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  Preface


   


   


  Sri Aurobindo was a very creative and versatile author, his Complete Works comprise 36 volumes. During his stay in England he studied intensively the European cultural history and learnt several languages of the continent. He was primarily interested in poetry but also acquired some basic knowledge of Western philosophy, especially that of ancient Greece.


  However, abstract thinking as such had little attraction for him and therefore he never read the works of Kant, Hegel, etc. But he was familiar with many philosophers and their basic thought and sometimes refers to them in his writings or talks. In some cases, these statements facilitate comparative research, as they provide some clues to his own understanding, thus giving the comparison a good foundation. His respective utterances will be quoted, whenever available, and analyzed in the various contexts. The main purpose of this study is to show how closely Sri Aurobindo’s thought is related to European philosophy, and that in a certain way he even carried it on by taking up some basic approaches and deepening them in the light of a larger vision.


  Our perspective is primarily that of Sri Aurobindo but we also try to do justice to all other philosophies discussed in this book. We hope that our research may inspire and facilitate further studies by presenting numberless relevant quotations which are interpreted in connection with kindred texts of Western thinkers, and by referring to some important books and articles dealing with the respective subjects. The references to Sri Aurobindo’s titles are always to the Complete Works of Sri Aurobindo (CWSA), if not otherwise mentioned in the footnotes.


  Our thanks are due to all those who made valuable suggestions for the improvement of the text or helped with the proof reading and editing.


   


  Wilfried Huchzermeyer
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  The Life Divine


   


   


  Sri Aurobindo had been a poet since his early youth; even at school he composed verses in several languages. The title of his philosophical main work too has a poetic sound due to the postpositioning of the adjective: The Life Divine. The book comprises about 1,000 pages, the greatest part of which was originally published in the journal Arya during the period 1914-1919. At a later stage Sri Aurobindo revised the text and added some chapters before it was published as a book in two parts in 1939-1940.


  Sri Aurobindo’s active interest in yoga had started in 1904 when he began practicing pranayama several hours a day. In 1908 he met the yogi Lele from Maharashtra and achieved an absolute silence of the mind after meditating with him for three days. After that he was no more “a labourer in a thought factory”, as he once wrote in a letter, “but a receiver of knowledge from all the hundred realms of being”.{1} He merely had to concentrate, and then the texts came to his mind in a steady flow of inspiration. However, the plane of inspiration was not always the same, therefore he later revised some texts so that they would express the new level which he had reached in the course of his spiritual path. This he also did with The Life Divine and especially with his epic poem Savitri.


   


  Sri Aurobindo’s philosophy


   


  Sri Aurobindo’s philosophy was developed in the tradition of Veda and Vedanta, as becomes obvious from the numerous quotations from the Rig Veda, the Upanishads and Bhagavadgita preceding the respective chapters. But it must be clarified that he gave his own specific interpretation to these ancient writings, establishing a close relationship to his own thought. This applies especially to the Rig Veda which he considered a scripture with deep spiritual content, presenting in metaphorical language a holistic, world-affirming vision of the world. He has published his findings in The Secret of the Veda as well as some other writings.


  According to Sri Aurobindo’s vision, this world and the whole universe is a self-revelation of the Brahman, and whatever unfolds in evolution is already involved as a seed through involution.{2} There is the pure Spirit at the base of all Being, revealing itself with ever increasing degrees of consciousness, from matter to plant and animal to humans, whom however Sri Aurobindo does not consider the summit of creation. Higher stages of evolution will follow along with beings who will be able to manifest the Divine more perfectly than humans, even on the physical plane. In this regard Sri Aurobindo goes beyond the framework of Indian tradition, presenting a spiritual philosophy of evolution as has never been conceived before. Possibly, some Western influences are active here, as for instance impulses from Darwin or Nietzsche. But they always remain impulses or suggestions which he draws up in a transformed form to his own level of inspiration. He mentions Nietzsche’s superman in two quotations in The Life Divine and, in greater detail, in a few other writings. From his viewpoint the German philosopher had some brilliant intuitions, but lacked that clarity of thinking which would have enabled him to differentiate between the asuric, anti-divine master-man and the spiritual, egoless humans of the future.


  Darwin is also referred to in two passages. In the first Sri Aurobindo states that in respect to our possible higher evolution we are “much in the position of the original Ape of the Darwinian theory. It would have been impossible for that Ape leading his instinctive arboreal life in primeval forests to conceive that there would be one day an animal on the earth who would use a new faculty called reason upon the materials of his inner and outer existence.”{3} This thought is significant and typical of Sri Aurobindo’s philosophy. While our futurologists mostly follow a line of thinking which proceeds in a linear ascent from the present level without really leaving it, and enthrall our minds by imagining all kinds of future fabulous technical gadgetry, Sri Aurobindo dares to leap to another, still unknown plane, and enquires: “What will be next after mind?” His answer is supermind. This term plays an important role in The Life Divine and will therefore be expounded in the following text.


   


  Supermind


   


  Mind represents that level of evolution which is essentially characteristic of humans. It can produce a Plato, Kant or Shakespeare, but has its limits nonetheless. From Sri Aurobindo’s viewpoint, mind is only capable of a fragmentary vision of things, it sees no more than parts of the Whole, never the Whole as such. But there are planes above the mind, the so-called overhead planes, which are capable of receiving a higher light. They are, in an ascending order, the higher, the illumined and the intuitive mind, and finally the overmind and supermind. A philosopher receiving illumined thoughts, a physicist making a great discovery through intuition, or a poet writing highly inspired verses – all of them go beyond the mind proper and receive something from hidden planes beyond it.


  Overmind is, in Sri Aurobindo’s terminology, the highest stage before supermind. It is a subordinate level of the supreme light, supporting the actual human evolution from Ignorance and building a bridge towards the highest Knowledge, which he also calls “Gnosis”. Overmind receives the light of supermind, but divides it into separate aspects and forces. It is the world of the Gods.


  Sri Aurobindo was convinced that the ancient Vedic Rishis had at least a partial realization of supermind, but they were not able to establish it on earth as a new evolutionary principle, as had happened at a certain stage with the principle of mind. But this exactly became his personal aim: as a pioneer progressing on the path of consciousness, he wanted to pave the way for others who would follow after him, facing less difficulties than the first forerunner. In his perception supermind is the dynamic truth-consciousness, the infinite wisdom and will of the Creator. It is that level through which the supreme Absolute, Sat-Chit-Ananda or Existence-Consciousness-Bliss, organizes Creation; it is an intermediate power between the two spheres of the Infinite and the Finite, extending to both of them. He also calls it the “Real Idea”, which is inherent in all cosmic existence, establishing the relationship to the world of becoming, the manifestation, and directing it. Supermind is the highest unifying consciousness which reconciles the antinomy of spirit and matter: the latter is seen as spirit-stuff and eventually even the body and its cells will be suffused with the Light, becoming a flexible instrument that is no longer subject to age and disease.


   


  The psychic being


   


  A brief summary of the content of The Life Divine would not be complete without mentioning the aspect of the heart plane and love. We find this treated in one of the last chapters, titled “The Triple Transformation”. Sri Aurobindo explains here the psychic, spiritual and supramental transformation and expounds another special term of his yogic system, the psychic being. It is the soul in evolution through which contact with the Divine is being established. While the Atman is the immutable, immortal Self beyond birth and death, the psychic being could be described as a delegate of the Atman in the world of becoming. It develops progressively from life to life and has an increasing influence on the thinking, feeling and acting of the individual until the whole being is ready for the process of integral unification with the Divine.


  The psychic impulse works primarily through the emotions turned towards the Divine, “through a love and adoration of the All-Beautiful and All-Blissful, the All-Good, the True.”{4} This particular path of Bhakti can find its true fulfillment only in connection with a personal Divine. In the Synthesis of Yoga Sri Aurobindo points out: “… to approach God by love is to prepare oneself for the greatest possible spiritual fulfilment.”{5}
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  Heraclitus – Being and Becoming


   


   


  Nor is any Greek thinker more directly stimulating than the aphoristic philosopher Heraclitus, and yet he keeps and adds to this more modern intellectual stimulativeness something of the antique psychic and intuitive vision and word of the older Mystics.{6}


   


  Heraclitus’ account of the cosmos is an evolution and involution out of his one eternal principle of Fire.{7}


  Sri Aurobindo


   


   


  Sri Aurobindo’s treatise on Heraclitus (ca. 535-475 B.C.) is the longest he ever wrote on a Western or Indian philosopher. His essay first appeared in 1916/17 in the journal Arya and was occasioned by a writing of the philosopher and Indologist Prof. R.D. Ranade in Pune, to which he refers repeatedly. There are also some prominent European thinkers of the past three centuries who composed lengthy commentaries on the famous Presocratic{8}, including Hegel, Nietzsche and Heidegger. In ancient times, it was especially Plato and Aristotle who integrated some elements of his thought in their systems. Actually, we only know Heraclitus’ writings from quotations of ancient authors; his work On Nature, completed at the beginning of the 5th century, was lost.


  But what has induced Sri Aurobindo to dedicate a treatise of some forty pages to a philosopher who lived two and a half millennia ago? We find the answer right away in the first paragraph of his essay: he values the Greek philosophy as intellectually highly stimulating and full of significant knowledge. This is especially true of Heraclitus, who adds to it “something of the antique psychic and intuitive vision and word of the older Mystics.” At least he was an intellectual child of the mystics, “although perhaps a rebel son in the house of his mother.”{9} Sri Aurobindo sees Heraclitus, as the Upanishads, representing a period of transition when there was still a living inner vision, while at the same time a rational form of expression started establishing itself. This latter, he points out, fully unfolded itself a little later with the Sophists.


  In ancient times, Heraclitus was called “the Obscure”, because his aphorisms are somewhat inaccessible to the human mind, which resulted in the most divergent interpretations until the present age. However, for Sri Aurobindo his texts reflect the insights of a seer of a past age, expressing perceptions as are also found in the Vedic philosophy. Accordingly, he interprets some of Heraclitus’ aphorisms against the background of kindred Vedic writings and their symbolism. In the following, we will present some examples showing the affinity of the two worlds.


   


  Thunderbolt and fire


   


  This universe, the same for all beings, has not been created by any god or man, but it has always been, is and shall be an ever-living fire, regularly becoming ignited and regularly becoming extinguished. [30]{10}


  It is the thunderbolt that steers the course of all things, that is to say it directs it. For [Heraclitus] understands the thunderbolt to be the eternal fire. He also says that this fire is endowed with reason and cause of the whole world government. [64]


  Immortals mortal, mortals immortal; the one living the other’s death and dying the other’s life. [62]


   


  The ever-living fire, the thunderbolt steering all things, the Gods who are mortal, and humans who are immortal – these are indeed images we come across in the Rig Veda. Sri Aurobindo had studied this text intensively, revealing the key to its deep spiritual and psychological symbolism in his writing The Secret of the Veda.


  Fire, Will, Force is, in the Vedic language, Agni, “the lord of the brilliant flame”. He is “possessed of the Truth”, “in mortals immortal”, he “creates the gods”.{11} Furthermore, we read: “These are thy flaming rays, O Strength, that go blazing violently and are like lightnings that run over all the quarters and are like a resonant chariot that speeds towards the plenitude.” “The Will [Agni] is that which shines out in the gods, the Will is that which enters with its light into mortals.” “This Flame shines out with the vast Light of the Truth and makes all things manifest by its greatness.”{12}


  In the Upanishads too we find some similar images. The Katha Upanishad 2.2.9-11 speaks of a Fire that has entered the world, shaping itself in many forms. It describes the Sun as the eye of this world, unstained from what it sees. One of the most beautiful similes is found in the Prashna Upanishad 1.8: “Fire is this burning, brilliant Sun. He{13} is the one Radiance and the all-knowing Light, he is the supreme heaven of the Spirit. He is shining with a thousand rays and exists in a hundred forms of being; behold, this rising Sun, He is the life of all His creatures.”


  We find the image of the thunderbolt in the Mahanarayana Upanishad 1.8, where it says that all the elements of Time, that is to say minutes, hours, seconds, arose from the thunderbolt, the Purusha. And further, we read in the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad 5.7.1 that “the Brahman is the thunderbolt.” M.L. West, an English commentator on Heraclitus’ aphorisms, writes with reference to the latter’s use of the same image that the thunderbolt is exactly what was needed to combine the rival concepts of Zeus and a world fire. The thunderbolt is the traditional instrument of Zeus’ will, “it distinguishes itself from ordinary fire by its ferocious power, its driving purposefulness.”{14} At the end of his comparative study on Heraclitus and the Indian religion, West concludes “that the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad alone throws more light on what Heraclitus was talking about than all the remnants of the other Presocratics together.”{15}


  As already indicated, there are also some significant images in the Rig Veda that are closely related to aphorism 62: Immortals in mortals, mortals immortal. In this ancient text, it is a frequently used image that the godhead is called down into humans. Thus it says in RV V.82.7: “The universal godhead and master of being we accept into ourselves by perfect words today…”


   


  Sri Aurobindo’s commentary


   


  In Sri Aurobindo’s perception Heraclitus was great as a synthetic thinker reconciling opposites in an integral vision, especially Being and Becoming. Fire symbolizes both of them, having the aspect of permanence by constantly shining in the shape of the sun, but also the aspect of incessant becoming, by devouring and transforming objects with its flames. However, Heraclitus, in speaking of the ever living fire, “has clearly an idea of something more than a physical substance or energy”:


   


  Fire is to him the physical aspect, as it were, of a great burning creative, formative and destructive force, the sum of all whose processes is a constant and unceasing change. The idea of the One which is eternally becoming Many and the Many which is eternally becoming One… is the foundation of Heraclitus’ philosophy.{16}


   


  The One, Sri Aurobindo points out, is not so much seen here as a stable substance, but rather as an active force, “a sort of substantial Will-to-become”. But while for Nietzsche this latter will was all and everything, Heraclitus does not exclude Being as such from his view of things. He rather accepts both aspects of the ever flaming fire as simultaneously true: “Being is an eternal becoming and yet the Becoming resolves itself into eternal being. All is in flux, for all is change of becoming; we cannot step into the same waters twice, for it is other and yet other waters that are flowing on.”{17} And yet it is one and the same river as such.


  Another well-known idea of the Greek thinker is that of war or strife as the father of all,{18} which describes the phenomenon of a clash of forces, bringing about, through competition, creative progress. And thirdly, there is the idea of an evolutionary movement upwards and downwards, called in Indian philosophy pravṛtti and nivṛtti, the process of emerging and manifesting and of ceasing and dissolving. “These are the master ideas of the thought of Heraclitus.”{19}


   


  The idea of evolution


   


  The way up and down is one and the same.{20}


   


  In chapter 4 of his essay on Heraclitus Sri Aurobindo interprets the above-mentioned aphorism and points out: “Heraclitus’ account of the cosmos is an evolution and involution out of his one eternal principle of Fire, – at once the one substance and the one force, – which he expresses in his figurative language as the upward and downward road.”{21} Out of Fire, Sri Aurobindo continues, air, water and earth proceed, which is “the procession of energy on its downward road.” But there is equally immanent in it a force of potential return, “which would lead things backward to their source in the reverse order.” The whole cosmic action is based on this balanced play of forces of contrary energies:


   


  The movement of life is like the back-returning of the bow, to which [Heraclitus] compares it, an energy of traction and tension restraining an energy of release, every force of action compensated by a corresponding force of reaction. By the resistance of one to the other all the harmonies of existence are created.{22}


   


  Next Sri Aurobindo refers, by way of comparison, to the ancient Indian Sankhya philosophy which had developed a similar idea of a successive evolution of conditions of energy out of a first substance, pradhāna, from which evolve the 24 so-called Tattvas or basic categories, in the physical world ether, air, fire, water and earth. However, this is not our subject here, we only have to note the essential difference between the Greek and Indian systems of philosophy, described by Sri Aurobindo as follows:


   


  But the Greeks failed to go forward to that final discrimination… - [on the one hand] the discrimination between Prakriti and her cosmic principles, her twenty-four tattwas forming the subjective and objective aspects of Nature, and [on the other hand] between Prakriti and Purusha, Conscious-Soul and Nature-Energy.{23}


   


  Thus, the early Greeks were not able to arrive at the idea of pure energy and “the fire of Heraclitus has to do duty at once for the original substance of all Matter and for God and Eternity.”


   


  This preoccupation with Nature-Energy and the failure to fathom its relations with Soul has persisted in modern scientific thought, and we find there too the same attempt to identify some primary principle of Nature, ether or electricity, with the original Force.{24}


   


  Nevertheless, there remains the fact of a common approach in the theory of creation, that is to say the idea of evolutionary change out of the original substance. Sri Aurobindo next refers once more to the “upward and downward road”, discussing the above-mentioned Indian concept of pravṛtti and nivṛtti, the process of moving out and forward and of moving back and inward. It meant on the one hand the entering of the soul into manifestation and withdrawal from it; and on the other hand, also the periodical becoming and dissolving of creation, the latter being called pralaya. Sri Aurobindo thinks that Heraclitus may have had something similar in mind and refers to a fragment{25} of the Stoics which supports this thesis by stating that Heraclitus believed in the theory of conflagration, “an assertion which they are hardly likely to have made if this were not generally accepted as his teaching.”{26}


  Next he proceeds to interpret Fragment 10, “out of all the One and out of One all”:


   


  Heraclitus’ affirmation is not simply that the One is always Many, the Many always One, but … it means a constant current and back-current of change, the upward and downward road, and we may suppose that as the One by downward change becomes completely the All in the descending process, yet remains eternally the one everliving Fire, so the All by upward change may resort completely to the One and yet essentially exist, since it can again return into various being by the repetition of the downward movement. All difficulty [in accepting the theory of conflagration] disappears if we remember that what is implied is a process of evolution and involution, – so too the Indian word for creation, sṛṣṭi, means a release or bringing forth of what is held in, latent, – and that the conflagration destroys existing forms, but not the principle of multiplicity. There will be then no inconsistency at all in Heraclitus’ theory of a periodic conflagration; it is rather, that being the highest expression of change, the complete logic of his system.{27}


   


  Furthermore, Sri Aurobindo points out with reference to the Isha Upanishad that the latter too describes the cosmos as universal motion and becoming. The Sanskrit word jagat, world, contains the root gam, to go, to move. Accordingly, the macrocosm “is one vast principle of motion and therefore of change and instability, while each thing in the universe is in itself a microcosm of the same motion and instability.”{28}


  The relation between God and World, Sri Aurobindo continues, is summed up in the phrase, “It is He that has moved out everywhere.” He is the Lord, the Seer and thinker, corresponding to Heraclitus’ Logos, his Zeus, the One out of which arise all things. He has fixed all things according to their nature from years sempiternal, which again corresponds to Heraclitus’ statement “All things are fixed and determined”. Sri Aurobindo arrives at the following conclusion:
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