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SUMMARY

In this thesis | examine the religious philosophy of consciousness of Sri Aurobindo (1872-
1950). He was an Indian scholar, teacher, politician, writer and mystic who studied in London
and Cambridge. In India he developed his spiritual being through Yoga. He wrote more than

thirty books, which formed the main source of information for this study.

Sri Aurobindo developed his cosmology using normal intellectual means and through
experiencing profound supra-intellectual regions intuitively. For him, Brahman's desire to
experience delight was the cause of creation. This prompted Him to cause a creation cycle
through the process of involution and evolution. In His state of holistic unity and non-duality
beyond space and time, he commenced the involution phase. He spawned Sachchidananda, a
composite of sat (being), chit (consciousness-force) and ananda (bliss). These are the cardinal
constituent elements of all creation, material and spiritual. From Sachchidananda, Supermind,
the first aspect of the Supreme that contained elements of duality, originated. Then followed
Overmind, Intuitive Mind, Illumined Mind, and Higher Mind, with all these being domains of
being and consciousness. This culminated in a state of Inconscience, a dormant state of utter

nescience. Regardless, it paradoxically contains all that Brahman is.

From the inconscient evolution starts. The first phase is the manifestation of Matter. This,
which too has all of Brahman inherent in itself, produces Life, and then Mind. This implies
different life forms, including humans. Evolution of all that is, including humans, is upwards,

back towards Brahman, in an inverse order to that of involution.

Humans possess or are consciousness. Sri Aurobindo mentions and explains the various
ordinary states of consciousness namely nescience, inconscience, subconscience,
intraconscience, circumconscience, superconscience, sleep, dream, and waking state, samadhi
and cosmic consciousness. In addition, inherent in humans is the ability and the task to
develop the various higher states of consciousness found in the various phases of the
involution. This starts with the development of the psychic being or soul, which is spiritual in
nature, and the growth of the higher domains of consciousness. This constitutes the spiritual

evolution of mankind which culminates in spiritual perfection, in the return to Brahman.
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Chapter 1 — Introduction 1

Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION

1. THE RESEARCH PROBLEM

This thesis is an analysis and interpretation of the religio-philosophical views on various
aspects of consciousness of Sri Aurobindo, the great Indian religious thinker and mystic.
It explores the reason why he views consciousness as primary in the field of reality. The
interrelationship of being, consciousness and bliss is investigated. The nature and
importance of each of these components are studied. The stages of consciousness from
its most quiescent up to its most expanded and illumined as understood by Sri
Aurobindo, are investigated. This includes the reality, nature and components of normal
and Higher States of Consciousness, and of the Psychic Being. It examines the genesis
of reality and the cycle of consciousness in his cosmology. He obtained the unique and
original aspects of his philosophy by subjective means through what he claims are direct
insight into subtle and hidden sources. The possibility of the validity and also the

importance of such an approach are examined.

For the purposes of this thesis, I refrain from exploring in depth the enticing historical
connections of Sri Aurobindo with other Indian luminaries and philosophical systems
such as the Upanishads, the Brahma Sutra, the Buddha, Nagarjuna and Mahayana in a
wider sense (including both Madhamika and Yogacara), Gaudapada, Shankara,
Ramakrishna, Vivekananda and so on, and with other Western approaches extending
beyond the few mystics that we will be dealing with later on. Such an integrated study
would indeed be of great value in understanding not only Sri Aurobindo but also the
subtle underlying threads uniting humanity's search for ultimate meaning. These threads
should not be confined to the overt or visible, but also the covert or invisible. However
alluring such a detailed and comprehensive historical investigation, it falls beyond the
limited scope of this thesis, namely an investigation into the structure of Sri
Aurobindo's thinking.

The main works consulted were the books that he wrote and which include amongst

others The Life Divine, The Synthesis of Yoga, Letters on Yoga and Savitri. Where
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possible secondary sources were used. I have also communicated with experts in this

field in the United States and obtained inputs from them.

2. SRI AUROBINDO (1872-1950)

For the purposes of this research project, I shall dispense with a detailed biographical
background of Sri Aurobindo; a general overview will suffice. He was born in Calcutta
in 1872 and received an English education. He was a brilliant scholar and he studied at
St. Paul's School in London and at Cambridge University, concentrating on the culture
of ancient, mediaeval and modern Europe, and on languages (Greek, Latin, French,
German and Italian). Returning to India in 1893, he worked in the civil service and later
became a Professor of English. He studied Sanskrit, other Indian languages and Indian
philosophy and its religions. He became active in politics from 1902 to 1910, pursuing
Swaraj (independence) from British rule. He started a daily paper, Bande Mataram and
the views he expressed in this paper landed him in prison 1908. He spent a year in
Alipore Jail during his trial, which time he used to practice Yoga. After his discharge he
withdrew from the political field, and in 1910 settled in Pondicherry in French India.
After further spiritual practice he began the publication of a religio-philosophical
monthly, the Arya (an aspiring soul) in 1914 in which most of his more important works
(The Life Divine, Volume: 18-19, [SABCL]', The Synthesis of Yoga, Volume 20-21
[SABCL], and Letters on Yoga, Volume: 22-24, [SABCL]) appeared in serial form. The
Arya ceased publication in 1921. Upon his arrival in Pondicherry, he attracted followers
which led to the formation of an Ashram (a centre for spiritual teaching). Together with

a companion, Mirra Richards, he lived, wrote and taught there until his death in 1950.

This thesis deals with the development of the philosophy of consciousness by Sri
Aurobindo. His own evolutionary route is the result and extension of the cultural soil in
which he matured. He was not religious during his early life as his passion was India, its
culture, philosophy, background, and on the political front, total freedom from England.
He was aware of the spiritual traditions of India, but he was not interested in following
any spiritual path. At that stage for him, following a spiritual path meant renunciation
of normal life on Earth. This did not suit him because he was focused on activity, and

especially political activity, in this life. He did experience alternate states of

"SABCL is an acronym for Sri Aurobindo Birth Centenary Library.
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consciousness on various occasions earlier on in his life but did not connect that to the
world of the spirit. He also did not believe, nor was he interested, in God. He once
addressed God along the following lines: God, if there is a God, I need your help to
further my political task but I do not want to become an inefficient person in the
process. In short, he was intent on mastering the physical and political and not the

spiritual world.

His introduction to the spiritual life came when his brother fell desperately ill and was
eventually cured in a matter of minutes by a spiritual man. Now, even though convinced
of the merits of the spiritual world, he did not think that it applied to matters politic.
Recurring experiences of higher states of consciousness caused him, for the first time
and after thirteen years back in India, to permit a meeting on December 30, 1907, with a
yogi by the name of Vishnu Bhaskar Lele. Up till now he distanced himself from
otherworldly asceticism and spiritualists. He told Lele that he wanted to do Yoga but for
work, for action, not for sannyasa (renunciation of life and action) and Nirvana. Lele
replied: "It would be easy for you as you are a poet."* Lele then spent three days with
him and taught him that there were two aspects to the human mind, the active part
producing thoughts and the more powerful part which is found in silence. In growing to
the level of a yogi, a person becomes a master of both aspects and such a person can
then control what happens in the mind. This includes the control of thoughts which
according to Lele comes into the mind from a source outside of it. One has a choice of
either allowing their entry into the mind or rejecting them. If they are allowed in, the
mind can manipulate them. For the next three days Lele then taught Sri Aurobindo how
to meditate, using a system of control of the entry of thoughts into the mind. Sri
Aurobindo stated that "The first result was a series of tremendously powerful
experiences and radical changes of consciousness which I had never intended ... and
which were quite contrary to my own ideas, for they made me see with a stupendous
intensity the world as a cinematographic play of vacant forms in the impersonal
universality of the Absolute Brahman."* Upon mastering the technique, Sri Aurobindo
wrote, "I could turn thoughts away before they could enter and take hold of the brain
and in three days I was free. From that moment, in principle, the mental being in me

became a free Intelligence, a universal Mind, not limited to the narrow circle of personal

% Sri Aurobindo. On himself. Volume 26 [SABCL], p. 279.
3 Ibid, p. 79
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thoughts as a labourer in a thought factory, but a receiver of knowledge from all the
hundred realms of being and free to choose what it willed in this vast sight-empire and

thought-empire." *

He continued with his normal life, which included making political speeches and
publishing his newspaper. This resulted in his arrest on May 4, 1908 by the British
authorities. The year that the trial took he spent in jail. At first he was dismayed at
being arrested but during the first month he realised that shortly before his arrest, he had
an awareness from within not to take part in political activity any longer. Inwardly he
now realised that he had other work to do and he interpreted his incarceration as a
means to separate him from his previous activity and as a preparation for his new task.
This was the task of spiritual evolution. He started experiencing a variety of higher
states of consciousness on a regular basis. It is as if he lived in a void where the world
and the universe took on a new meaning. He gave an indication of this new reality that
he experienced when he wrote "At first this experience imposes on the mind and then on
all our being an absolute, a fathomless, almost an abysmal peace and silence.
Overpowered and subjugated, stilled, liberated from itself, the mind accepts the Silence
itself as the Supreme. But afterwards the seeker discovers that all is there for him
contained or new-made in that silence or through it descends upon him from a greater
concealed transcendent Existence. For this Transcendent, this Absolute is not a mere
peace of signless emptiness; it has its own infinite contents and riches of which ours are
debased and diminished values. If there were not that Source of all things, there could
be no universe; all powers, all works and activities would be an illusion, all creation and
manifestation would be impossible."” His time in the prison was filled with
experiencing the Supreme in all of creation; in his fellow inmates and in the guards, the
judge, and the prosecuting counsel. He said that "This is the integral knowledge; for we
know that everywhere and in all conditions all to the eye that sees is One, to a divine
experience all is one block of the Divine."® After a year he was found not guilty and
discharged. He continued with his political activities but when he had word that the

authorities wanted to arrest him, an internal voice prompted his flight to Pondicherry.

* Sri Aurobindo. On himself. Volume 26 [SABCL], p. 83.

> Sri Aurobindo The Synthesis of Yoga. Volumes 23-24 [CWSA], p. 117. In this thesis I utilised a CD-
Rom for quotes from The Synthesis of Yoga, the page numbering of which differs slightly from the
printed version. CWSA is an acronym for 'Complete Works of Sri Aurobindo.'

® Ibid, p. 299.
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Here he spent a great deal of time in meditation and writing. Apparently he did not have
to think about his writing as it automatically came to him. He wrote all his major works
in serial form for the publication the Arya. These works, which form the basis of the
present thesis, have a remarkable internal consistency. His internal growth of
consciousness was organic and it was not the result of one experience or vision or a
synthesis or a collage of material that he had read or heard, yet in expressing his
experiences he does so in the language of his culture. He intimately knew the religions
and scriptures of India to the extent that he translated, and commented on, the holy

books. This included the Upanishads, the Bhagavad-Gita and the Vedas.

He started work on the Upanishads in Baroda around 1900. Between then and 1910 he
wrote complete translations of eight Upanishads, incomplete commentaries on the Isha,
Kena and others, and several incomplete expository works on the philosophy of the
Upanishads. After settling in Pondicherry he continued this work, concentrating as
before mostly on the Isha Upanishad. The Isha and Kena Upanishads were completed
and originally published between 1914 and 1920 in the Arya. He published his final
versions of his translations of the Isha, Kena and Mundaka, and the Readings in the
Taittiriya Upanishad also in the Arya. Somewhat earlier, he had revised most of his
translation of the Katha Upanishad. My references to the Upanishads came from a
compact disc and is identical to the published book The Upanishads, Texts, Translations
and Commentaries which "comprises Sri Aurobindo's final translations of and
commentaries on the Isha and Kena Upanishads, his final translations of the Mundaka
and Katha Upanishads, and a commentary on part of the Taittiriya Upanishad. They are
preceded by a chapter on the Upanishads from A Defence of Indian Culture. These
works represent Sri Aurobindo's Upanishadic interpretation in its most mature and
finished form. All were written after he settled in Pondicherry in 1910. Translations and
commentaries written before that year, or left incomplete by the author, have not been
included in this volume."” These incomplete Upanishadic translations and
commentaries which were written before that date or left incomplete are available in
other publications of Sri Aurobindo, notably Eight Upanishads (1953) and The
Upanishads (1972).

7 Sri Aurobindo. The Upanishads, Texts, Translations and Commentaries. Second Edition, Pondicherry:
Sri Aurobindo Ashram. 1981. Publishers note in front and comments following page 250.
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His work on the Bhagavad-Gita was not so much a translation as a commentary. As
does most of his other works, it too appeared in the monthly review Arya. The first
series was published between August 1916 and July 1918. Sri Aurobindo revised and
published it as a book in 1922. The second series appeared in the Arya between August
1918 and July 1920. Sri Aurobindo brought out a revised edition in book form in 1928.
The Essays on the Gita was published in 1970 as volume 13 of the Sri Aurobindo Birth
Centenary Library and in 1997 Essays on the Gita was issued as volume 19 of The

Complete Works of Sri Aurobindo.

Sri Aurobindo translated large portions of the Rig Veda between 1914 and 1920 and
these were published in the Arya. The headings under which they appeared were:

The Secret of the Veda, August 1914—July 1916.

Selected Hymns, August 1914—July 1915.

Hymns of the Atris, August 1915-December 1917.
In addition to this, further Vedic writings and translations were published, appearing in
volumes 14 and 16 of The Complete Works of Sri Aurobindo. For the purposes of this
study I used the text of the electronic, edition (1999) which is identical to that of the
CWSA edition of 1998.

He had this comprehensive background in the philosophy and religion of India and it
shows in that he recorded his spiritual experiences using the philosophical and religious
terminology current in India. He states that the work he produced was his own original
individual philosophy based on his own experiences. His references are oriented to
especially the Hindu philosophy to convey certain meanings or concepts but his
philosophy is not a slavish extension of Hinduism. He had a high regard for the different
formal religions of India and his intention was not to replace any of them with a new
religious system. His system of Integral Yoga is essentially a practical methodology for
evolution of the human race with the intention of living a normal life here on earth after

developing higher states of consciousness.

3. POINT OF DEPARTURE

My position regarding Sri Aurobindo and his type of thinking is that in essence I am

sympathetic towards matters mystic. My reading of Sri Aurobindo reveals a mystic of
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the first order. My treatment of the subject of mysticism and mystics later on in this
chapter is intended to open the door to understanding the nature and reality of such
people that are intellectually advanced and through a variety of reasons had developed
yet a further facet of their abilities namely that of the spiritual or higher states of
consciousness. I use the framework of Whitehead® for the scholarly inquiry into Sri
Aurobindo's philosophy. Where relevant, the thoughts of Bergson and James regarding

different states of consciousness, especially intuition, are touched upon.

In this thesis consciousness and reality, and especially the type of consciousness called
intuition are of cardinal importance. In his cosmology and continuing the Vedic
tradition, Sri Aurobindo considers consciousness (chit) together with being (sat) and
bliss (ananda) as the basis of all that is. These are the three components of
Sachchidananda, which entity had been central to thinking in India from earliest times.
From a human perspective, the way that we are conscious determines what we observe,
and in this process, of major importance are the various states of consciousness that is
possible for a human to attain. The field of consciousness is a very complex one, and for
now it will not be dealt with fully, but at this point an overview of its nature is in order.
According to Sri Aurobindo, there are many types of consciousness possible for a
human being, and these will be dealt with in the chapters following, but in this outline
for now we will mention only three namely the sleeping, dreaming, and waking states of
consciousness. Concentrating on the waking state, we find that we cover a whole
spectrum, or more accurately a continuum of consciousness in this state. This can range
from a groggy wakefulness in the early morning to a possibly sublime situation later
where we 'perceive' or 'think' cosmic truths. I submit that these different states of
consciousness, including even the waking, and the processes taking place, namely
thinking, are exceedingly complex and the analysis, detail, and explanation thereof is
dealt with in this thesis to elucidate the views of Sri Aurobindo. For now, what is
important is that we do experience different states of consciousness simultaneously.
This is particularly relevant to the waking in conjunction with the higher states of
consciousness. The reason for this is we, in the waking state, seem to have the ability of

thinking intuitively. This I believe elevates the importance of the waking state to a high

¥ Whitehead, A N. Process and Reality. New York: The Free Press. 1969, p. 5-7.
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level as thinking on the intuitive level only takes place in the waking state. This implies

that while we are thinking cosmic truths, we are still in the waking state.

For Sri Aurobindo, all existence and reality, and especially activities such as perception,
are possible because of the nature of consciousness. We could view consciousness as a
non-linear continuum and we have some form of choice as to where on this continuum
we are operating. This implies that in a sense our waking and intuitive perceptions are
not only overlapping but are integrally interconnected. All aspects of our consciousness
we can develop further, and those aspects that we have developed the most will be the
more normal mode for us. Therefore, we are primary and we have consciousness and,
as will become clearer in later chapters, consciousness is primary and the manifest
entity we call "I" is a vehicle to express consciousness. Because we are in a process of
development, I believe that whilst awake, we know that we are in the waking state of
consciousness and we are thinking but we do not really understand the process
comprehensively on an intellectual level. Sri Aurobindo maintains the intellect of the
thinker regards the phenomenal world from the standpoint of the reason but behind the
phenomenal world is a transcendent Reality which the intuition alone can see. This is
where reason cannot prevail against the intuitive experience, it cannot even relate the
two, and therefore it cannot solve the mystery of the universe which lies beyond the
realms of the intellect.” With the development of the intuitive faculty, a greater insight is
gained into the relationship of different states of consciousness, of waking and intuition
and into the complexity of the nature of consciousness and especially what is termed
higher states of consciousness. These latter states are higher than but coexistent with
waking. The development of the intuitive faculty is a prerequisite for entry into the
mystic world. Intuition and mysticism go hand in hand. We could say that intuition is a
state of consciousness which is a different and more pure or acute form of perception
and actually can and does manifest and operate during waking. The study of the field of
mysticism and intuition is a scholarly pursuit that is attracting increasing interest. The
fear or criticism that intuitive perception is not strictly a logical or an intellectual
exercise is unfounded, as is discussed in later chapters. The knowledge that is brought
forth is important and not the methodology that is used to do so. Understanding grows

through the building of theories and postulates and Popper says "what is important

? Sri Aurobindo The Life Divine. Volume 18-19 [SABCL], p. 461.
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about a theory is its explanatory power and whether it stands up to criticism and to tests,
whether (it is arrived at) by an inductive procedure or by an act of intuition."'* It is not
always so but it is mostly the case that well-known mystics are not only intuitive people
but also masters of the intellect. This applies to the mystics mentioned later in this
chapter. Thinkers quoted within this section, whether explaining or analysing intuition,
also produced work of a high intellectual quality. Intuition is actually a very extended
part of waking consciousness, dealing with existing realities beyond those known in the
waking state. The tools of the waking state are inadequate to convey those realities. That
is why these mystics cannot adequately explain their reality using normal logic and
reason, despite their wish to do so. Still, a suspicion sometimes lingers that these
mystics are either absolutely wrong in some undeterminable way or that they are lost in
some illusionary world. The reasonable question, why do they not express themselves
clearly? could still be asked, and will elicit the answer: Words are inadequate for the

task.

To understand why it is possible that words and language could be inadequate to convey
intuitive realities or perceptions, we will, for example, consider the views of Bergson,
who accepts the validity of both the intellectual and intuitive route to knowledge. They
are related to and dependent on each other. He postulates that through evolution,
thought and logic developed conceptualisation to manipulate or manage matter. This is
true for the philosophical traditions of both the East and West, but on the whole, in the
East the intuitive faculty never lost its status as an important facet of perception as it
largely did in the academic world of the West. The academic world has the totally valid
function to "give us, in default of a real analysis of the object, a translation of this object

in terms of intelligence."""

This is the route to follow for the intellectual understanding
of the object. He says that if "consciousness has thus split up into intuition and
intelligence, it is because of the need it had to apply itself to matter at the same time as

it had to follow the stream of life."'”

The difference between life and matter for Bergson
is that life is a facet of being that is an integrated undifferentiated aspect of reality,

whereas matter is an aspect or facet of life that has been carved out of or separated from

' Popper, Karl. The World of Parmenides. London: Routledge, 2002, p. 12.

' Bergson, Henri. Creative Evolution. tr. Arthur Mitchell. New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1911, p.
174.

12 Bergson, Henri. Creative Evolution. tr. Arthur Mitchell. New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1911, p.
179.
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life and exists in the space-time reality. Life is more dynamic, matter more static. He
says that "intelligence, by means of science, will deliver up to us more and more
completely the secret of physical operations; (but) of life it brings us only a

transformation in terms of inertia.""

For him, intelligence and instinct (which is a
reduced form of intuition due to evolution'?) are turned in opposite directions, the
former towards inert matter, and the latter towards life."> Again, both parts of
consciousness are absolutely vital for perception. According to James, Bergson, of all
the philosophers, "alone denies that mere conceptual logic can tell us what is impossible
or possible in the world of being or fact; and he does so for reasons which at the same
time that they rule logic out from lordship over the whole of life, establish a vast and

"6 This follows from

definite sphere of influence where its sovereignty is indisputable.
Bergson's total acceptance of the complementarity of logic and intuition, both dealing
with different aspects of the same entity. The life facet of humans, which Bergson
contends is a perpetual fluid reality that cannot be split up or contained in fragments,
can only be dealt with through the intuitive faculty, whereas that aspect that humans
wish to understand intellectually namely matter, is dealt with using the intellect with its
logic and reason. I believe one could accept a, at the very least, dormant suspicion
between people of a logical intellectual orientation and those inclined to a more intuitive

approach regarding knowledge. I believe that Bergson's philosophy bridges such a

potential hiatus.

Whitehead too was less than satisfied with the adequacy of the traditional scientific
concepts to explaining time, space and material. After analysing these elements he
reaches the conclusion that "Implicitly, scientific theory is shot through and through
with notions which are frankly inconsistent with its explicit fundamental data."'” Sri
Aurobindo, in exploring the realities of evolution of both the mental and the intuitive
faculties, arrives at a parallel solution to that of Bergson. He says that as the mental

development increased, a growing force of reason and mental intelligence replaced the

13 Bergson, Henri. Creative Evolution. tr. Arthur Mitchell. New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1911, p.
176.

" Ibid, p. 135.

" bid, p. 176.

' James, William The Varieties of Religious Experience. New York: The Library of America, 1987, p.
739.

' Whitehead, A N. An Enquiry concerning the Principles of Natural Knowledge. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1919, p. 15.
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first necessary intuitive formations and states that as man'® evolves and moves beyond
the mere material reality and discovers the processes of physical Nature, he also moves
away from operating on the primitive level of magic but he still feels the need of a
spiritual element in his life. But Nature keeps alive her intentions in the minds of a few
people and uses man's mental evolution to raise them to a higher plane. From this
follows that a new attempt at mystic experience begins to manifest itself. The intellect
itself, having found that it explains nothing more than the outer process of Nature, has
begun to direct research on the deeper secrets of the mind and the life-force and on the
domain of the occult which it had rejected a priori, in order to know what there may be
in it that is true. The intuitive search for more must in the end follow the upward curve
of the human mind and rise more fully at its summits towards its true field in the sphere
of a suprarational consciousness and knowledge.'"” It is clear that both Aurobindo and
Bergson accept and acknowledge the importance of the different aspects of
consciousness, especially as utilised in the intellectual and the intuitive faculties. (There
are other types of consciousness as well but this will be discussed in later chapters of
this thesis). In this thesis I accept the validity and applicability of the approaches of both

Sri Aurobindo and Bergson.

4. METHODOLOGICAL ORIENTATION

Regarding my academic approach to specifically rendering critique on the work of Sri
Aurobindo, I do that within a framework of Religious Studies such as presented by
Kriiger.”® Within this framework I am aware of the subjective distance between my
subject and me. My task is to reduce this gap to a minimum in order to obtain the
maximum insight into the facts presented me in as scholarly a fashion as is possible. In
the world of scholarship the reality of facts should receive its due recognition within the
framework of the definition of Whitehead regarding the requirements of coherence,
logic, applicability and adequacy' and within the general body of knowledge which
pertains to a specific discipline. This material, especially Sri Aurobindo's own works,
should be dealt with critically. This of course does not deny the reality of my
subjectivity and the bias that naturally precedes and conditions my interpreting of

whatever I perceive. Perception of what he said requires an acceptance of not only my

'® In this thesis, where applicable, the term man includes woman and God, Goddess.
' Sri Aurobindo. The Life Divine. Volume 18-19. [SABCL], p. 867.

% Kriiger, J S. Along Edges. Pretoria: University of South Africa. 1995, p. 79-137.
! Whitehead, A N. Process and Reality. New York: The Free Press. 1969, p. 5.
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conscious intentions but also involuntary and unconscious attitudes and motives. The
ultimate task remains the phenomenological intention to understand the intended
meaning of Sri Aurobindo. The way in which I position myself relative to him

determines to a large degree how intimate and accurate my perceptions will be.

My understanding of him could be one of three types: existential understanding, insider
(participant) understanding and outsider understanding. The first type is the result of a
very close relationship, the second is one where the interpreter has sufficient knowledge
of the subject and the situation to get around comfortably, and the third is where the
interpreter has merely an external understanding of the world of the subject. I believe
that I can obtain adequate understanding of my subject due to my own history and my
encounter and dialogue with Sri Aurobindo. I submit that the ideal, existential
understanding, is the result of a growth process. This follows study and thought and I do
have the intention of understanding him to the subtlest degree possible to me, allowing
me to render a true reflection of Sri Aurobindo's philosophy. One can imagine that a
point on the continuum of understanding, which point is variable with time and can be
set quite validly virtually anywhere, represents the degree of understanding another
person. This is a factor of the degree of understanding a person is capable of, of the way

in which he can be aware, which varies from the gross obvious to the very subtle.

In the attempt to create a shape of his intentionality, I utilised books, the primary
sources being his books The Life Divine”, The Synthesis of Yoga™ and Letters on
Yoga®* which is where he expounded in detail his cosmology, his insights on the nature
of reality, and the structure of the components of reality. He wrote clearly and in
English and the literature is original in every sense, his language is current and
understandable. I also availed myself of his other works as well as works by other
authorities on his philosophy. In doing this work I am aware of his background, which
includes having had a European education in England and being an Indian steeped in the
Indian culture and religions. I do however not intend developing a comprehensive

historical or theoretical explanation of the various factors that influenced and impinged

*2 Sri Aurobindo. The Life Divine. Volumes 18 — 19. [SABCL]. Twin Lakes: Lotus Light Publications.
1994.

* Sri Aurobindo. The The Synthesis of Yoga. Volumes 20 — 21. [SABCL]. Pondicherry: Sri Aurobindo
Ashram. 1998.

** Sri Aurobindo. Letters on Yoga. Volumes 22 — 24. [SABCL)]. Pondicherry: Sri Aurobindo Ashram.
1970.
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on his thinking. That means that I interpret him phenomenologically as extrapolated to
the academic study of religion, and that I will not apply various theories such as that of

Katz> to explain him.

The work of Sri Aurobindo resulted in the formation of certain theories. My task is to
understand him within the framework of these theories. The essence of theory formation
is the perception of relationships between different elements and the outlining of those
relationships. My perception is that for Sri Aurobindo these relationships and these
elements are of cosmic proportions, which will be outlined in later chapters and through
which I will attempt to explain his world. As already mentioned, this view tends
towards the absolute and moves beyond the position of Katz with his involvement with
intellectual perceptions dictated by cultural contexts, and more in line with that of
Hvolbek for whom mystical experience is essentially different from, and transcends,
rational, conceptual thinking and is pure experience and the immediately intuitive

understanding of life.?

Regarding the way that Sri Aurobindo interpreted reality and mysticism, however
interesting that may be, it will be virtually impossible to prove the 'correctness' or
otherwise thereof. What we do have are some majestic intuitive insights into reality. I
suppose the important question here is not whether he is 'correct', - his, as does many
other philosophical theories, have both adherents and detractors - but whether his
religio-metaphysical design adequately covers the range of phenomena it deals with. I
do however not prejudge him and my approach here could perhaps be called a
naturalistic religious metaphysics, which implies that I sincerely attempt to look at the
facts of the subject matter clearly, honestly and broadly to enable me to see what has
relevance to understanding him. This should result in a dialogue of discrimination or

critique with reference to an insider discourse about mysticism.

%% This does not imply that I deny the validity of the constructivist approach of Katz up to a point, in
which he contends that experience is mediated by cultural influences. Not only is the value of such an
approach restricted to the relative level where comment on experience of others is made, but as far as |
can ascertain, he does not deal with the cardinally important facet of consciousness which extends above
the intellect through intangibly higher states of consciousness and beyond that to the true home of
mysticism, to the divine. The subject is further developed in the section Problems Concerning The
Modern Conflicting Schools of this chapter.

*® Hvolbek, R. Mysticism and Experience. New York: University Press of America, 1998, p. 2.
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Due to the nature of his thinking and of the subject matter he dealt with, his religious
cosmology is broad-based. It appears that to him normal and religious life all exists on
one continuum. I believe he extended himself to the outward regions of his awareness,
and of that of being in general, in order to do justice to his subject. In this instance the
following quote from the broad Indian religio-metaphysic context in which Sri
Aurobindo also worked, could apply to his religious philosophy: "If philosophy is
concerned with the total view of reality, it must take into consideration the various
modes of our experiences, namely sensory, mental, as well as intuitional. The world of
waking, dream, dreamless sleep and transcendental experiences cannot all be duly
comprehended and assessed by the exclusive use of either the senses or the mind. It is
unphilosophical to assume, without proper scrutiny and examination, that supra-sensory
intuition is not a genuine and valid experience, as sense experience and intellectual
experience are. The fact that the former is rare and hard to attain, while the latter are
more common and easily accessible is no ground to discredit the former. (This faculty

of finer discernment) is a rare possession of some highly cultivated persons."*’

5. MYSTICISM AND THE STUDY THEREOF

Sri Aurobindo was a mystic and moved in a subtle world that spanned the complete
range of consciousness. The domain of the mystic is not always clear and is seldom
accessible. Therefore, in order to understand Sri Aurobindo better and by placing him in
a wider context, we introduce the subject of mysticism, attempting to establish
provisionally whether there is a common philosophy applicable to mystics, define
mysticism and mystics, clarify two opposing basic philosophies regarding approaches to

mysticism, and present the views of some thinkers on the subject of mystics.

As the primary nature of this thesis is the region of consciousness and the associated
subject mysticism, we will briefly examine these fields first. What becomes evident
when mysticism is discussed is that it is most often the "symptoms" thereof, and not the
state itself, that is discussed. In these symptoms would be that part that is more tangible
or visible whereas the state actually refers to the internal reality of mysticism. To further
clarify the words symptoms and state, or appearances and underlying reality, they are on

an ascending continuum and are analogous to the shadows versus the marionettes and

*" Upadhyaya, K. N. Some Reflections on the Indian View of Philosophy. Indian Philosophy: Past And
Future. Ed. S. S. Rama Rao Pappu and R. Puligandla. Delhi: 1983, p. 144.
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other role players right up to the sun (in its role as the source of all) of Plato's cave.*®
Here the shadows are very real to the observers but arguably the marionettes are even
more real. This argument runs through all the way up to the Sun which is the basic
reality of all below it. It is clear therefore that the different role players each perceive
reality from their own particular points of view. As their levels of consciousness all

differ, their interpretation of what is vary from time to time and from other people.

PERENNIAL PHILOSOPHY

Even though there is no accepted formal system of thought that mystics subscribe or
adhere to, (formal in the sense of an organisation or an agreed upon set of ground rules)
it seems that the so-called perennial philosophy describes the commonality of the
mystics. Perennial Philosophy as a concept was popularised by Huxley®’ who contends
that at all times in history, it was possible for all humans to have had a direct insight

into the true Nature of Reality.

Huxley could well have considered Sri Aurobindo as an exponent of the perennial
philosophy as the following evidence indicates. A comment by Huxley was quoted in
Sri Aurobindo's The Life Divine as follows: "Aldous Huxley in his book, The Perennial
Philosophy (1946 Edition), p. 74 quoted Sri Aurobindo (with approval) as follows: 'The
touch of Earth is always reinvigorating to the son of Earth, even when he seeks a
supraphysical Knowledge. It may even be said that the supraphysical can only be really
mastered in its fullness—to its heights we can always reach—when we keep our feet
firmly on the physical. 'Earth is His footing,' says the Upanishad whenever it images the
Self that manifests in the universe.”® (Regarding this quote from The Life Divine,) Sri
Aurobindo has no remarks to make on Huxley's comments with which he is in entire
agreement. But in the phrase 'to its heights we can always reach', very obviously 'we'
does not refer to humanity in general but to those who have a sufficiently developed

. .. . 31
inner spiritual life."

It seems therefore that Huxley, in his evaluation of the philosophy
of Sri Aurobindo, views him as yet another example of a proponent of the perennial
philosophy. He could quite conceivably be correct as the main elements of the

perennial philosophy repeatedly appear in the works of Sri Aurobindo. The question

% Plato. The Republic. Chapter 7. Etext of Project Gutenberg on: www.gutenberg.net
* Huxley, Aldous. The Perennial Philosophy. London: Chatto and Windus, 1946.

3% Sri Aurobindo. The Life Divine. Volume 18-19 [SABCL], p. 11.

3! Sri Aurobindo. Letters on Yoga. Volume 22-24. [SABCLY], p. 126.
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that could arise here is whether Sri Aurobindo had knowledge of the perennial
philosophy and structured his own philosophy on that. That is possible but I believe
unlikely, as I have found no further reference to the perennial philosophy in any of his
works. What I have also noticed in the way in which Sri Aurobindo worked was that
even though the material that he is dealing with is well-known and accepted within the
philosophical or religious world, he tends to concentrate on what he has experienced
himself. He appears quite neutral in recorded instances where his experience and that
mentioned in the Upanishads are similar. He did not appear to require validation for his

experiences from outside sources.

Because of the very matter that it deals with, the perennial philosophy is not easily
defined. The intangible reality thereof is perceived by a sympathetic and sensitive sense
of an awareness of a beyond, which beyond Schuon (another champion of the notion)
describes as having three aspects namely Absoluteness, Infinitude, and Perfection or
Sovereign Good.”” This does not deal with the external world of material phenomena,
but is in the nature of an invisible and an unseen reality superior to the seen. Insight into
this beyondness could follow the practice of spiritual disciplines, the study of holy
books, or it could be the natural and spontaneous experience of union with God or the
Ultimate. Because of the universal applicability of these experiences,™ it is held that we
all originated from a single spiritual Source, that we are of the stuff of this source and
that our spiritual development is only complete upon our return to that One. Different
authorities interpret mysticism differently, but there is sufficient agreement to conclude
that it has all the elements of a system of mystical religion, the basis of the philosophy
being comprised of idealistic and spiritualistic components. In the West it flourished
early on in pagan Greece and Rome, and proponents thereof continue to come to the
fore to the present day. Originally the title of a book, De perenni philosophia published
by Agostino Steuco of Gubbio in 1540,* it is the metaphysic that purports to recognise

32 Faivre Antoine. Modern Esoteric Spirituality. Editors, Jacob Needleman and Karen Voss. New York:
Crossroad Publishing. 1992, p. 350.

33 'The universal applicability of these experiences' is not really all that universal. If it is it certainly has
not been reported or recorded. What is happening here is that we are looking at this whole field from the
perspective of mystics and commentators on this subject. Generalisations such as this 'universal' one
should be seen within this context. But within this context, the mystics quoted later in this chapter from
Parmenides right through to B6hme all subscribe to the basic set of principles comprising our divine
origin, our essential reality and our spiritual telos.

3% Audi, Robert. The Cambridge Dictionary Of Philosophy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
2001, p.667.
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a divine Reality substantial to the world of things and lives and minds; (it is) the
psychology that finds in the soul something similar to, or even identical with, divine
Reality; the ethic that places man's final end in the knowledge of the immanent and
transcendent Ground of all being—the thing (the perennial philosophy) is immemorial

and universal, *> according to Huxley.

Despite apparent differences due possibly to communication based on a cultural bias, it
seems to have been present in some form or other, in primitive traditions as well as in
every religious tradition and in all the principal cultures of Asia and Europe. There is
not necessarily total agreement by all as to what the essence of perennial philosophy is,
but in general this "The Divine Ground" or "Highest Common Factor" of Huxley, which
may be called "God", involves a supra-personal, Wholly Other, transcendent pure non-
physical spiritual Ultimate Reality, which is beyond temporality, spatiality and duality.
This God is a non-personal God and despite all the descriptions above, it cannot be
named. All aspects of the Universe, the visible or the invisible, the real or the
illusionary, form part of it, yet are not bound to any of the parts. In humans, as the
eternal soul or divine spark is of the same nature as the Divine Basis, the contention is
that human beings can experience the Infinite by a direct suprarational intuitive and
unitive encounter. Further, because of the limitations of both the intellect and the
common verbal languages used for communication, human thought is confined to the
finite world or Universe. For that reason it is not possible to convey the truths of this
particular beyondness in our normal mode of communication using the intellect and the
tools of the intellect namely words and concepts. However, the experience of a
particular reality and the description thereof are two different issues. Experiencing this
mystical reality is possible and may be described or expressed to a greater or lesser
degree of adequacy by silence, through various artistic means and by negative language.
For this philosophy the purpose of life for humans are both to realise their essential
unity with God and, through God, with one another. A further purpose of life according
to this philosophy is to return to the "Self" or the transcendental infinite. Regarding the
reality of our tangible created universe, the views held differ and range from the
absolute "One" as the only true reality, with the world existing as an illusion, to the

world having various increasing degrees of reality.

3> Huxley, Aldous. The Perennial Philosophy. London: Chatto and Windus, 1946, p. 1.
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Despite these differences, the views not only of mystics generally, but also of Sri
Aurobindo seem to correspond broadly with the perspectives above which I suggest

then also brings Sri Aurobindo into the fold of the perennial philosophers.

DEFINITION OF MYSTICISM

The word mysticism comes from the same root as mystery; it is a relationship, a uniting
of the soul with God or the ultimate reality. When mystics refer to this contact, it is
commonly said to be ineffable and indescribable. Mysticism is religious by nature and is
achieved by contemplation of some form or another. The purpose of this contemplation
is not to gain a mere analogical knowledge of the Infinite (in this region such
knowledge is in any case not attainable) but to intuitively experience the Infinite
directly. Accepting that a complete definition of mysticism is not possible, and even
though dictionary definitions are normally fairly general and superficial, such
definitions do give a flavour of the range and nature of the subject under discussion. To
achieve that [ used Webster's dictionary which defines mysticism as "the doctrines or
beliefs of mystics; specif., the doctrine that it is possible to achieve communion with
God through contemplation, also any doctrine that asserts the possibility of attaining an
intuitive knowledge of spiritual truths through meditation, also vague, obscure, or
confused thinking or belief" and defines a mystic as "a person initiated into esoteric
mysteries, and also a believer in mysticism; specif., one who professes to undergo
mystical experiences and so to comprehend intuitively truths beyond human

understanding".

This definition illustrates the problematic nature of the subject as it uses the words
'beyond human understanding' for the specific type of understanding of a mystic. It
could imply that a mystic is not human! It might be more complete and fair to mystics
to look at their pronouncements regarding their subject which would lead one to the
conclusion that the understanding of the mystic is still of a human being but only in a
more complete and comprehensive way. This is because a mystic understands more
ultimately, he utilises the potential regarding consciousness inherent in a human more
fully compared with the person that operates restrictively on ordinary levels of
consciousness. Notably these definitions quite correctly do not associate mysticism
with a geographical area or with a specific culture. Mystics were found among the San

people of Africa and the Inuit in the Arctic. Different populations have always had
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mystics. From these definitions it may seem that it is not so much mystics that differ,

but that mystics differ from the rest of their group members.

PROBLEMS CONCERNING THE MODERN CONFLICTING SCHOOLS

In addition to the definitions of mysticism, there are also many conflicting
interpretations and perceptions as to the essential nature of mystical experiences, which
gave rise in the past few decades to two basic conflicting schools of thought about the
comprehension and interpretation of mysticism, namely the perennialists and the

constructivists.

The perennialists, exemplified by Robert K. C. Forman,*® maintain that mystical
experience represents an immediate direct contact with an absolute principle on a higher
level of consciousness. This is in line with the perennial philosophy as outlined above.
This philosophy maintains that mysticism is largely the same across traditions and time,
and thus is not the product of tradition-bound expectations. In having had a mystic
experience, and after having made that immediate contact with the "something more"
(or absolute principle), that person that experienced such a state, could (but not
necessarily would) attempt to communicate his or her perceptions within the structure of
some medium such as concepts and words. It is at this point where the differences of the
two schools as embodied by the views of Katz and Forman emerge. Here we find two
totally different diverged points of view: the one is related to the context within which
the event takes place, and the second one to the nature of the event. For Katz the
question is whether the event takes place within or beyond a particular cultural context,
and for Forman the issue is not whether the event is reported completely or adequately,

but whether it can be reported in words at all.

Regarding the approach of Forman, what happens in practice is that the event, if it is
reported — and there is no reason to assume that it will be — then it of necessity has to be
done utilising a language (German, Hindi) that is available and put across in a reference
system (German Christianity or Hindu philosophy) that, to the audience, is familiar and
accessible. Forman argues that since interpretive categories, which include the cultural

background, do not enter into the transcendental experience, mysticism is by and large

3% Forman, Robert K. C., ed. The Problem of Pure Consciousness. New York: Oxford University Press.
1990, p. 3.
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transculturally homogenous. His main focus is on the experience and for him it is this
experience with its small number of basic characteristics that should be analysed
independently of culturally bound mystical philosophies.*” It is important and
significant that Forman in The Problem of Pure Consciousness confined his research
into pure consciousness to what he calls the Pure Consciousness Event. This he terms
introverted mysticism, this is where there is no awareness of the external world per se;
the experience is of the self itself. This could be called an early or less developed form
of mysticism to the alternative, namely the extrovertive form of mysticism. In this latter
form one perceives a new relationship between the external world and the self.*® At this
stage of one's development the ability to extend or operate beyond the self and
experience higher states of consciousness whilst within the relative world has been
developed. If he did bring this advanced aspect into the fray, it would have extended the
scope of understanding of higher states of consciousness and it would have highlighted
the complexity of this field even further, but it would not have changed the basic nature

of the two departure points.

Forman indicates that a person evolves to the level of mysticism by repeatedly
experiencing the level of restful alertness in consciousness and habituating the
physiology to such a state, which then eventually becomes the norm. This spiritual
development continues and further growth of consciousness follows.” However, not all
writers are enthusiastic about mystics. The very subject of mystics and gnostics is
divisive. Despite theoretical and academic knowledge about mystics, O'Regan makes it
clear that his overall assessment of gnostic influence on modernity is negative.* It
appears that to him, as with Katz, esoteric matters should be subservient to the intellect.
In clear opposition to this view is that of Versluis who describes it rather scathingly as
"a bizarre form of ideological misinterpretation of mysticism and of the esoteric more
generally, and eventually—under the influence of the so-called 'linguistic turn' of
French literary theory— has given rise to hypertheoretical works like those of Cyril

O’Regan, which turn the works of mystics like Bohme into totally abstract objects

37 Forman, Robert K. C., ed. The Problem of Pure Consciousness. New York: Oxford University Press.
1990, p. 3-4.

* Ibid, p. 8.

%’ Forman, Robert K. C. What Does Mysticism Have To Teach Us About Consciousness? Paper delivered
at a conference "Towards a Science of Consciousness 1996 (Tucson II) April 1996".

% O'Regan, Cyril. Gnostic Apocalypse: Jacob Boehme's Haunted Narrative. Albany: State University of
New York, 2002.
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evidently useful for constructing one’s own jargon-based linguistic system, but totally

divorced from the actual phenomenon of mysticism."*'

Spurgeon comments on mysticism - correctly I believe - as analogous to rivers of higher
consciousness coursing through historical time in India and Europe. The different
traditions are connected on levels of subtle and complex realities and consciousness.*
She defines mysticism positively as follows: "In the first place, it is the leading
characteristic of some of the greatest thinkers of the world — of the founders of the
Eastern religions, of Plato and Plotinus, of Eckhart and Bruno, of Spinoza, Goethe, and
Hegel. Secondly, no one has ever been a lukewarm, an indifferent, or an unhappy
mystic. If a man has this particular temperament, his mysticism is the very centre of his
being: it is ... an atmosphere rather than a system of philosophy. ... But all alike agree
... that unity underlies diversity (in creation). This ... is the basic fact of mysticism,
which (is) founded upon an intuitive or experienced conviction of unity, of oneness, of
alikeness in all things."** As Krishna states in the Bhagavad-Gita: "When one sees
eternity in things that pass away and Infinity in finite things, then one has pure

n44

knowledge"™" (which translates to being a mystic). "It is of course quite possible that
humans intuitively or subconsciously know that man must have some share of the
nature of God, (that) he is a spark of the Divine, hence their interest in this field.
Consequently, man is capable of knowing God ... through his soul or spirit. For the
mystic believes that as the intellect is given us to apprehend material things, so the spirit
is given us to apprehend spiritual things. The methods of mental and spiritual
knowledge are entirely different. For we know a thing mentally by looking at it from

outside, by comparing it with other things, by analysing and defining it, whereas we can

know a thing spiritually only by becoming it."*

*! Versluis, Arthur. Methods in the Study of Esotericism. Part II, Esoterica IV 2002, p. 30.

*2 The nature of the field where mysticism is operational is, by all accounts, beyond temporal and spatial
reality. The intellect could balk at the notion that unidirectionality of time or the existence of separating
space could be nonoperative, that two separate objects could influence one another 'backwards' in time
and separated by space. (How? The clue here is that 'two separate objects' in this domain are one in a
spaceless 'Here' and timeless eternal 'Now"). But this is the type of reality that is implied in this
suprarational field of mysticism and simply because it does not make intellectuals sense, does not mean
that it is not true. All time is now in the implicate order of David Bohm.

* Spurgeon, Caroline F. E. Mysticism in English Literature. Downloaded from http://www.gutenberg.net,
p.- 3.

* Mascaro, Juan. The Bhagavad-Gita. London: Penquin. 1962, p. 116.

* Spurgeon, Caroline F. E. Mysticism in English Literature. Downloaded from http://www.gutenberg.net,
p. 4.
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The opposing views of the mystical constructivism school, ably represented by Katz*®
holds that "(t)here are NO pure (i.e. unmediated) experiences." [Emphasis in the
original work.] This implies that all experiences, whether mystical or commonplace, are
culturally mediated. The implication is that as a member of a society, your evaluation of
all your experiences of the world is subtly influenced by the rules and customs of your
particular society. This could well be so, as long as we are referring to an evaluation of
experiences and not to experiences itself. If this is what Katz intend, then I believe that
his view is right and valid. If however he is serious about his statement as it stands, then
he commits the reductionist or totalising error of absolutising that view. Katz, by his
own admission, it is not a mystic and his statements should be viewed against that
background. His pronouncements on the interpretations of experiences by mystics can
be given the credence it deserves. He brings a rigorous analytical approach to this arena
even though according to his own admission he has not had mystical experiences
himself. Those that can comment authoritatively on such experiences are the mystics,
and in evaluating their experiences, they tend to do so in negatives and they are
unanimous in that it is 'neither this nor that'. They contend that it cannot be
conceptualised nor conveyed by conceptual means. Even so, the constructivist
perspective of Katz has peripheral (regarding the two main conflicting points at issue)
merit which Forman cannot deny; a useful intellectual discipline is brought to bear on
the subject of mysticism which Forman admits was not dominant in the perennialist

case due to naive and methodologically unsound use of primary texts in the past.”’

However, as matters now stand we do have this conflict between these two perspectives.

To me it appears that the approach of Forman is more valid than that of Katz.

By analysing the situation a bit further, I believe that this conflict can easily be resolved.
We can use an analogy of a mystic mountain. This is a mountain with different paths
leading up to the peak and which are used by travellers from two settlements at the
bottom, the one a German, and the other a Hindu settlement. The mountain has a ring
of clouds below the summit that separates the lower warmer part of the mountain from

the mountain peak with its clear views, its bracing atmosphere and the snow which is

%6 Katz, Steven T. Language, Epistemology and Mysticism, quoted by Forman, Robert K. C., ed. The
Problem of Pure Consciousness. New York: Oxford University Press. 1990, p. 9.

*" Forman, Robert K. C., ed. The Problem of Pure Consciousness. New York: Oxford University Press.
1990, p. 4.
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totally unknown below. The clouds restrict the view of the mountain summit from
below. It separates the lower side from the peak which has the nature of purity as
represented by snow. There are different paths that are unique to each traveller and
which leads to the mountain peak. Each of the villages down below operates according
to their own cultural traditions. Because of the uniqueness of the snow (or in this
analogy the mystic reality), which is never present below the clouds, returning travellers
always bring a handful of snow to show their friends. And always the snow melts as
soon as the warm atmosphere below the clouds are encountered. The snow melts but
the knowledge and the memory thereof remain with the traveller that has experienced it.
Communication in the villages takes place successfully within their cultural context.
Visits between the villages are fairly common but communication is not perfect, even
given the wealth of goodwill existing between the two groups. In the area below the

clouds the various customs of humanity pertains.

The snow-covered peak sticking out is the field of the mystic. The snow the
mountaineer or mystic brings down from the top and that melted before he reached the
lower parts represents pure consciousness and pure knowledge and is only available in
the tangible form of snow above the clouds. The lower part of the mountain represents
the relative world which is the area that Katz covers. This mystic cannot show this
solid-state water to anybody, and as many mystics have found, talking about this can be
dangerous. (I mean, solid water, what next!). The top of the mountain is the field that
Forman covers; it is the domain of mysticism, of higher states of consciousness where
the mountaineer experiences realities beyond anything conceivable below the cloud
level. The view is unique; it is the view from Whitehead's acroplane.*® Whatever takes
place there is cosmic, complete and permeated with unboundedness, which according to
the mystics simply cannot be conveyed with normal language. The different paths
represent the differing spiritual disciplines and the two settlements represent the cultures
of all the seekers of the world. Four types of communication are relevant here, that
taking place within a village amongst the normal people which is conducted in either
German or Hindi, the interaction between the two villages where they use their second
language Hindi or German, communication taking place on top of the mountain

between visitors meeting up which is beyond words and signs and is purely on the

* Whitehead, A N. Process and Reality. New York: The Free Press. 1969, p. 7.



Chapter 1 — Introduction 24

intuitive level, and finally the communication of the returning travellers with their own

people.

When this mystic returns, and in reporting to his audience, whether in Hindi or in
German, he will be using whatever tools are available to him to communicate his
experiences. There are only two subjects of interest in his communication, the first is
the view, which is that of infinity, and the second is the snow. Above the mountain
both these facets are so obvious that intuitive communication here is not to inform or
convince but the expression of a living reality of joy and ecstasy. At the lower level of
the mountain, it is for the sake of his audience that he communicates. And here the
Hindu or any other mystic is forced to use language and images to communicate -
inadequately- his truth. No other language excepting the normal language using words
can be used below the cloud cover. The only exception is when two mystics, regardless
of their village of origin, communicate because they have the option to use either words
or intuitive means for communication. And when they use words they are not restricted
to accepting the normal meanings and usage of words. Then these mystic friends

perceive everything they say correctly and intuitively.
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But in communicating with their non-mystic kin, they do the best they can for they can
do none other, communicate they must, in the words of Bergson: "Hardly had these
mystics come back from Heaven to earth, when they felt it incumbent on them to teach
mankind."* This is very similar and parallel to the following quote, only here the subtle
differences between the type of teachers or mystics are highlighted a bit more: "Chuang
Tzu said, To know the Way is easy; to keep from speaking about it is hard. To know
and not to speak -- this gets you to the Heavenly part. To know and to speak -- this gets
you to the human part.”50 All teachers will teach their truth in their own way, within
their cultural context, even though the communication of these sublime realities are ill
suited to the tools at hand, and in the teaching their audience will learn according to
their abilities (and learn they will, if the vast number of followers of the mystics
throughout the ages is of any account). His audience here consists of ordinary normal
people and I would suggest for consideration that the mystics perceive and then
manipulate the truths, which are their direct intuitive perceptions, by using the intellect
(or possibly also the emotion), even though he deals with something that is an extension
in consciousness, namely the intuition. For him partial dissemination of the knowledge
is better than none. This reasoning does not deny nor dismiss the important analytical
intellectual function, but a sufficient number of intellectually developed mystics have
stated that intuitive truths cannot be communicated accurately using the intellect and its
tools, despite some intellectuals such as Katz arguing differently. But this is not the
issue here, as has been stated repeatedly; such an intellectual is not dealing with an
experience but with a reporting of an experience. Again, as this reporting is partial, it
certainly can be done within any cultural context. The problem arises with a person that
is developed intellectually but not intuitively and who could argue that intuition could
be understood by the intellect. In a way that is true and possible, but the nature of that
understanding would be partial and not be an "existential understanding" as it were, but
an "outsider" or at best a "participant” understanding as defined by Kriiger.”' I believe
that by analysing and clarifying the different perspectives starting with the conflict
point, a seemingly irreconcilable situation with two radically different departure points

were found to be complementary.

* Bergson, Henri. The Two Sources of Morality and Religion. tr. R. Ashley Audra & Cloudesley
Brereton. Garden City NY: Doubleday, 1935, p. 233.

*0 Watson, Burton. The Complete Works of Chuang Tzu. New York: Columbia University Press. 1968, p.
355.

>! Kriiger, J S. Along Edges. Pretoria: University of South Africa. 1995, p. 91.
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The problematic issue that arises when dealing with the subject of mysticism using
words or language should be analysed further. To deal with this language situation, we
should mention the following facts. We have a human observer with a particular
physiology, psychology and history, which history includes his cultural heritage. This
totality is the entity that observes. If this observer has a mystical experience, it would be
his own personal first-hand experience. If he were to communicate in words what he
experienced, he would, due to linguistic limitations, only be able to produce
approximate concepts of what he experienced, and that will be done with the language
and within the framework of his culture. The philosophers mentioned above (James and
Bergson) made out a case that, regardless of the mundane or sublime nature of the
experience, these concepts are and remain partial and incomplete. From the point of our
observer here, he is in no doubt as to the reality and validity of his experience. The
problem therefore lies not in his experience but in utilising a particular 'language' in
communicating his experience. As said before, comments on the report of a mystical
experience made by an 'outsider' does not deal with the experience, and not even with
the reporting by the mystic of the experience, but with his (the outsider's) concept and
understanding of a report of the experience of that mystic, (which mystic would in any
case have said that his report is incomplete and inaccurate, not by choice but through

lack of the capabilities of the communicating medium, in this case words).

In this context I understand that an argument could be raised about the following two
components: that the problem is not the relationship between the intellect and the
intuition but the relationship between intuition and general cultural factors. I believe
both these elements are important, but they should not be confused and should be dealt
with differently. The relationship between the intellect and the intuition is not very
clear. It appears to be still the mind that does the thinking or perception. I have dealt
with it in my discussion on Katz where I contend that there are apparently two totally
different modes of operation by the human mind. Yet both can be, and mostly are,
present simultaneously and the presence of the one does not invalidate the value of the
other. The important point in this regard is the fact that it is only the mind and not the
intuition that takes part in this particular discussion about the relationship between these
two. This discussion of the relationship is completely one-sided and presents only the

perspective of the mind: the intuition in truth does not figure at all.
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Further, regarding the relationship between intuition and general cultural factors, as |
have argued above, the intuitive insights of a mystic are — in fact can only be —
communicated within a particular cultural framework by using signs or words if he is
addressing non-mystics. Here the intuitive level has largely been left behind and his
communication takes place mostly on an intellectual or emotional level. His awakened
intuitive faculty would still be present and active but if his audience does not perceive
him intuitively, it is on these other levels that he perforce will have to operate on. Here
he is in the classical unenviable position of the teacher of putting out knowledge

knowing full well that his audience by and large will only receive information.

Overall, the end result of the conflict dealt with above could be beneficial. Even though
I personally am more convinced of the validity of the perennialist approach, the
constructivist's approach of Katz has merit in that it analyses diligently all the shades of
differences between mystics from various backgrounds. It provides an even clearer
epistemological model for mystical experiences than does the perennialists. In this way
mysticism can now be approached not from an a priori angle but by the use of social
analysis. But here is it not true mysticism that is dealt with, it is a relativised and
despiritualised concept of mysticism that is being discussed The perennialists in turn
highlight the existence, importance and difference of the intuitive faculty and its supra-
intellectual mode of operation compared with that of the intellect and thereby should
become more sympathetic to the fact that what they with a sense of superiority consider
spiritualism is in fact emotionalism. Their righteous stance becomes tempered with a

brush of humility.

What is really relevant to our present discussion is what is the nature of the mystical
experience - especially that of Sri Aurobindo. Could it be said that what Sri Aurobindo
wrote, was essentially coloured by his cultural background? How universal is what he
says - is he speaking as a Hindu? Further, does he communicate in a discursive or an
apodictic style? Is he authoritarian or democratic? How believable is he? These are
elements that we should bear in mind when we examine his works. Experiences in
general can be categorised to a greater or smaller degree of accuracy as philosophical,
creative, aesthetic, elemental, and psychical. Should this not be true also of mystical

experiences? If those experiences are exceedingly difficult to verbalise, should they
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necessarily be excluded from categorization? To explain the difficulty of categorisation,
one needs to have a clear picture of the element you wish to categorise. Something as
intangible as consciousness is especially difficult. For people to convey the reality of
their own waking state of consciousness to others is virtually impossible; for a mystic to
convey the reality of mystical states of consciousness to non-mystics could arguably be
even more difficult. But that does not allow the mystic to relinquish his duty, on the
contrary, it defines and clarifies his task of communicating his truth efficiently and

effectively.

Therefore the difficulty of the task should not deter us from elucidating the concept
"mystic". Furthermore, the essential reasons why it is that we cannot master this
problem should be found. Is it not possible that the intellect simply is not up to the task,
that a new and exciting expanded field of consciousness and mode of perception lays
beyond that of the intellect? Is it not possible further that this field which apparently
excludes the working of the intellect and is the gateway to untold subtle knowledge and
insights? On a more pragmatic and intellectual level, the construction of even a
framework has great merit in that that could outline the problematic involved and could
be the starting point of further development in this field. Moore™” distinguishes between
six different types of mystics. There are mystical theorists (who believe in the reality of
mystical experience), practicing mystics (people who have had such experiences),
accidental mystics who neither theorise about nor practice mysticism, traditional
mystics operating according to a set custom, natural mystics having spontaneous
experiences of mysticism and experimental mystics who follow a traditional discipline.
He mentions five dimensions of mysticism namely experience, effects, conditions, ideas
and setting. In some way his thinking is parallel to that of Katz. For instance he regards
the mystic as starting with some intellectual conditions, with a type of expectation as to
what he will experience. Whether this is generally true could be debated and for
answers we should be looking at particular instances. By all accounts it appears to be
true that in the world of the mystic the absolute is very prominent and relative reality
very often seems to be less unimportant. These two instances, that of the absolute and
the relative, we will examine in our example, Sri Aurobindo, and so gain insight into his

philosophy by studying the content of his work, which we deal with in later chapters.

2 Moore, P G. Problems in the analysis of mystical experience with special reference to the work of R C
Zaehner, W T Stace and M Laski. PhD thesis, University of Lancaster, 1977.
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We will then also find what degree of integration, if any, there is regarding these two

aspects in the philosophy of Sri Aurobindo.

The views on mysticism by some prominent Western thinkers that are given below are
interesting and illuminating. They are all highly erudite and if they have not had some
form of personal experience of mysticism, they are all very well informed on the
subject. They all however have different approaches in dealing with their subject.
Despite their differences, if we consider the views of Sri Aurobindo and his philosophy,
it is striking to note to what degree they seem to agree with some aspect or another of
his philosophy in outlining their own approaches. What becomes clear is that whether
the mystics hailed from the West or the East, they all shared a number of common
qualities and characteristics, even though some of these qualities might be more

dominant in one mystic than in another.

In his classic study The Varieties Of Religious Experience,” William James based his
statements on recorded material available to him and he mentions four qualities that he
associates with mysticism. The first is ineffability; the quality of the experience of the
mystic is so unutterable that it defies expression. It is therefore a direct personal
experience that cannot be adequately imparted or transferred to others, unless that other
person also has had similar experiences. The next one is the noetic quality where
mystical states seem to those who experience them, to be also states of knowledge. Here
great depths of truth are revealed unaffected by the discursive intellect. When the mystic
does convey his experiences, James says that as a rule they carry with them a curious
sense of authority for after-time. Further, there is a transience in the experience of
mystical states, as it cannot be sustained for long. He mentions that the experience lasts
for at most an hour or two duration, after which their quality can but be imperfectly
reproduced in memory. It can recur and then its inner richness and importance is again
recognised. This statement of course is debatable in that it would be completely untrue
for a person, a mystic that has evolved to the level of permanently experiencing higher
states of consciousness. However, the paucity of the known (and thus for him absent)
examples of such a nature drives him to that conclusion. I would argue that few such

representatives moving in higher states of consciousness would declare that themselves

>3 James, William. The Varieties of Religious Experience. New York: The Library of America. (1987).
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or allow themselves to become "known" unless it falls within the ambit of the task they
have to perform on earth. The last quality is one of passivity. Whatever procedure is
required for the experience, when it does happen the mystic feels as if his own will were
suspended and as if he were held by a superior power. Mystical states are not
experienced as an interruption in life, on the contrary it is experiencing the essence of
life, and afterwards the memory and a profound sense of their importance remains. To a
greater or lesser extent they modify the normal' inner life of the subject between the

times of their recurrence. >

C G Jung did work of great significance in the field of depth psychology. "Jung was
drawn to the mystics because he tended to see the Western psychospiritual movement
toward a more radical interiority most dramatically expressed in their writings. For
Jung, the mystics were simply people who had undergone an intense and unmediated
experience of the power of the archetypal world. Yet, this power works always to
compensate personal and societal consciousness and therefore grounds a historical
development."> He enumerated a number of characteristics of mystics and said:
"Tracing the development of mystical consciousness in the mystics (he found) the
following common elements and historical development. (A)ll of these mystics wrote
out of their immediate experience. All spoke of a certain intimacy between the divine
and the human that implies a divine need for the human as creature and therefore a
necessity in the creator to create. All spoke too of a unity that they accessed, in which
the distinction between their being and that of the divine was negated toward total
fusion. From this union, they return to the world revitalized for its challenges and
possessed of an intensified appreciation of the good of humanity and of all that negates

such good in their surroundings."*

The Jungian concept of the "collective unconscious,"
which he defines in "The Man and His Symbols" as a part of the psyche that retains and
transmits the common psychological inheritance of humanity, could well explain the
phenomena of an invisible but obviously interrelated nature of consciousness. The
interior and subjective world was of paramount importance to Jung, which is in

complete agreement with the views of Sri Aurobindo. Jung was very aware of the

> James, William. The Varieties of Religious Experience. New York: The Library of America, 1987, p.
342-344,

> Dourley, John P. "The Religious Significance of Jung's Psychology" International Journal for the
Psychology of Religion. 5.2 (1995), p. 86.

*% Dourley, John P. "The Religious Significance of Jung's Psychology" International Journal for the
Psychology of Religion. 5.2 (1995), p. 86.
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inadequacies of the intellectual faculty to deal with what is beyond. He says: "I am quite
conscious that I am moving in a world of images and that none of my own reflections

"7 'With time he was led to believe that there are

touches the essence of the Unknowable.
many things that are beyond our normal intellectual comprehension. The very basis of
causality and temporality and spatiality became questionable to him. He came to view
coincidences, which are events without an apparent link between cause and effect, not
as something that happens by serendipitous chance, which has an illogical reality about
it, but as synchronicity where the reality is that events are linked in an acausal fashion,™
by an acausal connecting principle. Synchronicity could thus be termed the unifying
principle behind meaningful coincidence, individual consciousness and the totality of
space and time. This implies that the link between occurrences does exist, but it is based
in the reaches of a domain beyond the normal accepted time/space continuum. This is
completely in line with the acceptance by various thinkers, including Sri Aurobindo of
the ontology of being, as envisaged by the concept of holism. Jung appreciated that the

growth of consciousness, which he calls "the instinctive Urgrund of his being," is where

true transformation can take place, and that happens on the level of the psyche.”

W T Stace listed seven typical and representative samples selected from different
periods, lands, and cultures as being common characteristics of extroversive mystical
states of mind. He mentions an experience of a unifying vision, which is expressed
abstractly by the formula "All is One" which is perceived through the physical senses,
in or through the multiplicity of objects. There is a real awareness of the One as being
an inner subjectivity in all things, which he names life, consciousness, or a living
Presence. Here nothing is "really" dead. Further qualities are a sense of objectivity or
reality, a feeling of blessedness, joy, happiness, and satisfaction, a feeling that what is
apprehended is holy, or sacred, or divine. This is the quality which gives rise to the
interpretation of the experience as being an experience of "God." It is specifically the

religious element in the experience. It is closely intertwined with, but not identical to,

°7 Jung, Carl Gustav. Answer to Job. London: Routledge. 1952, p. xiii.

*¥ Jung, C. G. Synchronicity: An Acausal Connecting Principle. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul. 1955,
p-14.

> Coward, Harold. Jung and Eastern Thought. New York: State University of New York Press. 1985, p.
Xiv.
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the previously listed characteristic of blessedness and joy. The experience could also be

paradoxical and even though real, difficult to verbalise.*’

We find that many mystics were thinkers of the first order, with most using logic with
very well developed intellects as well as being intuitive thinkers. That however was not
always or necessarily the case. They also, as humans, had to grow and develop their
thinking and philosophies. Most operated within their cultural traditions and verbalised
and conceptualised what they experienced within that particular framework. However, it
is arguable that they did not always convey all that they knew. Even so, often what they
said was completely new and beyond their cultural paradigms. This, especially in the
West, placed them on a collision course with the established spiritual leaders. The
matters of interest to them were subtler realms, and when they spoke or wrote about
their particular field, the subject of consciousness was a dominant one. The subjects of
cosmology and of God are also prominent in their thinking. The nature of the God that
they dealt with might be transcendental, immanent or both. They had various
experiences of a supramental spiritual nature, which in time for some could become a
permanent state of awareness. What they said or preached was also very often
incomprehensible to their listeners, but they did inspire people regardless of whether
they were understood. It could take years or centuries for people to evolve to the point

where they comprehended the messages of the mystics.

A number of non-mystics, intrigued by the subject of mysticism, have made
contributions to this theme. Katz's definition of a mystic is a person that has had a
mystical experience,®' although it is arguable that this is a very low standard that is set.
It does however have merit in that through having had one incident or experience of
higher states of consciousness, one would realise that there existed a mystical realm. An
example of such a person was Saint Augustine who said: "And thus with the flash of
one trembling glance it (his being or consciousness) arrived at THAT WHICH IS. And
then I saw Thy invisible things understood by the things which are made. But I could
not fix my gaze thereon; and my infirmity being struck back, I was thrown again on my

wonted habits, carrying along with me only a loving memory thereof, and a longing for

60 Stace, W. T. Mysticism and Philosophy. London: Macmillan Press, 1960, p. 78-80.
6! Katz, Steven T., ed. Mysticism and Language. 1992, p. 123.
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what I had, as it were, perceived the odour of, but was not yet able to feed on."* He
indicated that he had experienced such a transcendental vision only once or twice in his
life, whereas for advanced mystics such a state of consciousness is normal, and in fact it
forms part of their normal everyday consciousness, therefore in this study the
assumption will be that a mystic is a person that experiences higher states of
consciousness and can either remain in that state, or can return thereto at will.
Experiencing higher states of consciousness is not in contradiction to, or in conflict
with, other normal states of consciousness such as waking, dreaming and sleeping.
According to Sri Aurobindo, quite the reverse is true, spiritual evolution leads to the
development of higher states of consciousness, which does not replace the normal states
of consciousness but operates integrally with those states. Even though higher states of
consciousness are very important to Sri Aurobindo, this does not preclude the
importance of the ordinary waking state. He says, "On the contrary, it is in the waking
state that this realisation must come and endure in order to be a reality of the life. If
experienced in trance it would be a superconscient state true for some part of the inner
being, but not real to the whole consciousness. ... (and it) is only when the realisation is
constant in the waking state that it is truly possessed. Therefore in this yoga most value
is given to the waking realisation and experience."® Subjective characteristics of a
person so developed include happiness with and acceptance of the relative life and with

bliss as a basis of being.

6. THE WIDER RELIGIO-PHILOSOPHICAL CONTEXT OF

SRI AUROBINDO'S THOUGHT
Sri Aurobindo (1872-1950) forms part of the broad sweep of the Indian religious and

philosophical history. In understanding Sri Aurobindo it is necessary to have an
overview of the history of this intellectual and spiritual landscape with its main
characters and various trends of thought. Because of the breadth and originality of his
thinking, to understand Sri Aurobindo it is necessary, in addition to analysing his
religious philosophy as outlined in the research problem above, to view a broader
backdrop, in both the temporal and spatial sense, of religious philosophy in the Indian

and the European frameworks. The phrases Indian and European, Eastern and Western,

62 Saint Augustine. The Confessions of Saint Augustine. Translated by Edward Bouverie Pusey, Etext of
Project Gutenberg: Edition 10, 2002, p. 82.
%3 Sri Aurobindo. Letters on Yoga. Volume 22-23-24. [SABCL], p. 743.
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and Oriental or Occidental, are commonly — even though arguably incorrectly — used to
describe two opposing poles of seeing and dealing with this world. Generally, the term
'Western' conjures up an image of scientific objectivity, whereas 'Eastern’ is taken to
refer to a subjective and unscientific way of thinking and doing. This very much applies
to both philosophy and religion. This broad view is not necessarily a correct
generalisation. For perspective on this issue we should rather look at the individual
philosophers of both the West and the East, as well as at the history, environment and
general climate and structure in which they operated as both geographical areas
produced philosophers that had common characteristics. The commonality in religious
metaphysics in both the East and West are displayed through remarkable similarities
between their thinkers. Regardless of who and where they were, all speculative mystics
wanted to arrive at supreme knowledge. This involved the concept or reality of all,
including God. In practical terms and regarding the influence of their environment on
their day-to-day lives, the wider cultural contexts including the various social
institutionalised forms of religion in these two geographical areas, profoundly
influenced the thinking of philosophers. It is so that in the West, the dominant religious
culture restrictively dictated the probity of thinking whereas in the East a much more
relaxed approach by the organised or established religions were followed, arguably
because they were more steeped in the mystical and spiritual realities, and the spiritual
thinkers were free to use their intuition in addition to their intellects without interference
from a prescriptive church. This general religious and philosophical climate allowed
greater freedom for intuition, in addition to the exercise of reason, resulting in a culture

accepting the spiritual reality in all aspects of the universe.

Despite the apparent inhibiting factors in the West, this intuitive development has
always taken place, as is evident by the fact that over vast periods of time there existed a
strong mystical tradition in both the East and the West that was personified by a number
of great figures, original thinkers that reached for and believed to have penetrated the
essence of things. It is interesting that this mystical thread runs through vast distances
and epochs separated by both space and time, the time applicable here being measured
in millennia and the space from Japan right through to Ireland. The great similarities
that exist in the basics of their insights and pronouncements are without regard to their
cultural background. We know that there were esoteric traditions both in the East and

West that by definition were secret and were taught only to those deemed fit and worthy
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to receive higher knowledge. These traditions in the West are embodied in a variety of
teachings such as alchemy, astrology, Gnosticism, Hermeticism, Kabbalah, magic,
mysticism, Neoplatonism, a variety of religious and occult movements movements,
Rosicrucianism, secret societies, and theosophy, wiccans, the pagans, and the Templars,
to mention only a very few. Those interested in these matters generally know this list.
What is important is the inner reality of these different organisations, which in its nature
are secret and occult spiritual teachings. The evolved people involved in this field were
the joy of that part of evolving humanity that was ready for the next leg of their
evolutionary progress. As a general rule, these knowledgeable beings in the East were
readily accepted, whereas in the West they were controversial in that they brought to the
fore knowledge that differed from generally accepted dogma, which knowledge
deviated in some instances dramatically from accepted belief, particularly in the

Western (compared to Orthodox) Christianity.

6.1. THE "WEST"

The Western religio-philosophical tradition includes a profound mystical tradition, as
indicated below and this tradition interacts beyond time and space with the rest of the
world. There is a profound connection binding these different traditions. All the
different mystical traditions, East or West, deal with the subtler and higher spiritual
aspects of existence. This is in contrast to the obvious and external history as written in
the normal history books which paints a sad and repetitive theme of conflict and
win/lose. Welfare is dictated by the ego. This welfare is of me and mine, and it
emphatically excludes you and yours. Festivals for racial conflict find itself on the two
extreme poles of the calendar — 16™ June and 16™ December, and yet we are all one.
The history that is important for mankind is that of the mystic tradition with its inspiring
transcendental reality and where it is the subtle and the sublime that constitute the blank
pages. Only, we have to know about it. Here the mystical tradition can be traced from
Japan right to Ireland, and it existed in the different continents over time. We have an
inspiring and wonderful historical stream of communication and interaction spanning
more than two millennia of India with other parts of the world. This includes Europe
and China but there is evidence of interaction with Africa and suggestions that other
countries should also be included. The world of the mystic is perennial and forms not

so much a sub- as a super-culture which due to its subtlety and profundity remained the
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important guiding principle for humanity. This is the philosophy that is related to that

of Schweitzer, that can be the guiding force for the progress of humanity.

SOME WESTERN MYSTICS

In this section we will briefly analyse both the type and the comparabilities of thinking
of a limited number of Western metaphysical mystics, and note some complementarities
to the thinking of Sri Aurobindo. For this purpose it is necessary to give a short outline
of Sri Aurobindo's cosmology, which is represented more fully in chapter 3. He
postulates an ultimate or first cause, which is "The One". Through various mechanisms
this spawns "lower" agencies which are still, in essence, Itself. The first one is
Sachchidananda which, with the formation of a succeeding descending variety of
spiritual levels, eventually reaches the lowest level namely a state of nothingness called
the Inconscient. At this point evolution starts, and it moves back up through the various
levels of matter, life, mind, and the higher states of consciousness right back to "The
One". Sri Aurobindo is clear that all levels, including the material level, are inherently
divine. This is a very inadequate and incomplete summary, but it is sufficient for the
comparative purposes we have in mind. It is striking that all the different mystics
including Sri Aurobindo seem to provide prima facie substance to the claim of the
'perennialists' in that there is substance to the principles of the perennial philosophy.

This however will be investigated in more depth as the argument proceeds.

Parmenides (b. 510 BCE) was a Presocratic philosopher and he and other philosophers
mentioned in this section had a very critical approach to knowledge. He lived at the very
beginning of the recorded philosophical tradition. Russell sums up the philosophy of
Parmenides very well with: "Parmenides divides his teaching into two parts, called
respectively 'the way of truth' and 'the way of opinion'."® Popper, an admirer of the
Presocratics, showed that both Xenophanes — the teacher of Parmenides — and
Heraclitus disdained knowledge gained by the inductive procedure. They knew that
knowledge to be gained through the intellect is incomplete but they kept searching for
the way to true knowledge. They knew that it existed, as Heraclitus said: "(knowledge)

is in the divine nature".®> Democritus stated: "But in fact, nothing do we know from

% Russell, Bertrand. The Problems of Philosophy. New York: Oxford University Press. 1959, p. 66.
5 pPopper, Karl. The World of Parmenides. London: Routledge, 2002, p. 24.
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having seen it; for the truth is hidden in the deep."®® Of course, not that Popper viewed
inspired divine non-intellectual modes of gaining knowledge all too favourably — quite

6% contends that Parmenides use "purely abstract rational

the opposite, in fact.*” Tarnas
logic" and "unprecedentedly rigorous deductive logic", whilst also stating that he,
Parmenides, had a divine revelation which gave him the access to the knowledge and
insights he had. Perhaps Tarnas is correct in his contention about Parmenides having
rational and deductive logic, but it could be that he misses the point in regards to the
divine revelation aspect; Parmenides thought logically but gained his special type of
knowledge using the divine revelatory route. From a practical perspective, we have the
views of Kingsley who paints a picture of Parmenides as a highly evolved person at
home in the subtle realms, as well as at work on earth as a leader, lawgiver, teacher and
healer.”” He was a remarkable exponent of each of these diverse fields. Regarding his
cosmology, Parmenides, in his few fragments, argued that all of reality is a single,
unchanging substance, what is, is, and it can never become what it is not. What is not is
not and should not be spoken about. Here, as in the thinking of all the different mystics
that follow, the presence of paradox is a common denominator. In its essence, there is
no space or time for duality that creates the possibility for something else to exist.
Duality exists, but it is part of the One. All is One; the true reality remains changeless
and unitary and is complete. This is difficult to intellectualise about as supramental
matters can only be dealt with using the applicable tools namely higher states of
consciousness, which is difficult to comprehend for even an evolved intellectual that has
not experienced — or experienced it often enough to become used to it — higher states of
consciousness. These views of Parmenides relate to the views of Sri Aurobindo
regarding the existence of a supramental original absolute and a subsequent yet timeless

relative creation.

Plato (427-347 BCE) (a student of Socrates, who in turn was influenced by the
teachings of Parmenides) searched for truth using a technique of critical discussion. He
distinguished between appearance and reality and maintained that the subtle was the
actual reality. Plato's cosmology in Timaeus (to restrict our brief overview to that work)

identifies the real as distinguished from the apparent. To Plato there is something that

5 Ibid, p. 25.

57 Ibid, p. 34.

% Tarnas, Richard. The Passion of the Western Mind. London: Pimlico, 2000, p. 20.
% Kingsley, Peter. In the Dark Places of Wisdom. London: Duckworth, 1999.
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always is and has no becoming, and that is the real. It is that stable state or reality which
is apprehended by understanding, by intelligence and reason, whereas the apparent, that
which is always becoming and never is, is reality to a human as the result of an opinion
formed by the senses and without true reasoning.”’ In this cosmology the world is a
good place, as good as God could make it, and because he wanted the world to be as
perfect as it could be, he endowed the world with life, soul and intelligence.”' This
world forms part of the unitary created heaven or universe.”” He created the world in a
form that was suitable and natural to beauty, the most perfect form being a globe, based
on one of Plato's forms.”® The nature of the world, of matter, is physical, visible and
tangible and therefore for Plato includes fire and earth. For these two to be combined,
air and water was created. His perception of astronomy apparently still had the earth as
the centre of the universe. A very insightful statement says that time and the heaven
came into being at the same instant.”* This is comparable to the views of other mystics
who contend that time and space is the result of duality. It is clear from the Timaeus that
to Plato, it is the invisible universe of eternal principles that is important. It is not sense
perceptions that are basic but that what is perceived by what he calls intelligence.

A very lucid example of his penetrating thinking is found in the cave analogy’ where
different levels of reality are depicted, from the least real, the shadows, which the
inhabitants of the cave accept as the true reality through the intervening stages of reality
up to the eventual highest of what is the Sun, which is the initially overwhelming source
of all and the blinding light of knowledge. Acclimatising to this bright light and
assimilating the knowledge would require time. The unfortunate fate of a person that
went out and gained this knowledge, and then returned to impart it to the denizens of the
cave, would be ridicule and disbelief or worse.

Plotinus (205-270) dealt with transcendental and cosmological questions. It is obvious
from his descriptions of what he had experienced qualifies him as being a mystic. He
writes: "Many times it has happened: Lifted out of the body into myself; becoming
external to all other things and self-encentered; beholding a marvellous beauty; then,

more than ever, assured of community with the loftiest order; enacting the noblest life,

70 plato. Timaeus, translated by Jowett, Benjamin. Downloaded from http://www.gutenberg.net, p. 8.

" Ibid, p. 9.
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7 Plato. The Republic. Electronic Text Center, University of Virginia Library Charlottesville, Va. Edited
and translated by Benjamin Jowett, p. 210.
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acquiring identity with the divine; stationing within It by having attained that activity;
poised above whatsoever within the Intellectual is less than the Supreme: yet, there
comes the moment of descent from intellection to reasoning, and after that sojourn in
the divine, I ask myself how it happens that I can now be descending, and how did the
soul ever enter into my body, the soul which, even within the body, is the high thing it
has shown itself to be."”® This is a classical description of experiences of higher states
of consciousness. One can only postulate that the questioning that takes place when he
descended from that higher realm is due to the fact that it is not a permanent reality in
his being. After such an experience he intellectualises about both the questions and the
answers regarding higher states of consciousness. This differs somewhat from Sri
Aurobindo who is clear, based on his own experiences, as to what the nature of high
states of consciousness is all about. This one can postulate due to the clarity of
descriptions and depth of explanations the Sri Aurobindo had supplied which becomes
clearer later on in this thesis. From this point another conclusion could possibly be
drawn namely that there is a far greater degree of intellectual effort by Plotinus to arrive
at the cosmological conclusions he did compared with those of Sri Aurobindo which he
states he had experienced intuitively. About the ontological primordial Being, Plotinus
wrote "Bringing itself close to the divine Intellect, becoming, as it were, one with this, it
seeks still further: What Being, now, has engendered this God, what is the Simplex
preceding this multiple; what the cause at once of its existence and of its existing as a
manifold; what the source of this Number, this Quantity? Number, Quantity, is not
primal: obviously before even duality, there must stand the unity."”” In his Enneads’ he
extended the thoughts of Plato and developed a complex spiritual cosmology involving
three hypostasis: the One (absolute Unity), the Intelligence or Divine Mind (the totality
of Divine thoughts), and the Soul (this includes the World-Soul and individual souls).
Lower than these three is matter with only a dim spark of divinity. It is from the
productive unity of these three Beings that all existence emanates. This structure in
broad outline seems to correspond clearly to that of Sri Aurobindo. The principle of
emanation is not simply causal, but also contemplative. In his system, Plotinus raises
intellectual contemplation to the status of a productive principle; it is by virtue of

contemplation that all existents are said to be united as a single, all-pervasive reality and
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arrived at a comprehensive view of reality in which everything flows in series from the
unitary centre towards an outside and into ever less significant things. Even though
human beings are viewed as belonging to the lowest element of nature, Plotinus
considered humans as being a microcosm of the universe as a whole, with the ability to
contemplate the divine unity. In essence, God is the supreme inconceivable reality and
the principle of all realities. All worlds, invisible as well as visible are a derivation or
emanation from God. Here there is a downward movement from God to the world, and
an upward movement from the world to God.” This too is parallel to the cosmology of
Sri Aurobindo.

Matter, Form, and Soul. Plotinus desired to create an account of reality in which the

relations of metaphysical dependence obtaining between its various levels could be
explained within the confines of the limitations of human language and its
conceptualisation. He postulated the One, which is the single archetypical reality from
which everything else in the universe emanates. The One must, in Plotinus's view, be
utterly simple in order to function as a principle. Matter exists in this universe; it has
form, quality and magnitude. The essence of matter is an invisible substrate of some
kind without magnitude — this could well be a description of the nature of the quantum
state of matter. Its reality is not lessened by the fact that it is not apprehended by the
senses. It is in its nature incorporeal. The nature of matter, because it lacks the fullness
of being associated with the good, is intrinsically evil. He also says "There remains,
only, if Evil exist at all, that it be situate in the realm of Non-Being."®® One could argue
the non-being is a form of absence of Godness. Logically speaking, in the relative
existence Godness cannot be associated with evil, and yet there is a general acceptance
of the existence of evil, where it could then be argued that the degree of absence of
Godness indicates the degree of evil in existence.

The Priority of Actuality. For Plotinus Mind, or pure abstract thought is better (in the

sense of being more perfect) than Soul, and therefore must be prior in actuality. Mind is
prior to and independent of Soul, and contains (indeed is identical with) the Forms in
their truest state. He says that the soul Mind is immortal. No aspect of the mind is
separate or independent of any other aspect, but Each Form is simply a distinct aspect

(or potentiality) of Mind. It follows that the reality of intellectual activity is not a
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thinking subject and thought object; Thought is a type of actuality since it is clearly not
a potentiality — but it can only be the primary substance.

The Causal Structure of Reality. Plotinus postulates a unique intellectual Mind beyond

the creative Soul, and a One beyond both which is ultimately responsible for everything
that there is. The One's uniqueness is supreme whatever else changes. All existing
things necessarily produce around themselves existence, which depends upon
themselves, and is reflective of the archetypes which produced it. This intellect being
like the One, produces in a similar way using the power inherent in it. When there is
activity in Mind, its substance is Soul which manifests while the Mind remains
unchanged. The Soul generates an image which is the life-force found in all individual
living things, including plants. This life is not primary, but is subject to what is above
life namely the cause of life. In this way is Mind a self-explanatory unity because of its
participation in the One.

Cosmology and Freedom. Plotinus does not use the popular "the will of God" approach

to explain the creative organisation of the world. He produces a novel solution to the
problem of the celestial circular motion of the heavenly bodies. It is neither wholly
natural or due to the material, nor wholly due to the influence of Soul, but is rather the
sum of the two tendencies. Matter tends to move in a straight line, while Soul tends to
pull inwards, and the result is perfect circular motion.

Regarding the relations between souls and matter on the one hand and the higher
hypostases on the other are of concern to Plotinus. Although embodied souls are
naturally constrained by the material nature of their bodies, they can still enjoy freedom
ultimately causally dependent upon the overflowing power of the One as it ramifies
through the lower hypostasis. And he must further clarify both how matter can be
intrinsically evil without compromising the unsullied goodness of the One, and how the
One, being whole and indivisible, can in fact be present to all the rest of creation.

The relations between souls and matter on the one hand and the power of the One
restrict souls but do not compromise their freedom totally.

He argues that because we are created with freedom of choice, directing our own lives,
this results in us sometimes choosing evil instead of good. To gain real freedom we
have to go beyond, and become free of the actions of the body. This implies striving for

our divinity and transcending our humanness.
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Plotinus' fundamental worry is not Heidegger's; of why there is something rather than
nothing, but rather that of why there are many things rather than simply One.*’
The influence of Plotinus and of Neoplatonism on the mystics of the West can hardly be

overrated.

The main theme of the Irish philosopher John Scottus Eriugena (800-877) as expressed
in the Periphyseon is natura. Eriugena states that the first and foremost division of all
things that can either be perceived by the mind or transcend its grasp is into things that
are and things that are not, and this could be given the general name of natura. He
views natura and divisio as totally interrelated and he predicates natura as the general
name of all things that are and that are not. Through the complementary character of
being and non-being this implicitly constitutes an exhaustive totality. The division of
things into being and non-being arises from the distinction between things that can be
grasped by the mind and things that extend beyond the mind's reach. For him, the power
of the mind allows for the division of natura. * Eriugena perceived a close
interrelationship between being and rational understanding; only what can be
represented accurately in thought, and conversely, what can be thought necessarily
possesses some sort of being. Otten's understanding is that there is ultimately no mode

of being that does not yield to the tenacious grasp of the human intellect.*

Although Eriugena indicated that intellectually the divine was incomprehnsible, he
contended that it is still possible for man to know God through his creation. In his
cosmology the highest principle was the immovable self-identical one, the infinite,
transcendent and ‘unknown’ God, from which all things originated and which was then
retrieved back into itself. For Eriugena, Natura is the universal, the totality of all things,
containing in itself being and non-being. All phenomena are manifestations of the unity
of nature. It falls in four classes,84 1. that which is not created but creates which is God
as efficient cause , 2. that which is created and creates, which could be viewed as the the
primordial, or first, cause, which is comparable to Sachchidananda of Sri Aurobindo, 3.

that which is created but does not create, which would be all created things, animate and
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inanimate, 4. that which is not created and does not create which is regarded as final
cause. The first class has God as the ground or origin of all things, the last is God as the
telos of all things, to which the world of creation ultimately returns. The second and
third is the created universe, which is a manifestation of God, an eternal God in process.
In this divine system the three components of beginning, middle and end are in essence
one and if there is a difference it is only due to our limited conception and
understanding. What we see is beyond time but as we exist in a temporal reality, that
which is supra-temporal cannot be described. Here he develops a metaphysics of
nonbeing in which the nothingness is the transcendent being of God. Of course, that
which is not created and does not create could be viewed as nihil, as the absence of what
is, which on the relative level could be viewed as the absence of the first cause, the
ultimate Godness, but this particular point of view could only be possible in the
dualistic relative domain. As stated above, this nothingness or nihil would only be yet

another reality of the ultimate Godness.

He had the ability to perceive the esoteric truth in Scriptures. This is brilliantly
displayed in The Voice of the Eagle where in chapter 1 of the gospel of St. John, he
identified St. John as the disciple "of innermost theology and intuitions of most brilliant
and high contemplation (who) transcends all vision and flies beyond all things that are
and are not. ... John therefore flies beyond not only what may be thought and spoken,
but also beyond all mind and meaning." In this way John is elevated to the spirit beyond
all things and he becomes one with the principle of all. "There he clearly distinguishes
the superessential unity and the supersubstantial difference of the beginning and the
Word" referring to the Father and the Son, both of which are incomprehensible. A
person that uses sense-bound thinking, however brilliant, cannot match the "keenness of
profoundest contemplation (which) on the other hand, once it has perceived the
countenance of the truth, neither hesitates, nor slips, nor is ever darkened by any
cloud."® This very much reminds one of Pseudo-Dionysius for whom "The first task of
contemplation is to penetrate the sensible images of the Scriptures to discover their true

intelligible meaning."86 Eriugena was influenced by amongst others Gregory of Nyssa

% Bamford, Christopher, Translator. The Voice of the Eagle by John Scottus Eriugena. New York:
Lindisfarne Press, 1990, p. 21.
% John J. O'Meara, Eriugena. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988, p. 65.
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(born in Caesarea in Cappadocia about 33) who viewed the contents of the substance of

the Deity as transcendent and incommunicable.®’

Meister Johannes Eckhart (ca. 1260-1327) who entered the Dominican order became a
professor of theology, preacher and writer, was charged with heresy and condemned
after his death. It seems that as with most of the mystics mentioned here, Eckhart was
greatly influenced by the neoplatonic metaphysics. In his philosophy on the neoplatonic
metaphysics the One reemerges with vigor so that God is the One, pure of all being. He
takes the words of Ex 3:14 as expressing God's wish to remain unknown as the cause of
all being beyond being. Yet, he also says that, because God is one, he has being -- so

much so that in comparison to him creatures are pure nothingness.

He maintained that there is in the soul a divine element, a spark of the divine Intellect -
something uncreated and uncreatable. His mature works describe four stages of the
soul's union with God: dissimilarity, similarity, identity, and breakthrough. The first
stage emphasizes the nothingness of creatures in comparison with the being of God. In
the second stage the soul finds itself to be the image of God with a resemblance to God.
The third stage of identity does not involve a substantial oneness but rather a oneness of
God's operation and man's becoming. The fourth stage moves beyond identity with God
to a breakthrough beyond God to the point that the soul is the Father and engenders the

Son.

He wrote Of Invisible Things. In this work he contended that being and intellect of a
human could approach that of a unified deity and grasp it only through mystical
apprehension of the divine through the divine spark of the soul. "Anything that we know
or are able to impart or that we can define, that is not God: for in God is neither this nor
that which we can abstract nor has he limitation."® He insisted that God could be found,

directly and decisively, anywhere and by anyone. This specifically includes everyday

life.%
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According to McGinn, Christian mystical theologies cannot be described as purely
intellectual, (or intellectual at all). This contention could well be applicable to Eckhart
as it becomes clear in the following series of propositions: 1. God is unknowable in the
sense that the divine nature cannot be grasped through rational, discursive concepts. 2.
Love has a special access to God because God is love and because he bestows his own
form of loving on human persons so that they may love him in return. 3. The love by
which we grasp or attain God can be correctly called a form of "knowing" (intelligentia,
notitia, i