doorstep today requires urgent 

and proactive measures. Insofar as internal mobility was concerned, the report pushed for a via 

media between a gated city and an unregulated one, with óurban nodesô to ósafeguard the 

pedestrian spine.ô79 In this, it suggested, broadly, though not entirely, in line with reports before 

and after:  

i. A ópedestrian / cycle ring road around the Matrimandirô and incentivizing inter-

zonal movement through internal linkages, reducing pressure on the Crown, which 

is the case today.   

 

ii. Regulated motorized circulation network for public transport, delivery and 

emergency services, with speed control by design along the Crown boulevard (street 

furniture, structured surface), that is shared with pedestrians and cycles. 

 

iii. Unrestricted access to Industrial Zone and Kottakarai village, unrestricted traffic 

along existing public panchayat roads, functional as the western outer ring road and 

 
75 Schmidt, 2003, 4. 
76 Planning Group, 2006, 2. 
77 Planning Group, 2006, 4.  
78 Planning Group, 2006, 6. 
79 Planning Group, 2006, 12.  
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self-regulating cul-de-sac traffic in each sector of Residential Zone, points on which 

there is variation and difference in the planning vision at this time.  

 

iv. Transition points between restricted and unrestricted circulation networks, with 

exchange nodes for internal motorized circulation network at the city entrance 

(except the Industrial Zone). 

 

v. The development of ósocial activity notesô, including public activity nodes (plaza) 

as concentration of the Crown activity at each zone and public activity nodes at 

sector level (communal neighbourhood centre). 

 

vi. Careful attention to three sensitive areas: first, for the social and functional 

integration of Kottakarai village and Bharatipuram settlement and the eco-sensitive 

Aurodam area, it suggested adjusting the urban mass, zonal limits and land use, 

though without clear proposals; and second, for the Revelation bio-reservat, it 

suggested adjusting the outer ring road. These issues have since continued to attract 

attention, with the 2014 Land Suitability and Land Use Proposal offering solutions, 

yet the issues remains as yet unresolved.  

Following on this, in 2007, Revi suggested the institution of a mobility planning cell, to anchor 

work in Auroville.80 At this time, the Dreamcatcherôs Forum, which we address below in 

relation to its community-driven process, developed the óMobility Pearlsô and óCrownwaysô 

Reports in 2007.81 The questions asked at the time were: how do we ensure that our ómovementô 

within Auroville is harmonious, beautiful and quiet? Would a ónecklaceô be a more appropriate 

analogy than a ócrownô? Should the Crown be noisy by default, and if not then what? Less 

technical and detailed as the work that preceded it, the Mobility Pearls presentation sheds light 

on the concerns and imagination, along the Crown and in general, animating (albeit limited) 

community efforts at the time. It registers four emphases:  

i. A permeable Crown: ówhatever solutions emergeô, it notes, it óis important that the 

Crown remains permeable not only to ógreenô and to the movement of people and 

animals, but also esoterically to the energies of Matrimandir.ô82  

 

ii. On the design of transport modules: it notes that the size and design of ópublic 

transport modulesô require attention, suggesting that ótransport ópodsô might be a 

more appropriate image than ócarriagesô ï offering a more personal, intimate 

environment whilst theoretically being more adaptive and flexibleô. 83 

 

iii. On Beauty: it emphasizes, with various suggestions to future exploration, the 

aesthetic element, to suggest that óour transport solutions have to become art in 

 
80 Revi, 2007, 6.  
81 Mobility Pearls, 2009; Crownways, 2009.  
82 Mobility Pearls, 2009, 1. 
83 Mobility Pearls, 2009, 1.  
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movement as well as developing movement as artô, pushing for a ómobility solution 

which is as light and playfulô.84  

 

iv. On Zonal transport: it suggests that ómaybe each Zone could have its own form of 

transportô such that óeach Zone could also utilise the same basic solution but with a 

different appearance or ótwistô.85 

It ends by suggesting that we ócould draw-up a mobility óMission Statementô for Auroville, 

clearly outlining our priorities and our goalsô.86 It is unclear if the 2001, 2003 and 2005 works 

that preceded the Dreamcatchers forum, which were such ómission statementsô, were 

considered at this time. In general, it seems often the case, as we see through our review in Part 

III that with some notable exceptions, previous studies often do not figure in later attempts.  

The second óCrownwaysô study provides a more detailed rendering of these ideas ï in 

particular, it looks to óquestion this latest model of crown development and its mobility 

concernô, i.e., one where only the Crown / óinner cityô is proposed as a pedestrian area while 

the óouter cityô, the Radials and the Outer Ring are open to vehicular traffic.87 This seems to 

refer to the orientation in the 2006 Planning Group Report, though the 2001, 2003 and 2005 

work by Schmidt-Billinger / Aurovilleôs Future, approved by Anger, takes a different approach 

by removing traffic for the entire area within the Outer Ring. This is an unresolved design 

debate today as well. Accordingly, it suggests, with Schmitôs 2003 work, ótraffic calming 

measuresô, a limitation of motorized movement in the óGreen Radialsô, ómeandering 

Crownways along the Crown development areaô, prioritization of public and non-motorized 

transport through the city with polluting traffic permitted only on a periphery and a 

concentration of new development in the Residential Zone Crown to óovercome dispersed 

developmentô.88 This imagination, which draws from the ódynamic Crownô idea of the 1965 

Masterplan, proposes a ówider range of routing [that] allows a reasonable distance to existing   

features (buildings/private land)ô ï as we discuss in section (viii) below, while all studies 

broadly agree on the need for conscious and beautiful mobility patterns sensitive to the 

aesthetic and social logics of space, the design difference in the imagination of the Crown 

between this ódynamicô structure and a one that has ósmoothô edges seems to be an exaggerated 

fault-line.89  

  

 
84 Mobility Pearls, 2009, 1.  
85 Mobility Pearls, 2009, 2.  
86 Mobility Pearls, 2009, 2.  
87 Crownways Presentation, 2009. 
88 Crownways Presentation, 2009, 16.   
89 Crownways Presentation, 2009, 14-20. See, Strategic Plan for Mobility on the Crown, 2019 for further 

development along these lines.  



221 
 

 

 

(L
e
f
t
,
 

I
m
a
g
i
n
a
t
i
o
n
 
o
f
 
C
r
o
w
n
w
a
y
s
.
 

R
i
g
h
t
,
 

b
y
p
a
s
s
 
f
o
r
 
n
o
d
e
 
o
n
 
t
h
e
 
R
e
s
i
d
e
n
t
i
a
l
 
Z
o
n
e
 

C
r
o
w
n
.
 

S
o
u
r
c
e
:
 

 C
r
o
w
n
w
a
y
s
 
P
r
e
s
e
n
t
a
t
i
o
n
,
 
2
0
0
7
,
 
1
9
,
 
2
0

)

 



222 
 

Following from these efforts, in June 2009, the Centre for Scientific Research, students of the 

Centre for Environment Planning and Technology, guided by Mr. Doshi (óCSR-CEPT Studyô) 

studied the traffic situation to gather data on volume count, directional flow and projections, 

examined the optimization of the network to provide for better mobility with minimization of 

the road surface requirement and sought to propose a medium and long-term mobility plan for 

the city.90 In January 2009, Auroville Radio ran a discussion panel on mobility, and óa group of 

Aurovilians met in a public forum to look at sustainable mobilityô.91 In May 2009, a month-

long workshop was conducted on the theme of creating a bicycle-friendly environment, 

resulting in a number of designs (bicycle accessories, a cycle path map, crossing and parking 

area prototypes).92 At this time, in November 2009, LôAvenir created a short list of priorities ï 

for the development of the Crown, Radial and outer ring, with other short stretches from Crown 

Road to the Centre for Scientific Study and the Solar Kitchen to Matrimandir, each still pending 

ï pursuant to their Road Map Study, which attempted to óbridgeô the Scmidt-Billinger concept 

into a road-plan.93 Subsequently, in December, 2009, LôAvenir arranged a óGeneral Information 

Meetingô to present a detailed plan to implement the investment in roads and road related 

infrastructure, leading to the first (and till 2022, one of few) stretches of the Crown Road, from 

Solar Kitchen to Arka, being paved by the Road Service.94 This was followed by the Integrated 

Sustainability Platform of 2010 that further explored the principles of mobility planning in 

Auroville, to emphasize mobility óaccording to needs and character of each zone, in least 

intrusive manner é that allows the least amount of internal interference to the street-life.ô95 As 

elsewhere, it prioritized óhuman powered mobilityô with ónon-human powered (motorized) 

transport é only for public ('mass') transportation, the delivery of goods and services and 

emergencies within Auroville.ô96 Contrary to the 2006 Planning Groupôs approach, it suggested 

non-motorized movement within the entirety of the Outer Ring, leaving open the question of 

Kottakarai, Bharatipuram and villages in the Green Belt would be integrated. Interestingly, it 

suggested that aside from two Radials that would permit service vehicles and public transport 

from the Outer Ring to the Crown, the remaining ten ówill be preserved for their symbolism 

but as human powered movement links, routing like ógreen fingersô from the green belt to the 

crown, meeting the crown at cross points with vistas to Matrimandir paths.ô97 Billinger and 

Schmidt had earlier suggested that this number be four, organized along the same non-

motorized, public transport, lines as the Crown.98 This remains an open design question today.  

Finally, and importantly, between 2008-2010, the Austrian mobility expert Karl-Heinz Posch 

conducted a series of community-interactive workshops at the invitation of LôAvenir on a 

systematic approach to mobility management emphasizing the development of óall streets é 

using shared space principlesô to encourage conscious movement and cohesive urban spaces.99 

 
90 Ayer et. al., 2009. 
91 Auroville Radio, 2009a; Auroville Radio, 2009b. 
92 Centre for Scientific Research, 2009.  
93 LôAvenir, 2009a; LôAvenir, 2009b. 
94 Auroville Wiki, 2021.  
95 ISP Mobility, 2010, 1.  
96 ISP Mobility, 2010, 1. 
97 ISP Mobility, 2010, 2.  
98 Billinger and Schmidt, 2001, 13.  
99 Posch, 2011g, 94. 
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His team made an initial report in 2009, a further report in 2010 and a series of seven 

presentations on mobility planning options for Auroville with a comparative study with other 

cities in 2011.100 In comparison with the original intention, Posch provided a órather negativeô 

diagnosis that óthe trend [in Auroville] is massively towards more and higher motorisationô ï 

while no general data was available at the time (nor as far as we are aware, today), the CSR-

CEPT Mobility Study supported this view, finding that for three road segments, pedestrians 

and bicycles accounted for 8-10% and 20-35% respectively, whereas motorized transport 

(primarily two-wheelers) accounted for 50-65%.101 We may note that the 2022 Housing Survey 

seems to confirm Poschôs concern, with only 11.3% of all vehicles owned being electric, and 

89% of respondents owning two or more vehicles. Posch thus emphasized the need óto install 

a systematic mobility monitoring and evaluation programme, with clear short, medium and 

long term targetsô.102 He also cautioned that the upgradation of roads ówill attract more 

motorised traffic to Auroville and so proper studies and monitoring systems should be in place 

before this is taken up.ô103 Accordingly, he suggested the creation of óone highly developed 

area that has street lifeô, including the New Pour Tous, Solar Kitchen, Library, Multipurpose 

Building and Kailash ï in this, he mooted a óplaza conceptô and óconcentration of developmentô 

in that region on the óspine conceptô, as with Anger, 1997, Directions for Growth, 2003 and 

Kundoo, 2007, through a detailed site development plan that could serve as a ótest for shared 

space design and public space creation.ô104 The Billinger-Schmidt ógeneral mobility planô was 

accordingly suggested, with a robust articulation of policy principles and some preliminary 

detailing out, in consonance with Auroville Futureôs 2005 work. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
100 Posch, 2009; Posch, 2010; Posch, 2011a; Posch, 2011b; Posch, 2011c; Posch, 2011d; Posch, 2011e; Posch, 

2011f; Posch, 2011g. 
101 Auroville Wiki, 2021; Auroville Core Mobility Group, 2010, 11, 36.  
102 Auroville Core Mobility Group, 2010, 20.  
103 As we discuss in section (viii) below, this is a planning concern, reiterated by Nightingale in 2020, for works 

on the Crown today that merits attention. Auroville Today, October, 2020.  
104 Auroville Core Mobility Group, 2010, 32, 17.  
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Posch / CSR-CEPTôs alarming findings and projections did not result in action. It appears that 

this spate of work ï from 2003 to 2010 ï was too early for its time, with work for the 

demarcation of the Crown and Radials beginning formally only in 2009, and stalled in many 

sections till 2021, and community awareness on the need for mobility planning being limited. 

The records also do not indicate any substantive or awareness-generating work consequent to 

these proposals, aside from the Auroville Radio Panel Discussion. The proposal for a Mobility 

Integration Team, to lead these efforts, reiterating Reviôs suggestion in 2007 and ISP in 2011, 

too did not translate in the institutional reworking of the TDC in the 2011 Standing Order.  

As we address in more detail in section (viii), it is worth noting that the emphasis on quiet and 

conscious transport, with the city-centre and Crown serving as the centripetal social force, 

reflects the emphasis of early planning conversations between Mother and Anger. For example, 

in his first report on planning, Anger noted the necessity of defining the ótraffic principleô, 

which was approved by Mother with a suggestion that only electric vehicles ply.105 Anger 

proposed that:  

The traffic principle needs to be defined right now.  Should we allow the presence of 

cars: It is likely that in hardly a few years, India will witness, like Europe and the US, 

the major urban problem posed by the Automobile.  The reign of car has conditioned 

the urbanism of the 20th century and continues to tyrannize it. Though it is outdated, 

and everyone knows it, the automobile does its best to create inferno within cities and 

to destroy the outside. The choice to be made now is therefore to forbid the use of 

this means of transportation within the town and replace it by another one, more 

healthy, less clumsy and noisy and more aesthetical, maybe more recent, if possible.  

[Mother replied:] Small size electrically powered vehicles, capable of transporting 

about 200Kg at a speed of 15km/h.106 

As we discuss below, the absence of mobility planning in Auroville today ï gridlocked amidst 

other planning disagreements ï has led to the steady and unregulated increase of vehicular 

traffic on the Crown and other mobility networks contrary to this earlier imagination. 

Benchmarking it against Motherôs early proposals, Angerôs work in the 1969 planning study 

and later, the 2001 Masterplan, 2001 / 2003 Schmidt and Billinger and 2005 Aurovilleôs Future 

studies, Kundooôs 2007 City Centre proposal, Karl-Heinz Poschôs 2008-2011 

recommendations, reiterated by Nightingale in 2020, 2009, Ayer / Doshi / CEPT study, 2009 

Corwnways work, Feduchiôs mobility proposals in 2014, Vastushilpaôs 2022 presentation on 

mobility, the 2022 Dreamweaving Forum, the 2022 Mobility Forum and scholarship in 

mobility planning,107 the current state of affairs appears to be moving away from the ideal, not 

towards it. 

  

 
105 Anger, 1965, 4. 
106 Anger, 1965, 4. 
107 See, for a review, Bertolini, 2023.  






































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































